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ABSTRACT 
 

MORE THAN MINDFULNESS: THE EFFECTIVENESS OF AN ECOSPIRITUAL 
FELLOWSHIP IN BUILDING CONNECTION, PROMOTING WELLNESS, AND 

TRANSFORMING THE ECOLOGICAL WORLDVIEWS OF TEACHERS 
 
 

Medora West Willmore 
 

Antioch University  
 

Yellow Springs, OH 
 

Action towards planetary well-being requires more than environmental awareness, acquisition of 

knowledge, or technological fixes; it necessitates a sacred connection, recognizing 

interdependence, and an ethic that maintains dignity for all non-human beings. It requires a shift 

in our ecological consciousness from the dominator and exploitative (I-it) view to the connected 

and participatory (I-thou) view which is best facilitated by an emerging paradigm called 

ecospirituality. For the next generation to adopt this paradigm, teachers must first adopt it. The 

research goal was to transform teachers’ relationship with the natural world by enlisting 

ecospirituality as central in supporting teacher wellness, as an intervening variable for pro-

environmental behaviors, and in developing robust ecological identities among teachers and 

correspondingly their students. The literature review focused on several intersecting but distinct 

theoretical approaches including holistic learning theory, spiritual identity development,  

nature-based education, the indigenous worldview, and ecospirituality. For this dissertation, an 

immersive, spiritually enhanced, eco-curriculum called More than Mindfulness: A Teacher 

Fellowship in Ecospirituality was developed. It was then implemented in order to cultivate 

ecospiritual mindsets among the participants. The research sample drew from a 28 member, 

preschool-8th grade teaching faculty employed by a private, holistic school. The study was a 

convergent parallel mixed methods design and utilized a focus group technique where participant 



 v 

reflection was the source of qualitative data and pre and post surveys yield both quantitative and 

qualitative data. The research suggests that ecospirituality serves as a uniquely transformative 

paradigm for educators. The teacher fellowship changed the way the educators situate 

themselves in relation to the natural world as the data showed a significant increase in participant 

connectedness to nature. It provided them with an ecospiritual framework that bolstered their 

wellness as evidenced by a notable increase in spiritual wellness scores. It impacted their 

pedagogy by encouraging a more ecocentric approach in their teaching, as determined by the 

qualitative results. Suggestions for future research are included and the program modules are 

found in the appendices. This dissertation is available in open access at AURA: Antioch 

University Repository and Archive, https://aura.antioch.edu/, and OhioLINK ETD Center, 

https://etd.ohiolink.edu/. 

 

Keywords: holistic education, spirituality, spiritual intelligence, spiritual wellness, spiritually 

supportive pedagogy, natural intelligence, nature-based education, ecological identity, 

ecospirituality 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Many scholars and practitioners point to an association between a person’s spirituality 

and their orientation towards environmental stewardship and, in doing so, underscore that our 

ecological crisis is really a crisis of the soul (Berry, 1988; Bstan-ʼdzin-rgya-mtsho, 1999; 

Fassina, 2015; Pope Francis, 2015; Smith, 2009; Van Wieren, 2008; Vaughan-Lee et al., 2016; 

White, 1967). If in fact the environmental crisis is a crisis of the soul then we must work to 

reintegrate spiritual identity development as a foundational learning dimension within our school 

cultures and in doing so, influence the way teachers and students relate to the natural world. It is 

in these learning opportunities that we can change the trajectory of our planetary future. 

This introductory chapter is meant to situate myself as a researcher and share what has 

prompted my interest in this scholarly inquiry. I will also contextualize the research topic and 

state its relevance. Additionally, I will share its objectives and specify its focus and scope.  

Personal Relationship to the Topic  

The Western view of education is centered around knowledge or skill development via 

formal teaching or training (Merriam Webster, 2022). However, in my estimation, education is 

more pervasive than popular perception; it is not always attained and realized in a classroom and 

not always provided by a trained professional. Our knowledge, our beliefs, and who we become 

are the products of places, integral connection, and threshold life experiences. We call on the 

wisdom of these places, people, and experiences with every step in our journey for inner 

knowing, outer understanding, and intellectual purpose.  

The natural world as a learning environment is a valuable part of my social and cultural 

landscape. It has served as a backdrop for many watershed moments and has been the common 

denominator in peak experiences of the mind, body, and spirit- moments in nature when 
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creation’s power, peace, beauty, grandeur, simplicity, and complexity hit me in such a way that I 

was moved, inspired, and even transformed by that experience. This has happened throughout 

my life but the moments that are clearest and perhaps most impactful are those from my youth.  

For instance, I recall very clearly when my father pointed the telescope toward the full moon and 

invited me to have a look at its craters. I was mesmerized by that vision. I felt both so incredibly 

small in the arms of the universe but also so incredibly held by them too. This deep sense of 

connection changed me.  

I recollect key childhood moments when the innate human-animal bond, we all have 

capacity for, was kindled in me. Most notably, I recall my first time snorkeling and being awed 

by the hidden but magical, under the sea world. And quickly thereafter becoming 

overwhelmingly preoccupied with the ocean and at the young age of eight, obsessive about a 

professional path towards marine biology. I remember rescuing, bottle feeding, and rearing 

orphaned bunnies and also recall being called to give every cow at my grandparent’s farm a 

name and by naming each cow–extending my heart and my respect to each of them. These 

empathetic, emotional, and reverential relationships are what Louv (2020) calls the “shared 

habits of the heart.” He describes this deep, intrinsic bond having a “permeability of empathy… 

a connection that extends from within us, across the mysterious between, and into the other 

being” (Louv, 2020, para. 7). 

 I recall many small moments too–these seemingly insignificant, everyday lived 

experiences were equally life changing. The house I grew up on was at the end of a no-outlet 

street. It was adjacent to a stream surrounded by what looked like a huge forest, but in reality, 

was just a buffer of trees separating us and a heavily trafficked road. This patch of forest seemed 

wilder than I now know it really was. My brother and I would spend most of our days getting lost 
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in these woods. Forest days were carefree–climbing trees, building forts, and turning over rocks 

in the stream. We were immune to the heat, mosquitos, and poison ivy and rather high on 

Vitamin N or the power of time in nature. Time slowed just enough for us to feel a profound 

resonance with this small piece of Earth, an underlying sense of connection and of belonging. On 

these days, we uncovered some of nature’s mysteries while simultaneously uncovering key bits 

of ourselves. Even today, when I summon these memories or when I aim to recreate these 

carefree times in my adult life, I am blessed with the deep healing and restorative power of 

nature.  

I also remember many childhood weekends, we would retreat to my grandparents’ hobby 

farm. I remember driving for what seemed like hours to get there, when in reality the farm was 

only a few minutes from town and was a small place complete with a barn, a head of cattle, a 

pond, and garden. This place was a place of firsts for me; it was my first taste of living off the 

land, it afforded me my first fish catch, and my first vine ripe tomato. It was here where I 

shucked my first ear of corn and stepped in my first cow patty and it was the first time I 

witnessed true land stewardship. The care and intention that my grandparents carefully sowed 

throughout the farm reverberated and was felt by all those who walked on the farm. The personal 

connections I made to their land and the ways in which I witnessed them respectfully interacting 

with it, left a lasting impact on me. Over the years I have channeled them; their ways of being 

can be reflected in my beliefs and values. As a result, I have learned to make sense of the world 

by acknowledging connections and thinking ecologically. This way of knowing has surfaced 

several salient understandings about nature; nature engagement invokes my curiosity and 

inquiry; it yields innate creativity. Nature exploration invites adventure and risk; it encourages 

me to push boundaries. Time in nature is healing; it centers me, often reducing stress and 
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relieving suffering. When I am with nature, I feel alive and supported; it nourishes connection 

and vitalizes interdependence. I revere nature, feel a deep resonance with its energy, and when 

absorbed in it, feel spiritually connected to a higher power.  

Nature has been a key teacher in shaping my intellectual journey from curious child to 

educator to academic scholar. As a guide in that journey, nature has, as a result, become an 

integral part of my personal and professional identity and therefore instrumental in shaping my 

beliefs and action. This aspect of my identity can be described as ecological and according to 

environmental learning scholar Mitchell Thomashow (2022), developing an ecological identity 

consists of “using direct experiences of nature as a framework for personal decisions, 

professional choices, political action, and spiritual inquiry” (para. 1). Thomashow (1995) 

suggests that the “purpose of ecological identity work is to provide language and context that 

connects a person’s life choices with his or her ecological worldview, serving as a guide that 

coordinates meaning, a transition to a new way of seeing oneself in the world” (p. 6). In essence, 

my environmental experiences have yielded an identity that recognizes deep spiritual connection 

to place and therefore motivates me towards action that sustains the land and its ecosystem. 

Moreover, I identify as both environmentalist and spiritualist and integrate these 

dimensions into my professional practice by “thinking like a mountain” (Leopold, 1949). Which 

means to recognize and respect the relationships found in an ecosystem and to see a web of 

connection between all living and nonliving elements where no species lives in isolation. This 

perspective helps the observer gain a deeper understanding, appreciation, and empathy for their 

surroundings. I evoke this perspective in my teaching; I work to create learning experiences 

where the emotional, empathetic connection is so deep that it will live within the learner. If I am 

encouraging a connection to something, then I am fostering a responsibility to that thing–be it to 
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a tree, a rock, an animal, a person, a place, or a culture. This position is echoed by scholar David 

Sobel’s place-based education work. Sobel (2005) contends that when children develop a deep 

sense of place, they learn a greater appreciation for the natural world, cultivate stronger 

connections to their communities, and develop a desire to be contributing, solution-minded 

citizens; they “become part of the community rather than a passive observer of it” (p. 3). This 

place-based approach is an accessible way to cultivate these deep relationships and inspires me 

to weave them into my education pedagogy.  

Furthermore, as an educator at a holistic school, I have become grounded in holism and 

likewise, learned to view human development through a holistic lens. More specifically, I have 

come to recognize that student and teacher wholeness is strengthened by promoting spiritual 

intelligence and that the integration of non-religious spiritual pedagogy into a school culture has 

the capacity to yield dynamic, authentic growth for all that are involved. This pedagogy nurtures 

a learner’s innate spirituality by using “tools and methodologies that build a culture and climate 

of awareness, belonging, and connectedness” (Collaborative for Spirituality in Education, 2022) 

and likewise, cultivates the triadic virtues of beauty, truth, and goodness (McIntosh, 2007). 

Spiritual pedagogy, as a teaching practice, has become a core aspect of my epistemological 

stance, working from the tenet that human thriving is dependent on healthy spiritual 

development. Additionally, the strategic and cultural efforts of my organization have also been 

paramount in my personal development. It is the cultivation of spiritual virtues that have been 

most significant in helping me find purpose as a change agent and more specifically an 

environmental activist. I never imagined that my work as a teacher would become the source of a 

deep spiritual journey and consequently a launchpad for activism.   
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As I reflect on my own ecological identity development, I recognize that my relationship 

to the natural world has become fundamentally a spiritual one. I believe that an ecospiritual 

connection has been the intervening variable in my pro-environmental attitudes and behavior and 

has played a crucial role in my sustainability transitions–it is what compels me to act. Given 

these experiences, I believe that when we educate for spiritual virtues our learners not only 

develop personal ethics but become spiritually connected–individually and collectively. This 

spiritual development and consequently moral code lays the groundwork for empathy in action 

and/or social change. To that end, I assert that the traditional educational system is failing when 

spiritual domain development is overlooked and when nature isn’t a central teacher or a critical 

learning environment. This perspective leaves me posing these critical guiding questions: what if 

schools were freed from the competitive paradigm and rather encouraged to cultivate the 

qualities of the human spirit, would nature have a chance? Can spiritually supportive pedagogy 

help us heal ourselves while simultaneously restoring the Earth? I have this lived experience, 

know the power of it, and as an advocate for it, hope that through my research I am able to center 

conversation and action around the spiritual practice of educating for sustainability.  

Background on the Problem 
Spiritually Anchored in Unprecedented Times 

 It is a unique moment in the history of education to be a school leader. The act of leading 

in this moment is a great act of courage–nothing about it is easy and much has been emotional. 

These experiences have, in turn, informed the direction of my research. Over the last several 

years, I have helped to lead my institution through a series of watershed moments. To begin 

with, the school has experienced a major leadership change while, at the same time, negotiated 

the effects of a global pandemic and juggled an economic downturn. It now faces an impending 
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recession that will most certainly have short- and long-term impacts on its operating budget and 

the financial security of paying families. Polarizing politics also adds a complexity to an already 

dynamic national narrative that has and will continue to trickle down into our small community. 

Furthermore, as a school working towards social justice, revelations of racial, sexual orientation 

and gender discrimination and the resulting widespread social movements demand us to 

reevaluate the oppressive systems and structures that still exist in our institution. Moreover, the 

seemingly endless reports of school shootings yield a level of worry and fear among our 

community members while the divisive politics of gun control ignite a drive in advocacy among 

our teachers. Most notably, educators are also navigating the constant barrage of natural disasters 

that amplify the eco-crisis and existential threats that the world’s environmental burdens put on 

the next generation–the very children we are serving. Ultimately, the community members who 

walk through my school doors each August are swimming in, as Ward (2020) says, a “vast ocean 

of trauma” (para. 4) and we, as leaders, need to support them in that experience. I see this 

moment as ripe for transformation–where opportunity is seen in the disequilibrium and in the 

uncertainty, possibility. 

 These unforeseen layers of catastrophe are formative moments in their lives and on their 

educational journeys. Barlow (2010) discusses these moments, “we know from the study of 

living systems that in times like these, systems have a tendency to break down or break through. 

Cultivating conditions that support innovation and break through is an important dimension of 

leadership” (p. 4). However, when education is tethered to an obsolete, industrial model and fails 

to recognize the holistic needs of its teachers and students, then there are obvious missed 

opportunities for growth. How I, as an educational leader, set up conditions for ‘innovation and 

breakthrough’ is crucial. This path to transformation is a spiritual one. Spirituality can serve as a 
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protector in the face of challenging times and as a tool for both connection and resilience. 

Furthermore, these extreme situations ask us to rethink the academic landscape of how and what 

we teach, who we serve, and at what cost. These circumstances ask us to regroup as a conscious 

community and invite heart-based, continuous reflection as a guiding compass through cycles of 

challenge and of growth. We may as Freire (1972) suggests, “discover through existential 

experiences that [our] present way of life is irreconcilable with their vocation to become fully 

human” (p. 75) and recognize that “liberation is a praxis; the action and reflection of men and 

women upon their world in order to transform it” (Freire, 1972, p. 79).  

 As leaders, if we can grant our educators the time and space to become mindful, spiritual 

practitioners, to engage in critical reflection and tap into their spiritual selves- then they may 

achieve a higher level of wholeness and likewise wellness which may better equip them to tap 

into the creative, intuitive, and sacred process of being a teacher. This can, in turn, change the 

world.  

Statement of the Problem  

If we want to alter our planetary future–if we want to save ourselves–then we must 

change the cultural systems that impose direct harm on the Earth and oppress action towards the 

common good. Our beliefs, values, and virtuous actions are expressions of both our cultural 

constructs and correspondingly our spirituality. Culture can influence the way we experience 

spirituality and therefore a shift in our culture can trigger a shift in our spiritual identities and 

vice versa. This feedback loop is important to consider when tackling the most pressing social 

issue of our time–climate change. 

Many scholars and practitioners align with the belief that the roots of the environmental 

crisis are cultural and spiritual and build a case that suggests, so are the remedies and should be 
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the responses (Berry, 1988; Bstan-ʼdzin-rgya-mtsho, 1999; Fassina, 2015; Pope Francis, 2015; 

Smith, 2009; Van Wieren, 2008; Vaughan-Lee et al., 2016; White, 1967). Sufi leader Llewellyn 

Vaughan-Lee et al. (2016) states that “our present outer ecological crisis is a reflection of an 

inner spiritual crisis” (para. 3). Environmental lawyer and scholar Gus Speth offers that, “the top 

environmental problems are selfishness, greed, and apathy… And to deal with these we need a 

spiritual and cultural transformation—and scientists don't know how to do that (as cited in Ives et 

al., 2020, p. 208). Pope Francis (2015) says “there needs to be a distinctive way of looking at 

things, a way of thinking, policies, an educational programme, a lifestyle and a spirituality which 

together generate resistance to the assault of the technocratic paradigm” (para. 111). Cultural 

historian and theologian Thomas Berry (1999) argues, “the natural world demands a response 

beyond scientific insight…[It] demands a response that rises from the wild unconscious depths 

of the human soul” (p. 55). This spiritual disconnect has estranged us from our innate inclination 

towards spiritual identity development and the virtues that arise from that development (L. 

Miller, 2015).   

Similarly, the role of culture is central in shaping people's attitudes and behaviors 

towards the Earth (Bateson, 1999; Bowers, 2011; Pope Francis, 2015). This implies that the 

dominant Western worldview–one of reductionism, commodification, and objectification–

influences how we identify and relate to the Earth and therefore is also to blame for our 

ecological crises. It has sequestered us from our intrinsic capacity for intimate nature connection, 

one in which we uphold a mutual exchange (Vaughan-Lee et al., 2016). I draw a direct link 

between society’s spiritual disconnect and the dominant paradigms of Western culture and 

couple these as sources of a decaying human-earth relationship.  
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Furthermore, Lupinacci (2017) proposes that our social problems can also be leveraged 

by failing industrial educational models in which the West’s achievement culture saturates 

schools while students are quantified and controlled. This achievement centered attitude is 

reflected in the mission of the U.S. Department of Education which is to “promote student 

achievement and preparation for global competitiveness by fostering educational excellence 

ensuring equal access” (U.S. Department of Education, 2022). These classrooms become 

permeated by the “human-supremacist worldview” of competition, individualism, and 

materialism (Lupinacci, 2017) and are left “spiritually empty” (Kessler, 2000) as the desire for 

competition and economic growth minimizes the value of holistic development. While 

simultaneously students are left nature deficient as the indoor, industrial model amputates our 

connection with the earth (Lupinacci, 2017; Smith, 2009; Vokey, 2001). I maintain that to be 

competitive essentially means to win at all costs and with that, others must lose. When we 

embrace this as a cultural norm, action for common good is out the window and this is where 

people and nature lose.  

Much of my research underscores the notion that development in the spiritual and natural 

learning domains are not only inherent aspects of being human but also have positive effects on 

human health and wellness and can also serve as avenues for personal and socio-environmental 

transformation (Louv, 2005; Park et al., 2010; Robbins, 2020; Sandifer et al., 2015). For 

example, author and journalist Richard Louv (2005), who coined the term Nature Deficit 

Disorder, states that “we cannot protect something we do not love, we cannot love what we do 

not know, and we cannot know what we do not see. Or hear. Or sense” (p. 104). His words offer 

important insight into what can and does motivate humans towards pro-environmental attitudes 

and behaviors–it is, perhaps, time in nature and intentional, mindful engagement that leads to a 



 

 

11 

deeper connection. This deep nature connection, if conditions are right, may yield a life-long 

spiritual bond otherwise known as an ecospiritual relationship. I contend that carefully curated 

nature-based practices can serve as a gateway to this ecospiritual identity development and 

likewise serve as tools in educating for sustainability, ethics, and social change. Thus, my 

research interest argues for the inclusion of these practices into school curriculum.  

The learning environment educators create is extremely influential on their students and 

in return, children will recreate the world they have experienced (Owen, 2019). For example, if it 

is one filled with competition, individual gain, and egoism, this is the world we will see. If 

educators can be freed from the competitive, standardized, and industrial paradigm to nurture the 

qualities of the human spirit and cultivate a deep nature connection, then they may have a chance 

at achieving wellness in themselves and subsequently in their students and the earth. Therefore, I 

propose that ecospiritual identity development must be nurtured first in teachers in order to reach 

their students. Identity development is a key aspect of teacher education and is achieved through 

focused inner work, therefore teachers need time and space to tap into their inner lives (Palmer, 

2003). Moreover, they need exposure and lived experience in nature to develop their own 

ecological identities (Thomashaw, 1995)–if they cannot relate to learning with and in nature, 

then we can’t expect that their students will either.  

Significance of the Study  

Unfortunately, spiritual and ecological identity development is largely absent from 

traditional public education institutions and from teacher training and education programs. We 

are seeing a slow infiltration of environmental education (EE) content and course requirements 

into pre-service and in-service teaching programs and these efforts can be important in shaping 

the teaching identities of educators (Alvarez-Garcia et al., 2015). Many believe that this is a cart 
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before the horse scenario in that a deep nature connection is arguably a precursor to ecological 

literacy and associated pro-environmental behaviors (Cagle, 2018, as cited in Collado & Rosa, 

2019; Chawla, 2007; Sobel, 1996). In this way, I am calling for a new relationship to nature that 

is grounded in spiritual terms. Nature, if understood this way, can serve as both a gateway to 

heightened spiritual awareness and alternatively adding a spiritual lens may yield an enhanced 

ecological identity; both driving pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors. Palmer (2015) states 

that “every great movement for social change has been animated by people who did serious inner 

work” (0:10). Moreover, Ives et al. (2020) contends that “people’s inner words- their emotions, 

thoughts, identities, and beliefs lie at the heart of action for sustainability, and have the powerful 

transformative capacity for system change” (p. 208). More specifically, Smith (2009) argues that 

“ecospirituality… provides a unifying foundation upon which both educators and students can 

begin to recast [as an I-Thou] humanity’s damaged relationship with the Earth” (p. 654). This all 

implies that when people can identify both culturally and spiritually with the natural world they 

are then more inclined to advocate for positive change (Cremo & Goswami, 1995, as cited in 

Thathong, 2012; Skamp, 1991; Suganthi, 2019).  

By infusing ecospirituality into teacher education programs, I believe that teachers will 

not only be exposed to the healing and restorative aspects of nature but will also cultivate a 

natural curiosity while shaping the values and ethical connections to nature. This has the capacity 

to be personally transformative but also collectively transformative as a teaching force 

committed to ecological literacy that is likewise experiencing optimal wellness through 

ecospirituality will, perhaps, yield an inspired student population full of passionate 

environmental stewards and aspiring change-makers. More broadly, I am curious about the 
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potential for spirituality education, principally ecospiritual education, to drive environmental 

advocacy on a wider scale–spreading ecospiritual education to a larger audience.  

In summary, I hope that through my research I am able to center conversation around the 

spiritual practice of educating for sustainability and in doing so, change the paradigm of 

environmental education by bringing an ecospiritual dimension to the models that already exist. I 

also hope to encourage educators to explore spiritually supportive ecopedagogy as a 

transformative strategy that facilitates wellness for themselves, their students, and the Earth. 

Moreover, I aspire to normalize spiritual identity development as a tool for environmental 

advocacy and aim to contribute to the growing field of research that suggests advocacy requires 

more than technological fixes or external interventions but should include the moral and spiritual 

dimensions. 

Research Question and Sub-questions 
 

My inquiry investigates the cross section between spiritual and ecological identity 

development known as ecospirituality, and offers it as a tool for social change. I am interested in 

if/how an ecospiritual mindset promotes pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors and wellness 

in teachers.  

My inquiry question is, how does an immersive, ecospiritual teacher education model 

promote teacher wellness, encourage ecological identity development, and grow an ecospiritual 

mindset? My sub-questions are:  

• What are the key themes and key elements of a learning environment that support a 

teacher’s ecospiritual development?  

• What, if any, is the connection between an ecospiritual mindset and a teacher’s 

spiritual wellness?  
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• What influence, if any, does an ecospiritual mindset have on a teacher’s 

environmental behaviors and attitudes? 

• What do teachers report as the impacts of ecospiritual development on their 

professional practice?  

I hypothesize that the curriculum model will shape teachers’ ecological identities and promote 

pro-environmental shifts in their attitudes and behaviors, including shifts within their teaching 

practices. I also predict a positive association between an ecospiritual mindset and a teacher’s 

spiritual wellness. 

Scope, Limitations, and Delimitations 
 

By enlisting the emerging paradigm of ecospirituality as inspiration, I created an 

immersive teacher education curriculum aimed at cultivating ecospiritual mindsets among 

teachers and in doing so transforming the way they situate themselves in relation to the natural 

world so to support an integrated, sustainable, and ethical relationship with nature. This 

convergent parallel mixed methods inquiry utilized a focus group technique where participant 

personal reflection became the source of qualitative data and pre and post surveys yield both 

quantitative and qualitative data.  

My study was constrained in part by my professional practice as this research inquiry is 

taking place at my place of work. As a result, the scope of my inquiry is limited to a private, 

preschool-8th grade holistic educational setting and may prove difficult to replicate. 

Furthermore, I am consciously limiting my study sample to a convenience sample or target 

population of preschool-8th grade teachers who are employed by the school. Some of my 

findings may not be generalizable to other school settings such as public school settings, 

religious or parochial schools, or higher education institutions. However, the teacher education 
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program and associated curriculum itself may be transferable and supportive in many of these 

educational settings. It is important to note that I am underscoring spirituality in education and 

choosing not to discuss parallel pedagogies such as religious education. Finally, my curriculum 

focus is on ecospiritual practices within the field of education and although there is overlap, I am 

choosing not to highlight the tools and methodologies used in the fields of holistic health, 

ecopsychology, or ecotherapy.  

Definition of Key Terms and Concepts 
 

The terms below are used throughout this dissertation and embody key concepts 

necessary for thesis inquiry. These concepts are explored in greater detail in the review of the 

literature and when used in concert offer the reader a more robust understanding of my inquiry.  

1. Holistic education: Learning as a comprehensive integration of the many facets of being 

human and is composed not only of traditional academics but of the interconnected 

relationships between the mental, social, emotional, physical, creative, natural, and 

spiritual qualities of the learner (Pilla et al., 2017).  

2. Spirituality: An intrinsic understanding of a living relationship to a higher power such as 

the creator, God, nature, spirit, or the cosmos which manifests as a search for 

connectedness, a sense of meaning and purpose, and/or an ethical or moral code (L. 

Miller, 2015; Yust et al., 2006).  

3. Spiritual intelligence: “The intelligence with which we solve problems of meaning and 

value, …with which we place our actions and our lives in a wider, richer [context], and… 

with which we can assess that one course of action or life path is more meaningful than 

another” (Zohar & Marshall, 2000, as cited in Srivastava, 2016, p. 224).  
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4. Spiritual wellness: The fundamental dimension of a person’s overall health and         

well-being and impacts all other domains of their health. It is achieved through the 

practice(s) of spirituality (Fisher, 2001). 

5. Spiritually supportive pedagogy: Nurturing a learner’s innate spirituality by using “tools 

and methodologies that build a culture and climate of awareness, belonging, and 

connectedness” (Collaborative for Spirituality in Education, 2022).  

6. Natural intelligence: A person’s interest in or relationship with nature, involves a 

person’s ability to identify and classify elements of nature, and includes one’s 

appreciation for the natural world (Gardner, 2006). 

7. Nature-based education: “Learning through exposure to nature and nature-based 

activities… It encompasses the acquisition of knowledge, skills, values, attitudes, and 

behaviors in realms including, but not limited to, academic achievement, personal 

development, and environmental stewardship” (Jordan & Chawla, 2019, para. 4). 

8. Ecological identity: “Using direct experiences of nature as a framework for personal 

decisions, professional choices, political action, and spiritual inquiry” (Thomashow, 

2022, para. 1). 

9. Ecospirituality: A spiritual connection between human beings and the earth that 

“incorporates an intuitive and embodied awareness of all life and engages a relational 

view of person to planet, inner to outer landscape, and soul to soil” (Lincoln, 2000, para. 

1). 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

This inquiry is shaped by several intersecting but distinct theoretical approaches such as 

holistic learning theory, spiritual identity development, nature-based education, ecological 

identity development, and ecospirituality. In an effort to provide the reader with some context for 

the proposed inquiry question, this limited literature review describes the tenets of holistic 

education as I understand them while also synthesizing research that underscores the role of 

spiritual, ecological and nature-based pedagogy as key facets of the holistic education landscape. 

Likewise, it emphasizes the transformative power of spiritual and ecological identity 

development as bridges towards wholeness and investigates specifically the spiritual connection 

to the earth, known as ecospirituality, as a non-religious outlet for the spiritual identity 

development among teachers and students. Furthermore, it explores this cross section between 

spiritual and ecological identity development and suggests it as a tool for wellness. Finally, it 

lays the theoretical foundation for prioritizing ecospirituality as a strategy in shaping              

pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors. 

The Case for Holistic Education 
 

The purpose of education has long been debated among educators, students, academics, 

and policy makers and has, over the years, experienced an identity crisis. Its purposes vacillate 

between targets like improving the human condition, cultivating engaged citizens, moral training, 

developing skills for the workforce, and promoting academic excellence. Reform has 

“harness[ed] education to the values of the American economic system,” promoting such things 

as “productivity, efficiency, accountability, [and] standardization” (R. Miller, 1997, p. 201). This 

is evidenced by the Department of Education’s (2022) mission “to promote student achievement 

and preparation for global competitiveness by fostering educational excellence and ensuring 
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equal access.” As a result, an increasingly standardized and credentialist-based system has 

yielded a pervasive yet arguably obsolete industrial model, designed to meet the growing 

economic needs of society (Robinson, 2013). 

As United States public education evolves to meet the economic demands of society, R. 

Miller (1997) argues that the holistic needs of its core participants–the students and teachers–

become overpowered. For example, the public system’s policy, practice, and purpose endorse 

cognitive development and associated measurable outcomes yielding to an achievement culture. 

This culture dominates the conversation, ultimately divorcing learners from the fundamental 

facets of what it means to become a whole human. By valuing a culture of competitiveness over 

connectedness in this way, the holistic well-being and development of students and 

simultaneously that of teachers is suppressed. R. Miller (1997) suggests “to focus solely on 

rational intellect, economic achievement, competition ... is lopsided; to be “well educated” in the 

modern industrial world…; is to be alienated from one’s own creativity, insight, and unfolding 

self-actualization” (p. 212) and asserts that this approach seeks to “impose a social discipline on 

the non-rational passions of human nature” (p. 41). These critical aspects of holistic learning are 

left out of the education equation and, therefore, out of the identity development of the students 

and teachers. Moreover, Freire (1972) used the term banking model of education to criticize the 

traditional education system. In this transmissive approach, learners are reduced to merely 

recipients of knowledge or vessels to be filled by the teacher as authority and holder of 

knowledge. Freire (1972) argues that the banking model’s power dynamics dehumanize its 

participants by “attempt[ing] to control thinking and action, inhibit creative power, and uphold 

the status quo, thus benefiting the oppressor” (p. 77). In his view learners are oppressed when 

they are denied the right to be active participants and impeded in their capacity to develop 
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holistically. Ultimately, the reductionist view that learners are simply a mind/body construct, 

does not fulfill a learner’s true potential. 

In the late 1970s, integral education, namely holistic education and associated principles 

and practices emerged as a remedy for the reductionist model. It has been argued in educational 

reform circles as the most significant educational movement of the times (Harris, 1980, as cited 

in R. Miller, 1997; J. P. Miller et al., 2019). This post-modern perspective recognizes holistic 

education as a comprehensive integration of the many facets of being human and is composed 

not only of traditional academics but of the interconnected relationships between the mental, 

social, emotional, physical, creative, natural, and spiritual qualities of the learner. Developmental 

psychologist Howard Gardner (1983) highlights nine intelligences that comprise a holistically 

developed human. Furthermore, holistic education pioneer John Miller (1988, as cited in J. P. 

Miller et al., 2019) emphasized a movement grounded in these critical relationships: “the 

relationship between linear thinking and intuition, the relationship between mind and body, the 

relationships between various domains of knowledge, the relationship between the individual and 

community, and the relationship between self and [soul] and the connection to the earth” was 

later added (p. 32). Likewise, holistic scholar Ron Miller (1997) advocated a worldview that 

promotes a vision of connectedness through development in humanistic, spiritual, and ecological 

understanding. Through forms of reason that are not simply instrumental, holistic education aims 

to foster personal and consequently collective wholeness (Glazer & Smith, 1999; Kessler, 2000; 

L. Miller, 2015) and through integration aims to “bring our species in to better harmony both 

with itself and with the world… to ensure, not just our flourishing, but our very survival” (J. P. 

Miller et al., 2019, p. 28). 
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Holistic education is based on the premise that identity, meaning, and purpose are 

achievable through connections to others, the natural world and spiritual virtues such as empathy 

and peace (R. Miller, 1997). These connections are also echoed in the indigenous worldview, 

another orientation that has guided the evolution of holistic education (Cajete, 1994; Nakagawa, 

2000; Rudge, 2010). Nakagawa (2000), a leading holistic education scholar, references six major 

worldviews that ground holistic education theory, one being indigenous worldviews. Nakagawa 

(2000) specifically points to its emphasis on the interdependence and interconnectedness as 

guiding principles which reinforce the ecological and spiritual dimensions of holistic learning 

theory. Moreover, Native American educator Gregory Cajete (1994) suggests that America’s 

economically driven, industrial education model yields those “who identify most with the bottom 

line and suffer from image without substance, technique without soul, knowledge without 

context…” –leaving the learners disconnected and incomplete (p. 25). Cajete (1994) suggests 

this calamity is a direct result of the “crisis of modern man’s identity and his cosmological 

disconnection from the natural world” (p. 25) and underscores that American education, by 

integrating the holistic indigenous worldview must; 

 Rededicate its efforts to assist Americans in their understanding and appreciation of 

  spirituality as it relates to the Earth and the place in which they live. It must engender a 

  commitment to service rather than competition, promote respect for individual, cultural 

  and biological diversity and engage students in learning processes that facilitate the 

  development of their human potential through creative transformation. (p. 26)  

Many of the above scholars have become formative voices in my knowledge and 

application of the holistic learning theory, their theoretical implications have helped lay the 

foundation for my research. My narrative suggests a traditional educational model sidelines 
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holistic development and ultimately leaves its learners “spiritually empty" (Kessler, 2000) and 

“nature deficient” (Louv, 2005). The emphasis on the spiritual and ecological learning domains, 

as outlined in holistic education literature reviewed here, also supports my hypothesis that being 

void of these intelligences fuels many of the social and environmental issues of our time. 

Developing the Spiritual Intelligence to Achieve Wellness 
 

According to some contemporary holistic educators the spiritual principle is what 

differentiates holistic education from all other alternative approaches to education (Glazer & 

Smith, 1999; Kessler, 2000; J. P. Miller, 2019; Rudge, 2010). Moreover, they assert that the 

acquisition of any knowledge is bolstered by spiritual growth and thus place spiritual intelligence 

at the heart of education; it is the elixir that brings all the other learning domains to life (Glazer 

& Smith, 1999; Kessler, 2000; J. P. Miller, 2019; L. Miller, 2015; Nakagawa, 2000; Nava, 

2013). It is “the intelligence with which we solve problems of meaning and value, …with which 

we place our actions and our lives in a wider, richer [context], and… with which we can assess 

that one course of action or life path is more meaningful than another” (Zohar & Marshall, 2000 

as cited in Srivastava, 2016, p. 224). This kind of learning development is unfortunately not 

universally nurtured in schools as many suggest that it lacks secularity and/or is often confused 

with or linked to religion. Although they can be connected, religion and spirituality are not 

synonymous. Religion is a man-made institution whereas humans have an innate inclination 

towards spiritual connection and therefore don’t require religious practices for it to unfold 

(Benson et al., 2012; L. Miller, 2015). Spirituality in this case, is a personal journey, not 

connected to a particular organized religion but defined as an intrinsic understanding of a living 

relationship to a higher power such as the creator, God, nature, spirit, or the cosmos and 
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manifests as a search for connectedness, a sense of meaning and purpose, and/or an ethical or 

moral code (L. Miller, 2015; Yust et al., 2006).  

Much like holistic education focuses on educating the whole human, holistic health 

focuses on healing the whole person. In this way, holistic health recognizes a synergistic 

relationship between the mind, body, and the spirit. More specifically, this perspective 

emphasizes the integration of multiple dimensions of wellness including emotional, social, 

physical, intellectual, occupational, and spiritual wellness (National Health Wellness Institute, 

2009, as cited Brymer et al., 2010) and recognizes spiritual wellness as being fundamental to all 

other wellness dimensions (Fisher, 2001). It is achieved through spiritual practices and is 

determined by the quality and depth of connections that one has with self, others, nature, and a 

high power (Ghaderi et al., 2018). Spiritual health is said to yield happier, more creative, 

peaceful, caring, compassionate, and altruistic individuals (Zohar et al, 2000, as cited in 

Bejarano, 2020), it is said to serve as protector against depression and against risky behaviors 

(Kessler, 2000; L. Miller, 2015) and studies correlate spiritual wellness and better life outcomes 

for health, employment, economic autonomy and social engagement (Kimbel & Schellenberg, 

2013; Noble et al., 2008 as cited in Schwebel, 2017).  

L. Miller (2015) asserts that nurturing a spiritual intelligence is foundational to holistic 

development and mental health and vital to overall, optimal wellness and therefore, should be 

prioritized in school programming. Furthermore, Vokey (2001) suggests that by integrating 

spirituality within a school’s curriculum. students are able to feel ‘fully alive’ as they get to 

experience a: 

 connectedness with (a) their deepest selves, including their hopes and fears; (b) other 

  human and non-human souls, in all their similarities and differences; (c) the natural 
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  world and the cosmos beyond, in all its awe inspiring complexity, beauty and mystery; 

  and (d) the larger purposes, potentials, and powers that transcend ego’s limited concerns. 

  (p. 6) 

This spirituality supportive pedagogy uses “tools and methodologies that build a culture and 

climate of awareness, belonging, and connectedness” thereby supporting holistic growth and 

wellness amongst its learners (Collaborative for Spirituality in Education, 2022).  

Socially Engaged Spirituality 
 

When spirituality becomes a central, influential force in shaping a school’s culture, it not 

only helps learners make meaning of the knowledge gained in the classroom but has the capacity 

to yield dynamic, holistic growth and wellness for all involved. Likewise, when schools educate 

for spiritual virtues, learners develop personal ethics that support them in becoming spiritually 

connected– individually and collectively. For instance, Iannone and Iannon (1999, as cited in 

Vokey, 2001, p. 5) suggest that “once we recognize spirituality in ourselves, we recognize it in 

others” and out of this sense of connectedness emerges the virtues of the human spirit such as 

love, compassion, patience, tolerance, forgiveness, contentment, a sense of harmony, and sense 

of responsibility (Bstan-ʼdzin-rgya-mtsho, 1999). The cultivation of these will bring happiness to 

oneself and others (Bstan-ʼdzin-rgya-mtsho, 1999). In this way, spirituality can be a key factor in 

meeting the holistic needs of the learner and spiritual virtue development can lay the groundwork 

for a moral code that yields empathy in action or educating for social change (Owen, 2019). 

However, “educators who ignore the spiritual side miss essential avenues for personal and social 

change” (Haluza-Delay, 2000, as cited in Crowe, 2013, p. 149). 

Spirituality can thereby become a tool for personal socio-political advocacy and activism. 

It can be, as Kirylo and Boyd (2017) suggest:  
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Private and public, individual and political … it involves an outlook that makes one feel 

connected to something larger than themselves that informs their morals and actions. As 

such, spirituality nurtures one’s commitment to issues of social justice and desire for 

social change. This type of spirituality is akin to liberation theology, which both 

influenced and was influenced by Paulo Freire, and goes so far as to assert that one’s 

spirituality, by design, leads one to act for liberation of oneself. (p. 2) 

Freire (as cited in Wergin, 2011) asserts, “the more people participate in their own 

education…the more they participate in the development of themselves. The more the people 

become themselves, the better the democracy” (p. 124). Dewey (as cited in Lingley, 2016) also 

suggested that supporting spiritual virtue development yields morals and ethics that “support 

democracy at all levels” and ultimately “saw the relationship between spirituality and democracy 

as reciprocal” (p. 3). Wergin (2011) gets at this in his references to both Dewey and Freire but 

specifically in his first of four principles, “Education at all levels has an important emancipating, 

rather than indoctrinating, function and thus is a powerful tool for social change” (p. 121). This 

literature builds the case that cultivation of a spiritual intelligence becomes a pedagogical 

practice that meets the multidimensional needs of students and teachers thus encouraging a 

deeper connection to the greater community. Consequently, as these needs are met, perhaps so 

are those of the larger community which ultimately leads to a more democratic society (Lingley, 

2016).  

The aforementioned research suggests that spirituality is at the very core of being human, 

that spiritual identity development can improve mental health and well-being and likewise, 

spiritual wellness can enhance an individual’s quality of life, can augment their capacity for 

resilience, and consequently drive their ability to effectively contribute to society (Hettler, 1980, 
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as cited in Brymer et al., 2010). Lastly, spirituality may also help solve the most pressing issues 

of our time (Berry, 1988; Bstan-ʼdzin-rgya-mtsho, 1999; Fassina, 2015; Pope Francis, 2015; 

Smith, 2009; Van Wieren, 2008; Vaughan-Lee et al., 2016; White, 1967). If all this is true, then 

why is the spiritual dimension excluded from our schools and classrooms? 

There are many teachers and schools across the nation engaging in piecemeal, add-on 

programs in contemplative pedagogies such as mindfulness programs, relationship-based, or 

social and emotional learning programs. What is lacking, however, is a comprehensive and 

systemic approach to creating spiritually supportive schools, one in which spirituality is infused 

into the teacher education, school culture, and the classroom curriculum. This starts with 

accepting a definition that decouples spirituality from religion. However, much like measuring 

development in this dimension, defining it is very subjective and figuring out ways to maintain 

its non-religious secularity has left policy makers, administrators, educators, and community 

members at an impasse about how to teach it. As a result, this has left schools “spiritually empty, 

not by accident, but by design”(Kessler, 2000, p. xii) and left society to suffer a spiritual malaise 

(Kessler, 2000; Palmer, 2003).  

R. Miller (1997) argues “that modern schooling is a spiritually devastating form of 

engineering that is hostile to human values and democratic ideals” (p. 4). If students and teachers 

can be liberated from this competitive, industrial, and mechanized educational paradigm and 

begin to engage with the authentic, reflective, and spiritual work then, perhaps, they are more 

likely to become spirituality grounded change agents. As Owen (2019) argues: 

If we desire a world where humans take care of the planet and take care of one another 

with justice, a world where humans can access insight and inspiration to solve problems, 

a world that is meaningful and fulfilling, then it would make sense that we train our 



 

 

26 

teachers to develop these spiritual qualities so they may convey them to our children. (p. 

52) 

It is time that the education system recognizes the role that spiritual identity development plays 

in meeting the micro-level needs of students and teachers so that it can meet the macro-level 

needs of society. 

Developing the Natural Intelligence to Achieve Wellness  
 

Just as there is a known disconnect between spirituality in education and its capacity to 

leverage academic success while improving the human condition (Glazer & Smith, 1999; 

Kessler, 2000; L. Miller, 2015) there is also discord between education and developing a 

learner’s natural intelligence. Natural intelligence surfaces out of a person’s interest in or 

relationship with nature, involves a person’s ability to identify and classify elements of nature, 

and includes one’s appreciation for the natural world (Gardner, 2006). If development in the 

natural intelligence is stunted, then this may explain the pervasive cognitive dissonance between 

humans and the earth. This fractured relationship is a product of what Louv (2005) calls    

nature-deficit disorder, which is not a medical diagnosis but rather used to explain the human 

cost of continued alienation from the environment. The dominant anthropocentric viewpoint is 

also to blame as in this perspective, humans see themselves as distinctly separate from and 

superior to nature (Kopnina et al., 2018). By endorsing a human-supremacist approach earth 

becomes commodified which gives rise to a materialist philosophy and consumptive mindset. 

This paired with unchecked economic growth and widespread aspirations towards global 

competition further cannibalizes our connection with the earth- ultimately devaluing the places 

we call home (Kopnina et al., 2018). When these are embraced as cultural norms, action for the 

common good is obscured.  
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Anthropocentrism and its byproducts not only threaten planetary well-being but also 

undermine human health and wellness. Some go so far to argue that nature is our greatest source 

of health and wellbeing (World Health Organization, 2020). Regardless, “psychologists and 

philosophers have recognized the importance of the natural world to human health and 

wellbeing” for centuries (Deloria, 1994; Dewey, 1958; Harvey, 2000; Jung, 2008; Knudtson & 

Suzuki, 1996; Marano, 2008; Watts, 1970; Watts, 2003, as cited in Brymer, 2010, p. 22). 

Empirical and anecdotal evidence suggests that nature has a positive influence on the human 

experience; it is not only an innate tendency but access to nature is also a social determinant of 

health. For example, we know that humans are hardwired for this type of connectedness as they 

innately gravitate to nature images, natural wonders, and artifacts (Robbins, 2020) and similarly 

Sobel (1996) talks about the ecophilic or biological tendency that we have to bond with the 

Earth. E.O. Wilson (1984, as cited in Hung, 2017) calls this biophilia, or the biological drive to 

interact with the natural world. Furthermore, studies show the psychological and physical 

benefits of time in nature such as reduction in stress, depression, and anxiety and improved rates 

of healing (Robbins, 2020). Modern research contends that engagement with nature can decrease 

blood pressure, heart rate and muscle tension (Shanahan et al., 2016), observing natural scenery 

can reduce feelings of fear and anxiety and induce positive emotional responses such as feelings 

of calmness, pleasure, restoration, healing (Ulrich, 1981, 1984) and uninterrupted time in nature, 

through increased sensory input and perceptivity, can support a feeling of aliveness. Time in 

nature also increases focus, creativity, physical activity and in general, natural settings are often 

perceived as places linked to wellbeing (Brymer et al., 2010; Collado & Rosa, 2019; Robbins, 

2020). Nature experiences that yield ample time for deep, affective connection are the types of 

experiences that generate the highest level of wellness. It is no surprise, therefore, that 
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uninterrupted, intentional nature engagement is often prescribed by medical professionals 

(Brymer et al., 2010).  

Nature-Based Pedagogy as a Tool for Social Engagement 
 

This concept of natural intelligence has been very much alive for centuries. For instance, 

nature as teacher is a common through line depicted in Indigenous wisdom, this in turn, plays an 

integral role in the heightened ecological consciousness and therefore yields sustainable practices 

amongst Indigenous peoples (Cajete, 1994; Nesterova, 2020). Additionally, eighteenth century 

philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1911), in his treatise Émile, argues that humans learn from 

three sources; nature, man, and things. He emphasizes that nature is the first and most central 

teacher and that before academic or social learning we have to develop a child’s natural 

intelligence. Contemporary educator, Sobel (1996) also centers the natural world as teacher in 

his most famous work, Beyond Ecophobia, where he explores the learning needs and 

characteristics of three primary child development stages and proposes three nature engagement 

methods. He claims that we can cure ecophobia, a fear of ecological problems and the natural 

world, with ecophilia, the biological tendency to bond with the earth (Sobel, 1996). He suggests 

that this progression not only supports a child’s biophilic tendencies but also fosters ecological 

literacy, stewardship and most importantly ethics. Additionally, Cagle (2018, as cited in Collado 

& Rosa, 2019) determines that childhood experiences in nature are formative for lasting      

adult-nature bonds and that exposure to or time in nature (Chawla, 2007) or appreciative 

experiences in nature (Collado & Rosa, 2019) have consistently correlated with adult 

participant’s pro-environmental behaviors. These are just a few key examples of how integral 

natural domain development is for such things as environmental literacy and ethics.  
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Unfortunately, traditional education’s emphasis on indoor skills-based drills and the stand 

and deliver prescribed approaches that are deficient of time in nature and nature-based learning, 

and environmental education arguably further entrench the human/nature divide. Sobel (1996) 

describes this educational approach as both “denaturalized” and “disembodied” and stresses the 

multidimensional benefits of engaging nature as a central teacher while calling for reconnection 

to be institutionalized in schools. Environmental education (EE) programs have been introduced 

to schools with the intended purpose to “increase student awareness of environmental issues and 

how their individual actions can affect our world” (Crowe, 2013, p. 77) and since its inception, 

EE has been working toward the goal of shaping human environmental behaviors by integrating 

curriculum and programming that emphasize such things as ecological literacy and 

environmental advocacy (Gigliotti, 1990; Hungerford & Volk, 1990). In many cases, these EE 

programs expose children to the natural sciences through a structured hands-on activity or 

through an ecological literacy scope and sequence, but this structured approach has also 

obstructed a deeper nature connection (Giusti et al., 2018). Moreover, many empirical studies 

imply that knowledge alone does not yield pro-environmental behaviors (Bradley et al., 1997; 

Gigliotti, 1990; Johnson & Manoli, 2008). Furthermore, others argue that environmental 

behavior is most influenced by attitudinal and emotional components (Bogner, 1998, Eagles & 

Demare, 1999; Newhouse, 1990). Additionally, Sobel (2008) indicates that it is not enough to 

gain ecological knowledge in order to change environmental behaviors but underscores the 

criticality of developing a deep reverence. He (2008) argues that a “deep bond creates a 

commitment to lifelong protection” (p.15) and contends that “once you have felt one with the 

natural world, it will powerfully compel you to environmental ethics and behavior” (p. 17). He 

suggests looking at what encourages environmentally responsible actions in adults and cites 
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Chawla’s study that “most environmentalists attributed their commitment to a combination of 

two sources, many hours spent outdoors in a keenly remembered wild or semi-wild place in 

childhood or adolescence, and an adult who taught respect for nature” (Chawla, 1998 as cited in 

Sobel, 2008, p. 9). This claim has been further reinforced by similar studies which maintain that 

high quality and often unobstructed time in nature yields an engaged sense of connectedness and 

subsequently an environmental ethic and/or pro-environmental behaviors (Well & Lekies, 2006, 

as cited in Sobel, 2008; Chawla, 2007; Cagle 2018, as cited in Collado & Rosa, 2019; Collado & 

Rosa, 2019). The underlying themes of these studies point not to ecological knowledge as 

precursors to socially engaged, pro-environmental behaviors but to the quality of the         

human-earth relationships. Having said this, I maintain that it is not the earth that needs to be 

restored but rather our relationship with it.  

Indigenous Worldview and the Role of Place-Based Practices 
 

The colonization of earth with its industrial, economic and political foci, eclipses the 

notion that it is a living being worthy of mutual respect and therefore runs contradictory to a 

restorative human-Earth relationship (Leopold, as cited in Van Weiren, 2008). This 

anthropocentric perspective, normalized by Western society, recognizes a separation between 

humans and nature (Plumwood, 2002; Eisenstein, 2007; Lupinacci, 2017) and creates a pretense 

for human autonomy (Plumwood, as cited in Fassina, 2015). However, eco-theologian Thomas 

Berry (2008) suggests otherwise and states, “the first thing to recognize in human-earth 

relationships is that the earth is primary and humans are derivative” (0:12). 

Eco-centrism is offered in opposition to anthropocentrism. Indigenous culture specifically 

embodies an inherently eco-centric perspective in that the natural world is centered in their 

thoughts, words, and actions and likewise, the earth is considered sacred. This 
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perspective  dissolves the human/earth barrier and earth becomes a “living soul” to which we are 

“fully bonded” (Charles & Cajete, 2020, p. 67). Notably, Indigenous wisdom cannot be relegated 

to one set of generalized beliefs, values, and principles as each group is diverse in its lived 

experiences, cultural understandings, and ways of knowing (Nesterova, 2020). However, despite 

the vast epistemological differences among Indigenous groups, “there is a common thread that 

runs across all Indigenous knowledge systems” that emphasizes a “spiritual-social-environmental 

identity” which is influenced by the places they inhabit (Nesterova, 2020, p. 1048). In this way, 

the land becomes the teacher and knowing and relating to place in a deep, often spiritual way, 

yields an integral understanding which sets the stage for a reciprocal, restorative human-nature 

relationship. Cajete (2000, as cited in Charles & Cajete, 2020) describes Indigenous wisdom as 

the “practice of supporting life” and submits that it “emerges from a lived and storied 

participation with the landscape that includes sensation, perception, imagination, logic, reason, 

emotion, symbols, spirit and soul” (p. 66). It embodies and expresses a co-creative relationship 

with nature. Moreover, Indigenous wisdom suggests “connecting and being in resonance with 

place… is a quintessential ecological mandate of our time” and crucial for our very survival 

(Charles & Cajete, 2020, p. 66). When Western society begins to recognize that human survival 

is so inextricably intertwined with the health of the land then perhaps we will also come to 

realize the need for social and cultural shifts that foster “mutually enhancing human earth 

relationships” (Berry, 2008, 2:43). Having said this, looking to the eco-centric through lines 

found in Indigenous culture could be imperative. 

Four Arrows (2020) contends that “human history’s greatest tragedy was the destruction 

of the Indigenous worldview by colonizing forces of modern civilization” and names this 

worldview as “vital for re-balancing our world” and therefore a key factor in sustainability 
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transitions (pp. 2–3). Charles and Cajete (2020) also propose that prioritizing Indigenous voices 

within modern education environments is apropos and suggest that “indigenous peoples have 

historically expressed the kind of ecologically sustainable models which could form the basis for 

the evolving kinds of educational models needed” (p. 68). Additionally, Charles and Cajete 

(2020) affirm that; 

People throughout the world are exploring alternative ethical foundations, cosmologies, 

paradigms, and philosophies in search of models which may sustain Nature rather than 

destroy it. Many of these thinkers have found that Indigenous epistemologies offer some 

of the most profound insights for cultivating a kind of sustainable relationship to place 

and spiritually integrated perception of nature to address what has not become a global 

crises of ecological relationship. (p. 65) 

Centering a place-based, Indigenous narrative as a key feature of any EE curriculum or 

nature-based pedagogy may serve as a powerful strategy in stimulating human-earth connections 

and likewise raise ecological consciousness. Furthermore, the Indigenous worldview, as noted by 

Charles and Cajete (2020) emphasizes spirituality as integral in sustaining that intimate     

human-earth connection which may also serve to inform evolving educational models. This also 

raises the question, what role, if any, does spiritual development play in initiating a more 

ecocentric ethic? 

Using Ecospirituality to Remedy the Eco-Crisis 
 

The above research suggests that nature connection yields increased environmental 

awareness and favorable environmental behaviors which can be critical for social change. What 

is underscored in the aforementioned research is that, it is not the earth that needs to be restored, 

it is our relationship with it–which requires a shift in our ecological consciousness from the 
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dominator/exploitative view to the connected/participatory view (Buber & Kaufmann, 1988). As 

eco-theologian Berry (1999) says, “the world about us has become an ‘it’ rather than a ‘thou.’ 

Where “we can no longer hear the voice of the rivers, the mountains, or the sea. The trees and 

meadows are no longer intimate modes of spirit presence” (p. 17). In this section, I will explore 

theories that suggest these behaviors are directly correlated to a spiritual connection that the 

individual has with the earth–known as ecospirituality. This paradigm has roots in Indigenous 

ways of knowing, religious traditions, ecotheology, New Age beliefs, cosmology, ecofeminism, 

and in deep ecology but is not connected to any one of these traditions. Ultimately, 

ecospirituality “incorporates an intuitive and embodied awareness of all life and engages a 

relational view of person to planet, inner to outer landscape, and soul to soil” (Lincoln, 2000, 

para. 1). Whereas, the dominant narrative embraces the dualistic view that humans and nature are 

separate.  

The chasm of intimacy between human and nature unfortunately perpetuates value 

systems that yield to increased environmental degradation. Vandana Shiva, in the 2015 film, On 

Sustainability, contends: 

We have created a worldview in which we pretend we are separate from nature even 

 though the industrial man depends more and more on the Earth’s resources, I call this  

 eco-apartheid. It is a false illusion of a separation of humans from the earth. (1:58)  

She goes on to say that “we will not be able to save ourselves if we do not wake up to the 

connections there are” (1:58). Action towards planetary well-being requires more than 

environmental awareness, acquisition of knowledge, or technological fixes; it necessitates a 

sacred connection that recognizes interdependence and an ethic that maintains dignity for all 

non-human beings.  
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In this age of the Anthropocene, in which humans are the most influential factor dictating 

the path of the planet, we can no longer rely on science or technology to solve our sustainability 

dilemmas. As Sufi, author, and environmentalist Vaughan-Lee (2013) suggests, this is the 

“corporate image of sustainability” (para. 3) and we must decolonize and de-commodify our 

approach as this image “is a major source of spiritual alienation” that gives rise to “materialist 

urge to control nature” (R. Miller, 1997, p. 19). Berry (1999) counters this image and argues, 

“the natural world demands a response beyond scientific insight…[It] demands a response that 

rises from the wild unconscious depths of the human soul” (p. 55). Furthermore, Speth (n.d., as 

cited in Ives et al., 2020) suggests sustainability transitions that require a deeper, more holistic 

approach that integrate environmental and spiritual ethics as paramount in any solution or 

decision-making process. He states,  

I used to think that the top environmental problems were biodiversity loss, ecosystems 

 collapse and climate change. I thought that with 30 years of good science we could 

 address those problems. But I was wrong. The top environmental problems are  

 selfishness, greed, and apathy… And to deal with these we need spiritual and cultural 

 transformation–and scientists don’t know how to do that. (Speth, n.d., as cited in Ives et 

  al., 2020, p. 208) 

Moreover, Bejarano (2020) suggests that external actions alone are not enough but that,  

We also need to consider the inner sustainability of individuals and engender values that 

 promote holistic sustainability. Inner sustainability refers to the values, beliefs, and traits 

 individuals have that manifest externally as sustainable behaviors. These inner traits can  

 be cultivated by spiritual means. (p. 2) 
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This notion that the roots of the ecological crises are spiritual and so are its remedies 

(Berry, 1999; Clinebell, 1996; Vaughan-Lee et al., 2016; Van Wieren, 2008) therefore grounds 

ecological identity work in ecospirituality. Ecological identity work, in this way, embraces a 

spiritual dimension through such things as embodied experiences and contemplative practices. I 

assert that these ecospiritual practices have the capacity to generate strong, reciprocal  

human-earth relationships and also serve as an expression of environmentalism. Ecospirituality, 

thereby becomes a socially engaged dimension of spirituality that can affect environmental 

change (Richey & Wapner, 2017).  

This kind of thinking suggests that ignoring the spiritual side of things is a missed 

opportunity for personal and social change–it builds a case that ecospiritual identity development 

may amend our attitudes towards the natural world but also compel us to act. A recent study 

found that ecospirituality “robustly predicted the moralization of nature, over and above 

environmental attitudes, environmentalist identity, and political orientation” (Billet et al., 2023, 

p. 21). In this research, participant ecospiritual orientation dovetailed with the inclusion of nature 

in their moral circle of concern and consequently was reflected in decision making behaviors 

including such things as making monetary sacrifices for the conservation of nature and making 

voting choices that helped to protect nature (Billet et al., 2023).  

There is, however, very little educational research on this topic. Crowe’s 2013 study 

serves as a seminal study. Crowe (2013) argues that infusing spirituality and religion into EE 

becomes a value-added experience by offering an “additional way for students to construct 

knowledge, make meaning of experiences, and move towards authenticity, all contributing to 

transformation” (p. 76) and ultimately can lead to positive changes in pro-environmental 

attitudes and behaviors. In an effort to test how adding a spiritual dimension to the EE course 
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content transformed students’ environmental attitudes and behaviors, Crowe (2012) conducted 

an experiment group design in which a control and experiment group of environmental science 

college students received equivalent course syllabi but a spiritual or religious dimension was 

added to the experimental group’s content. Crowe’s (2012) approach included focus group 

pre/post interviews and valid and reliable pre/post survey instruments that included a survey set 

for ecospirituality, environmental knowledge, environmental behavior questions and the New 

Ecological Paradigm survey. Crowe (2012) found post-class notable improvements for both 

groups in all survey sets and the environmental behavior survey yielded statistically significant 

post class results (Crowe, 2012). Crowe (2012) calls for additional research on the effectiveness 

of adding spirituality to EE as a transformative learning tool and specifically for continued 

analysis on teaching methodologies that yield positive shifts in environmental behaviors among 

students–thus proposing a research gap.  

I submit that the field of education could benefit from embracing ecospirituality as a 

guiding principle. Unfortunately, the traditional educational system leaves little room for 

integrating nature as a critical learning environment or little space for cultivating an ecospiritual 

intelligence. As a result, these educational institutions are oppressing the biophilic tendencies of 

our students and teachers, robbing them of the psychological and physical benefits of time in 

nature, and arguably deepening society’s nature deficiency. This underscores the case for 

ecospirituality as a tool for a healing exchange and further suggests that a spiritually grounded 

eco-consciousness may, in fact, be the intervening variable towards pro-environmental behaviors 

and therefore a crucial path to social change and the key remedy to our spiritual and our 

ecological crises. What then are the tools, practices, and systems that may support development 
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within the ecospiritual realm? This question is critical to this study and has guided the 

curriculum design. 

Conclusion and Proposed Solution 
 

A synthesis of the through lines highlighted in this literature review suggests that 

ecospiritual identity development has the capacity to yield strong human-nature connection and 

therefore attitudinal shifts in how we relate to the earth. Additionally, nurturing an ecospiritual 

consciousnesses can also support human wellness which may, in turn, encourage social change 

through restorative and reconciliatory actions towards the earth. In order to test this hypothesis, 

the researcher implemented a nine-module, ecospiritually-based teacher education program that 

includes the ecospiritual interventions and curriculum elements listed below;  

• the use of I-thou lexicon throughout the modules. 

• ecological identity exercises  

• nature appreciation and gratitude practices 

• sensory awareness and environmental sensitivity activities 

• meditation, mindfulness, and attunement practices  

• using play, story, and creative expression to build nature connection  

• positive reframing/ using hope to drive action 

• eco-empathy and kinship building exercises 

• acts of service and restoration 

 The sections below highlight the theoretical foundation for some of the specific 

ecospiritual practices included in the teacher education modules. The remaining practices are 

outlined in greater details in see Appendix D. 
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Contemplation as a Key Ecospiritual Practice  
 

What we plant in the soil of contemplation, we shall reap in the harvest of action. 
           –Meister Eckhart 

 
Spiritual growth often begins by first turning inward via such processes as contemplative 

practices. That inner work paves the way for transformative shifts in one’s self-concept and 

consciousnesses (Mezirow, 2009) and becomes an influential factor on outward action (Charles 

& Cajete, 2020). Cajete (2000) as cited in Charles & Cajete, 2020) states “it is this perception 

and projections of inner archetypes into a place that forms the spiritually ecological mindset 

focused upon establishing and maintaining a correct and sustainable relationship with place” (p. 

67). Additionally, Richey and Wapner (2017) assert “environmentalism needs a turn inward” 

(para. 15) and link contemplative practices and environmental activism. They contend that 

through contemplative practices one may be able to approach their activism more mindfully and 

ultimately be able “to align their internal understandings and everyday behaviors with their 

external, public efforts” (Richey & Wapner, 2017, para. 30). Climate change, for instance, is 

“not simply as a dilemma that we must confront externally or that we must soldier through; it is 

also an opportunity for growth and self-knowledge” (Richey & Wapner, 2017, para. 14). 

Moreover, DeMotts (n.d., as cited in Fitzgibbon, 2019) contends that “the integration of 

[contemplative] practices in the study of human-nature relationships is largely absent from 

mainstream academic research” but offer direct ways to teach skills for meaningful engagement, 

observation, and understanding complexity” (pp. 43–44).  

One such contemplative practice is gratitude. According to many research studies, a 

regular gratitude practice can improve your mental health and happiness, increase your physical 

health, strengthen social bonds and build resilience. It is also associated with things like reduced 

stress and increased energy and with action and attitudes that are more generous and kind 
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(Behzadipour et al., 2018; Caputo, 2015; Emmons & McCullough, 2003). Gratitude directed at 

nature and the gifts it provides us deepens our relationships with nature and reminds us of our 

kinship. It reinforces our interdependence and helps us see that our existence is dependent on so 

much that nature freely and generously gives to us. Thanksgiving is about expressing gratitude 

for things that bring health, happiness, and perhaps thriving to our lives. It calls attention to the 

positive things going well in our world—it is not about denying the challenges, pain, grief, or 

despair, but about bringing awareness to the good things that are often overlooked—his can be 

healing. A culture of gratitude reminds you of all you have, it encourages an outlook of 

contentment and abundance. 

Another key contemplative practice is sensory aliveness and correspondingly nature 

attunement. Sensory aliveness is about slowing down, awakening the senses, and therefore 

stretching awareness. When the senses are fully awake, our capacity to interact with the world is 

strengthened and experiences in nature provide multiple benefits to our health and well-being. 

The therapeutic effects are wide-ranging–there is even an entire field of therapy dedicated to eco-

therapy interventions (Robbins, 2020). Many benefits that people receive accrue through bodily 

and sensory experiences. Some key findings suggest views and/or images of nature can improve 

a patient’s rate of recovery and therefore decrease their hospital stay (Brown et al., 2013; Jo et 

al., 2019). Natural soundscapes can decrease heart rate, stress, and agitation while increasing 

relaxation and recovery and have also been successfully used to increase focus and attention 

(Ratcliffe, 2021). Nature-derived scents can be beneficial by inducing feelings of calm, 

relaxation, and pleasure while also invoking fond memories (Franco et al., 2017). Touching or 

petting animals can lower stress, pain and anxiety, and can induce an elevated mood (National 

Institute of Health, 2018). Phytoncides are organic compounds emitted by plants that are 
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antimicrobial upon inhalation (Franco et al., 2017). Negative air ions are believed to produce 

biochemical reactions that increase levels of serotonin–helping to alleviate depression, relieve 

stress, and boost energy (Franco et al., 2017). Microbiota found in biodiverse environments are 

vital to supporting resilient immune systems and can prevent or lessen the impact of atopic and 

noncommunicable diseases (Franco et al., 2017).  

Moreover, attunement is the kinesthetic, emotional, and spiritual practice of being still 

and attentive in the presence of others so that one may sense the other. It is a knowing of the 

other’s rhythm and a resonance with their experience and paves the way for a reciprocal feeling 

of connectedness. Nature attunement is the cultivation of deep connections with the natural 

world. Traditional Ecological Knowledge explains this as a deep understanding of place gained 

through bodily and sensory experiences as well as focused attention and repeated observation. 

This multisensory process of coming to know a place shapes native people’s identities and 

worldviews, paves the way for transcendent connections with nature, yields restorative 

human/earth relationships, and also supports their very survival (Charles & Cajete, 2020).  

Restoration (inward and outward) as a Key Ecospiritual Practice  
 

How can we reciprocate the gifts of the Earth? In gratitude, in ceremony, through acts of 
practical reverence and land stewardship, in fierce defense of the beings and places we 
love, in art, in science, in song, in gardens, in children, in ballots, in stories of renewal, 
in creative resistance, in how we spend our money and our precious lives, by refusing to 
be complicit with the forces of ecological destruction. In healing.  

–Robin Wall Kimmerer  
 

Kellert (1993b, as cited in Hung, 2017) talks about the significant role nature plays in 

improving our purpose and human condition and suggests that “nature’s diversity and healthy 

functioning are worthy of maintenance because they represent the best chance for people to 

experience a satisfying and meaningful existence” (p. 60). This argument not only leans on the 
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existential factors traditionally associated with spirituality such as meaning and purpose but 

points directly towards a restorative relationship between humans and the Earth.  

A mutual relationship between humans and the natural world is one in which humans 

acknowledge that their basic needs are met by the Earth and in return act to sustain its health and 

well-being- thus creating a positive feedback loop. This model of respect and reciprocity is often 

held by indigenous communities and can serve as a transformative tool in realigning or 

resituating the human/earth relationship (Ojeda et al., 2022). Moreover, this relationship is 

doubly beneficial. Not only are your physical needs met by Earth’s gifts, engaging in “green” or 

pro-environmental behaviors has been linked to psychological benefits such as happiness 

(Capstick et al., 2022; Vanhoeven et al., 2013), positive life satisfaction (Schmitt et al., 2018), 

and enhanced well-being (Zawadzki et al., 2020) Environmentally friendly actions may also have 

psychosocial benefits such as enhancing feelings of togetherness when these acts of service are 

social in nature (Zaraska, 2022). 

Van Weiren (2008) proposes the practice of ecological restoration as both socially 

engaged and internally transformative- it offers a “transformative possibility for restoring 

humanity’s relationship with nature in both ecological and spiritual-moral ways” and can 

likewise, “serve as a burgeoning public spiritual practice” (Van Weiren, 2008, p. 252). 

University of Minnesota’s Earl E. Bakken Center for Spirituality and Healing (2022) suggests 

that “modern research and ancient practices reveal exposure to nature can contribute to human 

healing on the physical, mental, and spiritual levels. Conversely, human beings touched by the 

healing power of nature want to protect and heal nature.” Environmentalism, in this way, 

emerges as a tool for a healing exchange humans and the Earth; it “is something that happens not 

only in the outer world but also in the inner one; enhancing our internal ecology is integral to 
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environmental engagement” [and vice versa] (para. 30) “this two-way relationship to build 

deeper levels of insight and compassion … [and] environmental challenges can become grist for 

the spiritual mill” (Richey & Wapner, 2017, para. 20). This relationship emerges from a sense of 

place that is grounded in connectedness which in turn, encourages an ethic of care for that place. 

The Center for Spirituality and Healing (2022) implies that we find this “reciprocal and 

synergistic relationship … in places that heal and uplift us and we in turn foster environmental 

healing by taking protective action.” We are, in this way, tending to our health while 

simultaneously taking care of the earth. 

Play as a Key Ecospiritual Practice  
 

Just as the body needs rest when it is weary, so too does the soul when it becomes 
overburdened. And, like the body, the soul takes rest in a kind of pleasure, which we call 
play. 

–St. Thomas Aquinas  
 

Exploring the spiritual practice of play as a source for holistic health and wellbeing can 

also be a strategy for deep nature connection. According to research play is innate. You don’t 

have to be taught to play; this urge is inherent in all of us and serves as an important part of 

human development and therefore a fundamental element of the human experience (Schaefer, 

1993; Singer & Singer, 1990; Vygotsky, 1978). Play helps us better understand and construct our 

world and can shift our awareness from the mind to the body. The process of play requires an 

awakened sensory perception which helps become more attuned to our surroundings. Play also 

encourages awe, wonder, and creativity and is a wellspring for our imaginations. “Play is 

immersive and therefore can connect us deeply to our surroundings … Instead of passive 

observers we become absorbed participants” (Cornell, 2018, p. 16). Play is therapeutic; it can 

restore us and help us become more balanced and healthy. It energizes us; when we move 

physically we become more awake and alive and can build active, healthy bodies. Playfulness 
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helps us maintain an emotional equilibrium (Hewes, 2014). Engaging the playful part of the 

brain helps people combat/cope with anxiety and stress. It can trigger the release of hormones 

that are both calming and healing (Edwards, 2016; Magnuson & Barnett, 2013). Play helps us 

maintain our social well-being; it enables bonding and intimacy. Through group or partner play, 

we strengthen our communication skills and understanding for each other. Feeling a connection 

with others supports our sense of safety and comfort. This sense of union also encourages 

relaxation and an uplifted state of joy. Playfulness also challenges pragmatic and logical thinking 

and invites in imagination and innovation. It undermines seriousness, leaving us more open 

spontaneity, creativity, and joy (Brown & Vaughan, 2009; Cornell, 2019). It can increase 

satisfaction and productivity in the workplace, can counter burnout, and support bonding among 

colleagues (Magnuson & Barnett, 2013). Play is universal; many animals play as part of their 

development. Mammals in the wild spend up to 10% of their lives playing. Intelligence and the 

need to adapt to a changing environment favor playfulness. Play in the wild via games, 

associated movements, and adaptive challenges that encourage a solutionary mindset help 

animals find new ways to survive. “Through play, animals explore their world…[it] stimulates 

the brain, enhances cognitive function and adaptability, and strengthens social bonds…[and] 

scientists believe that play is a means by which animals can express their joy of life” (Cornell, 

2018, p. 16).  

Through qualitative and quantitative measures, which are more thoroughly outlined in 

Chapter III, test the effectiveness of this teacher education program. Ultimately, I predict that the 

ecospiritual curriculum will generate a synergistic and mutually healing exchange for both the 

teachers and for the Earth and in doing so, offer direct implications for their pedagogical 

practices.  
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CHAPTER III: METHOD 
 

Introduction 
 

The scholarly objective of this research was to determine if teaching a spiritually 

supportive eco-pedagogy played a role in shaping teacher’s ecological identities. Furthermore, 

the study aimed to discern if/how it yields attitudinal shifts and behavior changes among 

teachers, how/if it supports spiritual wellness in teachers, and finally, outline any impacts it had 

on the teaching practices of the participants. In order to meet these goals I developed and 

implemented a nine module immersive, ecospiritual teacher education model that uses such 

things as contemplative practices and embodied ecospiritual expressions to ground and explore 

ecological literacy competencies (see Appendix D). In developing the ecospiritual curriculum, I 

employed a backwards design planning process that began with the desired outcome and then 

proceeded to develop learning events that help to achieve that intended result (Wiggins & 

McTighe, 1998). In doing this, I worked backwards from the final transformation–spiritual 

wellness, ecological identity development, shifts in pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors 

and pedagogical implications–to outline and embed the ecospiritual learning experiences 

throughout the modules. The backward design planning process was used in conjunction with 

dialogical learning. This is a teaching methodology that utilizes collaborative discussion and 

interactive dialogue to extend a participant’s thinking and reasoning, diversify their perspective, 

and deepen their understanding (Alexander, 2018). It is also used as a learning process to create 

space for emergent curriculum and as a strategy to facilitate social transformation (Flecha, 2000) 

Over the course of the 2022–2023 professional development cycle (September–May), I 

worked with the 28 member teacher faculty and facilitated one ecospiritual module a month. 

Each module ran for one hour and 45 minutes and included these elements: 
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• Pre-reading material that offered a philosophical foundation for each module or a prompt 

that anchored our collaborative discussions. 

• Centering/grounding group activity.  

• Introduction and implementation of two or more ecospiritual activities. 

• Activity reflections using individual and collective dialogue. 

• Brief planning segments for personal and/or professional integration. 

• Each implementation period spanned three to four weeks.  

Methodological Approach 
 

This research used the design typology of convergent parallel mixed methods. In a 

convergent parallel design, the researcher collects the quantitative and qualitative data during the 

same phase of the research, analyzes the data types independently and then interprets the results 

together (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011). This flexible approach to data collection can offer a 

more robust and holistic understanding of the implicit and explicit aspects of the research topic. 

  Qualitative methods are used to better understand the “nature of human perceptions, 

thoughts and ideas, which recognize the complex and dynamic quality of the interpersonal 

world” (Storr, 2004, as cited in Gunnell, 2016, p. 424) and applicable for research studies that 

involve relationships between participants, participants and their environment, and motives that 

drive intrinsic beliefs and individual behavior and action. Since this research examined the 

beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of its participants to better understand their lived experiences, it 

utilized a qualitative method, known as descriptive, classical phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994). 

In this approach, such things as interviews and personal reflections from subjects become the 

source of qualitative data and through a thematic data analysis process, meaning is derived 

(Moustakas, 1994).  
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The qualitative data sources of this study included 22:00–35:00 minute, semi-structured 

focus group interviews. The first set of focus group interviews took place during the midpoint of 

the module sequence (January/February). The final focus group interviews took place after all 

the modules had been completed (April/May). These interviews were recorded and transcribed. 

The framework of questions centered around uncovering the essence of the ecospiritual 

experiences and their impact on personal and professional practice (see Appendix C). 

Additionally, as part of a pre and post survey, a two-item, open-ended questionnaire was 

employed (see Appendix B). This was administered before the first module and after the last 

module. This qualitative data was paired with a 35 question pre and post quantitative survey 

where each survey item was presented on a 5-7 point Likert scale (see Appendix B). This survey 

instrument was a collection of three existing valid and reliable survey sets.  

Participant and Site Selection  
 

For the purpose of this study, a convenience sample of 19 participants was used. All were 

recruited from the 28 member preschool-8th grade teaching faculty of a private, independent, 

and holistic school. The school’s campus also served as the research site. Of the 19 participants, 

14 completed the pre and post surveys which were administered using an online survey 

collection tool. Thirteen participants took part in the first round of interviews and 11 took part in 

the final interviews both of which took place in a meeting space on campus. All identifying 

details were removed to preserve participant anonymity. Some participants may have contributed 

to one or both data sources.  

Research Question  

The inquiry investigated the cross section between spiritual and ecological identity 

development known as ecospirituality, and offers it as a tool for social change. More specifically, 
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I was interested in uncovering the essence of an ecospiritual mindset and how it promotes      

pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors and wellness in teachers.  

The research question is, how does an immersive, ecospiritual teacher education model 

promote teacher wellness, encourage ecological identity development, and grow an ecospiritual 

mindset? The sub-questions are: 

• What are the key themes and key elements of a learning environment that support a 

teacher’s ecospiritual development? 

• What, if any, is the connection between an ecospiritual mindset and a teacher’s 

spiritual wellness? 

• What influence, if any, does an ecospiritual mindset have on a teacher's 

environmental behaviors and attitudes? 

• What do teachers report as the impacts of ecospiritual development on their 

professional practice? 

Procedures 
 

The 28-member teaching staff took part in a nine module teacher education program (see 

Appendix D). Each module was 1 hour and 45 minutes and was scheduled one Wednesday a 

month from September-May on the school’s campus. Participants took a pre-survey and post 

survey and also took part in a focus group interview midway through the modules and at the end 

program (see Appendix C).  

Survey Instrument and Protocol 
 

The pre and post survey was a collection of three existing valid and reliable survey 

instruments (see Appendix B); the Inclusion of Nature in Self Scale (INS; Schultz, 2002), the 

Connectedness to Nature Scale (CNS; Mayer & McPherson-Frantz, 2004), and the Spiritual 
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Health and Life Orientation Measure (SHALOM; Fisher, 2010) and combined generated a 

survey set of 35 questions. 

The INS is a single-item measurement tool consisting of overlapping images that 

represent varying degrees of connection between nature and self (Schultz, 2002). The scale 

ranges from two independent circles indicating nature and self are separate whereas the opposite 

end of the scale has two completely overlapping circles indicating nature and self are one. An 

individual’s INS score is the number between one and seven that is chosen (1 = no overlap 

between nature and self to 7 = complete overlap between nature and self). The internal reliability 

of the INS cannot be determined as it is a single item test but the scale is considered valid as it 

positively correlates with other nature connectedness and environmental attitude scales (Schultz, 

2002).  

The CNS (Mayer & McPherson Frantz, 2004) is a 14-item self-report survey instrument 

that assesses the extent to which participants feel a connection to the natural world. Respondents 

indicate their agreement with each item using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly disagree 

to 5 = Strongly agree). The CNS tool has high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.84) 

and a high t-test reliability (Mayer & McPherson-Frantz, 2004). 

 SHALOM is a 20 item questionnaire that measures an individual’s spiritual well-being 

in four domains; personal, communal, environmental and transcendental (Fisher, 2010). 

SHALOM has proven to be both valid and reliable that measures an individual’s spiritual     

well-being in four domains; personal, communal, environmental and transcendental (Fisher, 

2010).  

Each survey item was presented on a 5-7 point Likert scale (see Appendix B). The pre 

survey was given to the participant group in August of 2022, before the module one was 
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presented, the post survey was administered once the modules were complete in June of 2023. 

All surveys are anonymous.  

Focus Group Protocol 
 

The participant group was asked to choose from two days in January or February of 2023 

to participate in the midpoint focus group. 13 of the 19 participants attended. The group was 

asked to choose from two days in April or May for the final focus group. 11 of the 19 attended. 

These interviews were held after school hours and in a private campus classroom. Prior to each 

focus group session the participants were reminded of the details of the informed consent form: 

including the research goals, the purpose of the interviews, how the data would be recorded and 

stored, how their anonymity would be protected, and how long the interviews would take. The 

interviews ranged from 22:00–35:00 minutes. The focus group interviews used the questions 

seen in Appendix C as guiding questions. The interviews were recorded and transcribed.   

Data Analysis 
 

The quantitative data was all sourced from three sections of the pre and post surveys. The 

INS scale, the CNS scale and the SHALOM scale. The scoring from the pre-surveys served as 

baseline data and in order to detect any change over time, individual and group averages from 

the pre and post surveys were calculated. For each survey, I calculated pre test scores and post 

test scores for each individual and compared difference scores using a two-tailed paired t-test. 

A fourth section on the pre and post survey included two open-ended questions and the 

midpoint and final focus group interviews yielded qualitative data. This data was manually coded 

using Colaizzi’s (1978) seven step approach as a framework (adapted from Morrow et al., 2015). 

By following this thematic analysis process, I was able to categorize and cluster the data, identify 

trends and patterns, determine any relationships between them and name any emerging themes 
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from the data. In order to improve the accuracy and reliability of my coded themes, I used 

OpenAI ChatGPT’s language processing tools to analyze the open-ended question response data 

and focus group interview data. I then compared ChatGPT’s insights to my own.   Participant 

qualitative data was also quoted to highlight any novel ideas. 

Ethical Considerations 
 

I received an expedited IRB review of the research proposal from Antioch University as 

the research fell in the category of “research not involving greater than minimal risk.” I also 

obtained approval and support from my institution’s Executive Director and Board of Directors 

to conduct research at the school site and with the cohort of teachers. The research is embedded 

in a series of teacher education modules and as part of the yearly professional development and 

although the teacher education modules were required, participation in the study was not, it was 

completely voluntary. A detailed description of the research project including its purpose, the 

benefits and potential risks of participating, the level and type of participant involvement, 

assurance that one may withdraw at any time, and guarantee of confidentiality was shared with 

participants. Informal conversations with participants to field any clarifying questions were 

hosted. Intention to participate through informed consent agreements (see Appendix A) were 

obtained. Embedded in the informed consent agreement, is a confidentiality statement that 

outlines how participant’s privacy is protected by keeping information confidential and 

anonymous. Additionally, I only collected information from the participants that was essential 

for my research purposes. All personally identifiable data was stored in a secure location locked 

or on encrypted computer based files and has not been disclosed to anyone. Personal identifiers 

have also been removed from response data. 
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CHAPTER IV: DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS  
 

Introduction 
 

The objective of this mixed methods study was to determine if teaching a spiritually 

supportive eco-pedagogy played a role in shaping teachers’ ecological identities. Furthermore, 

the study aimed to discern if and/or how it yields attitude shifts and behavior changes among 

those teachers, if and/or how it supports spiritual wellness in teachers, and finally, outline any 

impacts it had on the teaching practices of the participants. In order to investigate these 

relationships, I implemented an immersive, ecospiritual curriculum as part of the yearly 

professional development cycle. Quantitative and qualitative data was collected from pre and 

post surveys and midpoint and final focus group interviews. Nature connectedness and 

environmental attitudes and behaviors were measured by the INS and CNS survey instruments 

and spiritual wellness was assessed by the SHALOM survey. This quantitative survey data was 

analyzed using statistical analysis and the open-ended survey questions were analyzed using 

thematic analysis. Moreover, the midpoint and final focus group data was also examined, using 

thematic analysis, for emergent themes. This chapter will describe the data collection process 

and provide an analysis of the data. 

Description of Participants 
 

For the purpose of this study, I used a convenience sample of 19 research participants 

who were recruited from the 28 member teaching faculty of a private, independent preschool-8th 

grade holistic school. These participants range in age from 25–52, with a mean age of 42 (Table 

4.1). They identify as female, male, and nonbinary and as white, African American, and Asian 

American and Pacific Islander (Table 4.1). I implemented an immersive, ecospiritual curriculum 

as part of the yearly professional development arc. The duration was from September of 2022 to 
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May of 2023. This training was required for all of the teaching faculty but participation in the 

study was completely voluntary and therefore only the data from willing participants (N = 19) 

who have complete informed consent forms (see Appendix A) is included. As presented in  

Table 4.2, 14 participants completed the pre survey and 14 completed the post survey (N = 14). 

Thirteen participants took part in the midpoint focus (N = 13) group and 11 in the final focus 

group (N = 11) Since the surveys were anonymous it is unclear which respondents took part in 

which activity.  

Table 4.1 

Participant Demographic Summary (N = 19) 

Mean Age 42 

Male 6 

Female 12 

Nonbinary 1 

Caucasian 16 

African American 2 

Asian American Pacific Islander 1 

Table 4.2 

Participants for Each Data Source (N = 19) 

N Pre Survey 
(Aug. 2022) 

Post Survey 
(June 2023) 

Mid-Point Focus Group 
(Jan./Feb. 2023) 

Final Focus Group 
(April/May 2023) 

14 14 13 11 
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Quantitative Results: General Findings  
 

The data from the pre survey served as a baseline interpretation for where the participants 

were prior to completing the modules and was followed up with the same post survey. This 

pre/post survey design allowed me to consider if responses had changed from before to after the 

modules. The survey included a collection of three existing valid and reliable survey instruments 

(see Appendix B); the Inclusion of Nature in Self Scale (INS; Schultz, 2002), the Connectedness 

to Nature Scale (CNS; Mayer & McPherson-Frantz, 2004), and the Spiritual Health and Life 

Orientation Measure (SHALOM; Fisher, 2010). The survey set, in total, yielded a 35 question 

survey. 

INS Survey Results  
 

An individual’s INS score is the number between one (no overlap between nature and 

self) and seven (complete overlap between nature and self). The pre survey group average was  

M = 5.29, SD = 0.99 and the post survey average was M = 5.00, SD = 0.96 (Table 4.3). The  

two-tailed paired t-test yielded a t value of 1.71 and a p value of 0.10 which is not considered to 

be statistically significant. As far as pre and post individual score change, 57% (eight of 14) 

respondents reported no change, 36% (five of 14) reported a single score decrease, and 7% (one 

of 14) reported a single score increase. 
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Table 4.3 

Mean Scores for Survey Items: INS, CNS, and SHALOM 

INS 
(Possible range 1-7, 
Reported range 4-7) 

CNS 
(Possible range 14-70, 
Reported range 46-70) 

SHALOM 
(Possible range 20-100, 
Reported range 47-93) 

Pre 
Survey 
N=14 

5.29 55.57 78.71 

Post 
Survey 
N=14 

5.00 60.21 81.14 

CNS Survey Results  

Respondents indicate their agreement with each item using a five-point Likert-type scale 

(1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree). Each respondent’s CNS survey was scored by 

calculating the sum of all the 14 survey items. Reverse coding was used for negatively phrased 

survey items (e.g., “I often feel disconnected from nature.”) so that a high value indicates the 

same type of response on every item. This was done for the pre and the post survey. Individual 

CNS scores showed a pre to post increase for 92% (13 of 14) of the participants. The pre-test 

group mean was M = 55.57, SD = 5.49 and the post-test was M = 60.21, SD = 5.42 (Table 4.3). 

The two-tailed paired t-test showed a t value of 4.39 and a p value of 0.00073. Based on this 

assessment, the difference is considered to be statistically significant at p < .05 and with a 95% 

confidence interval.  

SHALOM Survey Results  

Using a response grade from 1 = very low to 5 = very high, respondents indicate how 

they feel each item reflects their personal experience most of the time. Each respondent’s 

SHALOM survey was scored by calculating the sum of all 20 survey items. Individual 
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SHALOM scores showed a pre to post increase for 50% (7 of 14) of the participants. The pre-test 

group average was M = 78.71, SD = 11.86 and the posttest average was M = 81.14, SD = 12.59 

(Table 4.3). The value of t was 1.06 and the value of p was 0.31. The result is not significant at p 

< .05.  

Qualitative Results: General Findings 

A fourth section on the pre and post survey included two open-ended questions and the 

midpoint and final focus group interviews which all rendered qualitative data. The descriptive 

data held in these sources were coded using thematic analysis to reveal the ways in which the 

participants’ experience has informed attitudinal shifts, behaviors changes, identity formation, 

pedagogical implications and for any other emerging through lines. 

Pre and Post Open-Ended Survey Question One 

If you engage in pro-environmental behaviors, what motivates you to do so?  

This section describes the themes that emerged from the responses of the open-ended 

survey questions. After analyzing the responses to survey Question One, there was little variation 

between the pre and post responses and each theme was repeatedly referenced. Those responses 

are summarized here. Participants engage in pro environmental behaviors such as gardening and 

growing, tending and caring for the earth, minimizing waste, making consumer choices using an 

environmental and ethical lens, spending increased time in nature, and educating others, 

especially children, on environmental awareness and sustainability measures. Thematic analysis 

yielded the six emerging themes which are operationally defined below. Exemplary quotes are 

presented in Table 4.4 and the participant pre and post responses organized by theme are 

presented in Table 4.5. 
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1. Communing with nature: Respondents mentioned that their motivation for

engaging in pro-environmental behaviors stems from their desire to connect with

nature.

2. Reducing consumption and minimizing waste: Participants noted that their

motivation for engaging in pro-environmental behaviors is connected to their

desire to minimize their impact and decrease their carbon footprint.

3. Respect for nature’s intrinsic value and ethical consideration: Respondents

shared that their motivation for engaging in pro-environmental behaviors stems

from a sense of respect for the natural world and the belief that nature has

intrinsic value and innate rights. They expressed that their motivation is rooted in

their personal values and ethics and the moral consideration around protecting the

Earth.

4. Personal gratification and groundedness: Participants suggested that engaging

in pro-environmental behaviors brings them personal enjoyment and gratification

and/or makes them feel grounded.

5. Sense of agency: Respondents mentioned that engaging in pro-environmental

behaviors gives them a sense of agency in contributing positively to the

environmental movement.

6. Concern for future generations: A dominant motivation among respondents for

engaging in pro-environmental behaviors is to preserve the natural world and its

environment for future generations.
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Table 4.4 

Emergent Themes and Exemplary Quotes for Open-Ended Question One 

Emergent Themes Exemplary Quotes 

Communing with 
nature 

“It helps me to connect more and have more of a relationship with 
the natural world.” 

“I feel and experience a deeper connection with the concept of the 
Land and my relationship with the Land.” 

“I believe we all come from and return to nature, so when we 
participate in pro-environmental behaviors, we attend to ourselves 
and our needs. I also have learned that connecting to and being in 
communion with nature is key for me to feel well.” 

“A connection with nature and a yearning to take care of it, grow it, 
help it improve, preserve it.  

“Communing with nature/walking home: Not sure that’s 
pro-environmental, but I do appreciate the time that I can spend 
outside.” 

Reducing consumption 
and minimizing waste 

“Making choices that take care of the earth (recycling, using 
recycled/green products etc.)” 

“Wanting to create as little waste as possible.” 

“My motivation for minimalism is that I feel we live in a society 
that values consumerism, and I have always wondered what it 
would be like to live with less.” 

“I do some pretty typical things like use reusable grocery bags, I 
recycle (even though a lot of stuff doesn’t get recycled). I try to buy 
or find used clothing/household items–just reduce consumption as 
much as possible.” 

“Minimizing: I have had too much stuff and don’t need it. I don’t 
want to keep up with it and it doesn’t bring joy.”  

Respect for nature’s 
intrinsic value and 
ethical considerations  

“The natural world has intrinsic value apart from any instrumental 
use AND harming the natural world is inherently foolish because 
we depend on it in a myriad of ways.” 

“I have a mutual respect for nature and myself.” 
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Emergent Themes Exemplary Quotes 

“Nature has an intrinsic right to exist and thrive independent of 
anything having to do with a particular species on earth including 
human beings.” 

“The health of our planet and all its creatures is my biggest 
motivator. The future of my children and all children is equally 
motivating.” 

“I am motivated by values and ethics that my actions should match 
my beliefs and values.” 

Personal gratification 
and groundedness  

“The feeling the natural world brings to me/positive effects on 
mental health; learning about plants & their names: it helps me to 
connect more and have more of a relationship with the natural world 
& thus bringing me more joy and grounding to my life and 
teaching.” 

“Interacting with nature makes me happy.” 

“Growing a portion of my own food is a core value that provides 
gratification, meditative solitude, and nourishment for the body.” 

“Feeling grounded when I wander in my garden. I love this feeling 
and I want to create more feelings of groundedness.” 

Sense of agency “I’m motivated by wanting to do something for the environment, 
but I largely feel that I have good intentions.” 

“It is the right thing to do as a citizen of the world.” 

“My motivation is to feel some sense of agency to do something to 
help the earth and try to preserve it for future generations.” 

“A connection with nature and a yearning to take care of it, grow it, 
help it improve, preserve it. Sometimes, it’s a feeling of 
hopelessness—“What can I do to help?” 

Concern for future 
generations 

“Knowing my children and those that I teach will inherit the 
responsibility of stewardship.”  

“I attempt to foster care for nature in my students because the 
attitudes of the young will grow into the policies of the future.” 
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Emergent Themes Exemplary Quotes 

“Stewardship for the Earth. Leaving the next generation an Earth 
they can survive on.” 

“The motivation for these behaviors comes from my wanting to take 
care of the earth so that it is not depleted and destroyed for all living 
things, animals, plants and our children. So that resources will be 
here for all to appreciate and enjoy in the future.” 

Table 4.5 

Participant Pre and Post Responses by Theme for Open-Ended Question One  

Theme 1: 
Communion 
with nature 

Theme 2: 
Minimizing 
waste 

Theme 3: 
Respect for 
intrinsic value 
and ethical 
consideration 

Theme 4: 
Personal 
gratification 
and 
groundedness 

Theme 5: 
Sense of 
agency 

Theme 6: 
Concern for 
future 
generations 

Participant 1 

Pre x x 

Post x x 

Participant 2 

Pre x x 

Post x x 

Participant 3 

Pre x x 

Post x x x 

Participant 4 

Pre x x x 
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Theme 1: 
Communion 
with nature 

Theme 2: 
Minimizing 
waste 

Theme 3: 
Respect for 
intrinsic value 
and ethical 
consideration 

Theme 4: 
Personal 
gratification 
and 
groundedness 

Theme 5: 
Sense of 
agency 

Theme 6: 
Concern for 
future 
generations 

Post x x 

Participant 5 

Pre x x x 

Post x x x 

Participant 6 

Pre x x x 

Post x x 

Participant 7 

Pre x x x 

Post x x 

Participant 8 

Pre x x 

Post x 

Participant 9 

Pre x x x 

Post x x x x x 

Participant 10 
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Theme 1: 
Communion 
with nature 

Theme 2: 
Minimizing 
waste 

Theme 3: 
Respect for 
intrinsic value 
and ethical 
consideration 

Theme 4: 
Personal 
gratification 
and 
groundedness 

Theme 5: 
Sense of 
agency 

Theme 6: 
Concern for 
future 
generations 

Pre x 

Post x 

Participant 11 

Pre x x 

Post x x x 

Participant 12 

Pre x x 

Post x x 

Participant 13 

Pre x 

Post x x 

Participant 14 

Pre x 

Post x x 

In summary, the themes reflect a range of motivations including resource conservation 

and waste reduction, gaining knowledge and awareness about the earth and environment, 
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deepening personal connection to the natural world, ethical consideration for the human/earth 

interface, and concern for future generations. 

Pre and Post Open-Ended Survey Question Two  
 
Do you feel that there is a relationship between someone’s spirituality and their connection to 

the earth? If so, please share some of the elements of this relationship.  

This section describes the themes that emerged from the responses of the open-ended 

survey questions. After analyzing the responses to survey Question Two, there was little 

variation between the pre and post responses and each theme was repeatedly referenced. 

Thematic analysis yielded the six emerging themes which are operationally defined below. 

Exemplary quotes are presented in Table 4.6 and the participant pre and post responses 

organized by theme are presented in Table 4.7.  

1. Fosters a sense of calm and inner peace. 

2. Fosters awe and mysticism. When in nature there is a felt life force, nature is itself a 

spiritual entity.  

3. Fosters joy and gratitude.  

4. Can be nurturing and healing. The belief that connecting with the natural world can 

lead to a greater sense of self-awareness, self-worth, and spiritual growth 

5. Provides a sense of connectedness and belonging.  

6. Connection ignites protection. A relationship with nature gives purpose, caring for 

the Earth is an act of spirituality and is a reflection of one’s moral and spiritual value. 
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Table 4.6 

Emergent Themes and Exemplary Quotes for Question Two  

Emerging Themes Exemplary Quotes 

Fosters a sense of 
calm and inner peace 

“I think many people get a sense of calm and peace when connecting 
with the earth, i.e., hiking or spending time by a body of water.” 

“Yes, our example is like on Sundays instead of going to church, our 
family does something in nature. We take some time out of our busy 
week to either take a hike, or a bike ride, etc. This helps us ground 
ourselves both as individuals and as a family. We all find solace in 
nature in our own ways.” 

“I believe there is a connection. I believe the connection is the sense 
of peace that one can get in nature can be transferred to the way we 
practice spirituality all the time.” 

“Yes, like I feel grounded spiritually when I am in nature. It helps me 
slow down and practice mindfulness. I am not distracted by 
technology and it helps me feel relaxed. I can breathe fresh air and 
gain a sense of calm.”  

Fosters awe and 
mysticism 

“I see the earth as an all loving, living being and spirit. That to me is 
god.” 

“Yes. I believe that spirit can be defined both as our ability to look 
inward and reflect, but also our willingness to see beyond ourselves to 
something greater. The earth is a mystical and magical place that 
holds so much life.” 

“Yes. Finding calm or relief in natural settings. Feeling inspiration 
and wonder from the Beauty and magnitude to nature.” 

Fosters joy and 
gratitude  

“I suppose in my own life it’s just a joy it brings. A sense of gratitude 
and  awe when really paying attention to things in the natural world.” 

“I definitely feel there is a connection with people’s spirituality and 
caring for the earth. My friends who care for the earth are more 
focused on positive outlooks, more hopeful, more loving towards 
others.” 

“Yes for those who have a reverence and gratitude for the earth and 
all beings.” 
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Emerging Themes  Exemplary Quotes 

Can be nurturing and 
healing  

“I am learning that there is something deep inside me, inside my soul, 
that yearns for connection to the natural world. I can feel it in my 
body when I can foster that connection.” 
 
“I believe there is a connection. I believe the connection is the sense 
of peace that one can get in nature can be transferred to the way we 
practice spirituality all the time. Spirituality, to me, is also doing 
things with intention and thought. When you have respect and 
connection with the Earth, you begin to slow down and unpack a lot 
of trauma done by a white, capitalistic, patriarchal society. That 
unpacking is healing, and that's spirituality to me.” 
 
“This eco-spiritual journey this year has helped me form more 
concrete values and expectations towards a more positive, grounded, 
joyful future for myself.” 

Provides a sense of 
connectedness and 
belonging  

“People feel peaceful, relaxed, connected when either around trees, 
the ocean, looking at the stars, being in water, sitting with fire. Almost 
everyone. Feeling that way in nature is a spiritual experience.” 
 
“It can be felt as a sense of unplugging from the busy-ness and noise 
of daily life, a sense of comfort or belonging found in nature.” 
 
“My spirit is uplifted, tending to and being in nature. Feeling a part of 
the environment connects me to its elements and to my inner being 
that nurtures my family, friends, and the earth, which is a sacred act 
that connects me to humanity–which is my spirituality.” 
 
“Yes. I believe that spirit can be defined both as our ability to look 
inward and reflect, but also our willingness to see beyond ourselves to 
something greater.” 

Connection ignites 
protection/ invites 
spiritual virtue and 
values 

“I think the more time we spend in nature and the more care we hold 
for it the more it is able to give back to us as a species.” 
 
“Yes. People who believe that everything other than human beings 
exists only for the use of human beings are bound to harm nature. 
People who feel that nature has intrinsic value are bound to want to 
protect it. These values are often provided by religion/spirituality.” 
 
“As I have grown to understand and practice animacy with the natural 
world, I have a deeper connection to the way my spiritual practice and 
understanding impact my connection to earth.”  
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Table 4.7 

Participant Pre and Post Responses by Theme for Open-Ended Question Two  

Theme 1: 
Fosters a 
sense of 
calm and 
inner 
peace 

Theme 2: 
Fosters awe 
and 
mysticism 

Theme 3: 
Fosters joy 
and 
gratitude  

Theme 4: 
Can be 
nurturing 
and 
healing  

Theme 5: 
Sense of 
connectedness 
and belonging 

Theme 6: 
Connection 
ignites 
protection  

Participant 1 

Pre x 

Post x 

Participant 2 

Pre x x 

Post x x 

Participant 3 

Pre x 

Post x x 

Participant 4 

Pre x x 

Post x 

Participant 5 

Pre x 

Post x 
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Theme 1: 
Fosters a 
sense of 
calm and 
inner 
peace 

Theme 2: 
Fosters awe 
and 
mysticism  

Theme 3: 
Fosters joy 
and 
gratitude  

Theme 4: 
Can be 
nurturing 
and 
healing  

Theme 5: 
Sense of 
connectedness 
and belonging 

Theme 6: 
Connection 
ignites 
protection  

Participant 6  

Pre  
   

x x x 

Post  
  

x 
 

x x 

Participant 7 

Pre  
   

x x x 

Post  
  

x x 
 

x 

Participant 8 

Pre 
   

x 
  

Post  
   

x 
 

x 

Participant 9  

Pre 
   

x 
 

x 

Post  
     

x 

Participant 10 

Pre  x 
  

x 
  

Post  x x 
 

x 
  

Participant 11  
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Theme 1: 
Fosters a 
sense of 
calm and 
inner 
peace 

Theme 2: 
Fosters awe 
and 
mysticism  

Theme 3: 
Fosters joy 
and 
gratitude  

Theme 4: 
Can be 
nurturing 
and 
healing  

Theme 5: 
Sense of 
connectedness 
and belonging 

Theme 6: 
Connection 
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Participant 12  
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Participant 13 (this participant noted that “it depends on the individual and that they have a 
hard time with the concept of spirituality.”)  

Pre  
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Participant 14  
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Overall, these themes highlight spiritual connections that include mindfulness and 

grounding practices in nature, personal and physical healing and restoration gained by time in 

nature, an increased sense of belonging or connectedness to self, other humans, and non-human 

beings, a cultivated sense of awe, joy and positivity through nature appreciations, gratitudes, and 
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celebrations, a recognition of nature’s intrinsic value which shapes ethics, and an increased field 

of consciousness through acts of service, care and reciprocity.  

Focus Group Interviews 
 

The goal of the focus group discussions was to gain additional insight and a fuller picture 

of the participants’ experiences with the module material and allowed for participants to offer 

anecdotes and stories regarding those experiences. The following sections describe the themes 

that emerged as key reflections from the midpoint and final focus group discussions.  

Midpoint Focus Group Interview 
 

These themes reflect the participants’ perceptions, lived experience, and impact of the 

module material on their personal lives and educational practices and pedagogy. Each theme was 

repeatedly referenced and is operationally defined below. Participant qualitative data is also 

quoted to reinforce each theme.  

1. Nature reconnection through mindfulness practices such as slowing down, engaging the 

senses and bringing a more intentional purpose to everyday nature noticings.  

Many of the participants referenced some of the ecospiritual practices as strategies for bringing a 

more mindful presence to the way they engage with the natural world. One participant 

responded,  

And I find that you know when we’re talking about things like sensory awareness, the 

more I’m present in learning and having these things brought to my forefront, the more I 

start to feel really that deep interconnection in my natural experience. So the pause in the 

morning when I’m watching the sunrise and like making sure I take in that moment … I 

think there's something about almost being reminded or given permission to pull those 

things back into your personal world. 
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Another participant spoke about this too,  

Just the idea that maybe, we don’t have a whole day or a whole hour or even 10 minutes, 

to spend outside like, you know, in nature, but we can at least pop outside and take one 

breath of fresh air or just, you know, try to remember that it’s it doesn’t have to be all or 

nothing. It can just be like, wherever you’re at. 

When asked about any insightful moments that came about because of their engagement with the 

module material, some revealed that the practices have been transformative. For example, one 

participants said,  

I think one thing that has been transformational is how the things that we’ve done, have 

helped us to slow down, you know, pause at the tree at the window or as you’re walking 

through campus to pause … Not everything has to be rushed. Take time for yourself, take 

time for others. I think that’s what nature does for us. It can help us to do that, to notice 

the small things. 

Another echoed these same sentiments,   

I will say a lot of this has given me pause to go back and maybe look at some of the ways 

that I approach different parts of the day … A lot of the activities we’ve been doing in the 

modules have been focused on stopping taking a moment, breathing, or observing before 

you just kind of jump into something. I think that has helped me a little bit. I tend to be 

the motor that keeps on going. I finish one thing and I’m like, alright, I gotta jump into 

the next thing … I’ve been trying to find ways to find those moments of pause and       

self-reflection or observations around the world around me. 

Another described the impact of a particular practice- the mindful eating experience,  
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One of the big moments for me was that blueberry mindful eating moment. With food it’s 

either like I have a disinterest or … I’m just like trying to get the nutrients … but having 

just like the practice of doing it was really transformational. Showed me a new 

relationship. And so now I try to do that daily. Just take some time and really reflect on 

all my senses when I’m eating. 

Overall, through such things as sensory awareness activities, mindfulness moments, and 

attunement practices, the participants have found themselves tapping back into their connection 

with nature. One participant offered, “A lot of what has been brought forward in the modules for 

me is kind of returning and reconnecting to things that I’ve experienced mostly here at the school 

or at times recalling back into childhood and my experience in the natural world.”  

2. Nature as a classroom and as a teacher and the importance of recognizing this and then 

cultivating that relationship to awaken a sense of joy, inquiry, imagination, and creativity 

within the learner.   

This theme is illustrated by the following comment,  

I think maybe from my experience of receiving your teaching, and your connection to the 

natural world there’s also so many of these strategies and these connections that allow the 

children to be their own teachers. You know… we get into this modality of feeling the 

need to cultivate and create and, and there's a place in time for that but the natural world 

seems to be one of those places. It’s very easy to come back and say ‘well tell me more 

about what you see.’ It’s interesting to watch how quickly people start to make their own 

connections and build their own understanding. And I think there’s just a deep 

opportunity because kids are in the natural world all the time. So imagine how much 

autonomy and capacity that gives them to build their like, imagination outside of the 
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screen and to let their minds wander. To think about the squirrels and the birds and the 

you know, all sorts of things that are happening out there so it just sort of occurred to me 

and that's a piece of it too that these children become sort of their own teachers pretty 

quickly and that these spaces help them.  

One respondent pointed to the impact of the module material on the way he intends to engage 

nature as a teacher and allow for deeper learning opportunities during an upcoming botany unit.  

So I’m really excited [to start the plant unit] and I’ve been really thinking about a 

different way to kind of introduce that idea as you know, how can I make this part of like 

our spiritual journey and not just, hey, we’re growing plants and we’re growing seeds but 

what kind of personal benefits can we can we obtain by going through this process with 

these plants like is it more than just learning about the science behind it. We even just 

talked about this the other morning, like, ‘what is it that one has to do in order to care for 

another living thing?’ …So it’s not just, hey, we’re growing seeds. Hey, we’re learning 

about plants. But we can also learn spiritually from that process. But how we can grow as 

we watch plants grow. Yeah, about how I can change that. So it’s not just learning about 

the science aspect, but what else we can take away from it as well. 

3. Nature’s classroom as a source of community fellowship. Through enjoyable shared 

experiences, participants connect with and learn from each other and the natural world. 

Many of the teachers spoke about the importance of community fellowship and the joy it 

surfaced for them. One mentioned, “We really missed each other, like over the years. So it’s nice 

to get together and do something fun, feel connected, and full of creativity and wonder.” Another 

said, “I love the sessions and look forward to them and I do learn things when I’m here and it is 

really a lovely way to connect. Not only with nature, but with each other within nature.” 
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One participant suggested, “I think that [this has been] a way for us to bond… I can speak for 

myself but I got really good connections with people during [the play and creative expression 

modules]…I would love to have more of that.” A respondent mentioned a moment of clarity that 

emerged as part of the play-based module, “That insight was just like, oh, yeah, like, grownups 

need to play it too. And it’s really important not just for us to play separately, but to play 

together.” Someone shared, “I really enjoyed the module where we spent a lot of time playing 

and just understanding the joy that you can find in some of these the simplest things and it 

reminded me how I can bring that to my classroom every day in different ways.” This theme is 

further illustrated by this comment.  

Your classes have filled me with so much joy…Recently  I was contemplating where I 

belong. But seriously, coming to your Wednesday classes have just reminded me, yes, I 

belong here at this school. These values are so important to me already as well. So it's 

really great to have that just naturally integrated and reminded me of the fun that we can 

have as adults with each other. 

4. Evolved ecological identities and consciousness. Acknowledging nature as sentient and 

in that deepening reverence and respect for Earth through appreciation and gratitude and 

acts of repair and service. 

Some of the teachers spoke about how the activities shaped their understanding of 

interconnectedness and therefore the way they perceive their human/earth connection. One 

teacher shared how his relationship with the natural world has changed, “I guess just overall [the 

activities] just bring me awareness, you know, awareness about my relationship with nature 

because it’s always there. And it’s always evolving but it just brought awareness to really 

thinking about how it has changed.” Another acknowledged, “there is a difference between 
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having a connection with nature and nature being spiritual. And I didn’t realize that until we 

started.” One teacher spoke about an I-thou activity that asked the participants to write a letter to 

another being and suggested,  

The pause … of really writing is it kind of takes your thinking beyond just appreciation to 

the specifics, like what am I really thinking before what am I really saying? To you? And 

what does that mean for me? And I think sometimes we know the natural world offers so 

much abundance and beauty and it's easy for me to take it for granted. And so I resonate 

with that idea that that practice is really alive with giving you space to drop in and think 

more thoroughly about the power and capacity of each individual creature and element 

and system of the natural world. 

Another spoke of this significant moment,  

For me there was a transformational moment of connecting with a living being … like 

there’s this tree outside of my office and it now has a rainbow colored wind sock in it that 

I gifted back to it and like truly every single time I walk into my office, I pause and like, 

have this moment with this tree even if it’s like not a true I'm stopping and pausing like I 

am consciously aware of this tree in ways that I would not have been without like 

engaging in these very simple activities. 

He goes on to say, “I think I’ve like, started to create a more complete picture of my own 

ecological spirituality and like it’s a thing that I don’t think not only was I not aware of, I had no 

attunement to and now like as I’m starting to become more aware and more attuned to them, it’s 

like a part of my identity that like I feel.” 
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5. Nature as healing, restorative and personally transformative.  

The modules made space for participants to explore concepts of self-care, self-love, 

gratitude, and personal growth. This theme was echoed in many of the participants’ reflections. 

One respondent shared,  

I appreciate [the modules] because as I get kind of lost in the minutiae of the teacher 

things, we have these modules, and then I experience that groundedness and that 

connection with the earth, the calming experience, the release of tension and stress, and 

all the experiences that come with it. It’s a reminder for me to bring that to the kids 

because whatever, if I’m wanting to bring something to my classroom, it's more authentic 

and real and more likely to happen if I’m having those experiences myself.  

She also said, “There's a lot of things that are important but also our mental health and sanity. 

And our spirits in our heart and connection with the natural world is kind of at the core of it all 

and everything else comes next.” Someone offered that, “I feel like when I walk away [from the 

modules], I feel refreshed and rejuvenated and excited to bring some things to the classroom and 

feel good, in which sometimes I can feel drained from meetings, or more tired than when I 

arrived, but I don’t feel that way.” One teacher referred back to the play module, 

I would also agree that the play one was really really powerful. If we were told that you 

can either go to West’s ecospirituality workshop, or get more of your work done that you 

need to get done, we would have all been in our classrooms getting work done but we all 

went out and played and it was wonderful, absolutely wonderful. It felt great. And, you 

know, that makes me wonder how we bring more of that experience to our lives when we 

have so many other demands on our lives. 



 

 

75 

Another teacher agreed, “I felt very similar, the same in regards to the play, just remembering it 

being such a real release playing together and laughing.” 

One participant revealed this reflection,  

I have been reflecting a lot since these modules about how we are to take good care of 

our Earth and repair the relationship we have with her. Just reflecting on that and 

reflecting on my own self. And thinking about myself when I was younger … as I learned 

to take better care of myself…It seems like I have more room to take care of other things 

as well. So it really does for me, begin with loving myself. And if I can practice that 

constantly and get really good at that. Then it opens up a whole new world of being able 

to have the energy, motivation, tolerance, and compassion to take care of the things on 

the other side … You know, so I think about that a lot and how like it's really important 

for me as an educator to empower the children to love themselves and be gentle with 

themselves and I just wish I had this type of education when I was younger. I think wow, 

these children really have a springboard. You know, in my opinion. I’m really grateful 

for the work we do, because in essence, it will help these children develop a lot faster 

than I did. And then maybe we can get on top of this crisis that we have with our world 

right now. 

6. Pedagogical impact and implications. There is a common desire to incorporate these 

simple and accessible ecospiritual activities and nature based practices into their daily 

lives and into the lives of their students.   

When referring to the personal pedagogical implications many teachers talked about how 

simple and accessible the activities are and how easy they are to incorporate into their lives. One 

said, “I think that something that has kind of informed my personal and educational pedagogy is 
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like this simplistic nature of the things that we've done and how easy in some senses it is to tap 

into.” Another pointed out, “I think all that we did was really important because it made it more 

accessible for us to easily pull it back into our patterns and our routines.” One participant 

mentioned that “there's been some really great concrete examples of things that people can bring 

directly to their classroom.” Another talked about how important it was for teachers to engage in 

the practices first, “intellectually, we would sign on that it's important, but like, actually, not just 

learning about it or reading about it, but or even doing it with our kids. It's actually a different 

experience to experientially have to go in and do it ourselves.” One respondent referred to the 

modules as “inspiring, moving and touching.” But also offered that,  

It's just hard to then take that experience that container has been built for in our day and 

we have the space to go into it. And then move something else out of the way to be able 

to put it in the rest of life. I mean, if I was swimming in free time, sure. After that, it 

would be like yeah, go into the natural world, but the free time to do that doesn’t exist. So 

you know, maybe that’s something you know, I would hope there would be a cultural 

shift. You know, how can we in a resource driven like late stage capitalist system, like 

how much space is there for most people who are trying to survive, to have the leisure 

time and leisure income either in the form of living close to nature or having the means to 

get to nature, to be able to have those absolutely enriching experiences and the general 

culture that doesn't make a priority? 

Final Focus Group Interview 
 

Based on the provided comments from the final focus group interviews, several emerging 

themes were identified. These themes reflect the participants' perceptions, lived experience, and 

impact of the module material on their personal lives and educational practices and pedagogy. 
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These regularly referred to themes are not unlike the themes that emerged during the midpoint 

focus groups discussions and are operationally defined below. Participant qualitative data is also 

quoted to reinforce each theme.  

1. Mindfulness and intentional presence.  

The modules helped participants prioritize mindfulness while in nature. They stated the 

practices served as reminders to slow down, pay attention to details, and appreciate nature’s 

beauty. This extended into their interactions with student’s by encouraging calm energy, 

fostering a greater sense of awareness, allowing for creative and magical moments, and nurturing 

both inquiry and reverence. One teacher said that “just stopping and taking a breath” has become 

more purposeful in her life.” She also mentioned, “being able to be a little bit more intentional 

when I'm outside and then I also like modeling that for my kids like at home.” One participant 

shared, 

I feel like I’ve started just paying more attention. I have ADHD. I’m pretty open about it, 

but like, I’ve trained myself to just kind of tunnel through a lot and so even when I don’t 

have a destination, I just kind of tune everything out… so it’s really encouraged me to 

just stop like, oh, there’s a lovely tree. And just like focusing and even pointing stuff out 

to my kids.  

This participant also suggested that the mindfulness activities shifted their fear response to 

nature, “And so I had a lot of fear with nature and this just made me feel more comfortable.” 

Even still, one teacher suggested that some activities helped her shift her consciousness and 

simultaneously push her comfort zone, she spoke specifically of the moral circle activity, “using 

that to really engage some of the places where I might feel a less immediate connection to 



 

 

78 

something in the natural world or feel even just discomfort with something in the natural 

world.”  

2. Fellowship, play and the power of shared experiences.  

The importance of play emerged as a theme and was seen as a transformative way to 

connect with nature and with each other. The participants described the joy, aliveness, and sense 

of connection that came from the interactive experiences, games, and artful expressions. More 

specifically, engaging in physical, interactive nature experiences was described as profoundly 

meaningful. The participants also recognized the ritual of the monthly gathering and indicated 

that it created a sense of connection and togetherness among staff. One respondent said, “Just 

being with each other, having fun and interacting because these past two years of COVID, we’ve 

been so separated.” Another reminisced,  

We got a whole bunch of adults outside having the most incredible, wonderful,  

 memorable time, very connected to each other and to the natural world … actually being 

 there with my colleagues, rolling around on the ground, trying to hide under shrubs, 

 getting dirty, having hands-on experiences in nature and truly being in the moment was 

 really the most profound for me. 

One participant, in describing the Wednesday trainings stated, “I appreciated getting to know 

staff a little bit better in just different ways and fun ways. I always enjoy the competitive games 

and things like that and doing so in a way that really centered us then like focusing on the 

environment was cool.” One teacher when describing one particular all group activity offered,  

And it made me just yearn to for the power of what it feels like when we hold those 

moments and do that work together and the potential of that, for our natural world for our 

experiences as humans with each other, for there was just so much beauty that manifested 
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in whatever that was 20 to 30 minutes of time together. It gave me chills you know, in the 

moment and definitely like kind of an energetic vibe, leaving that conversation. So I’m 

not articulating exactly. Because again, I think it hit on something spiritual, something 

larger, that's a little bit harder to put into words. But it just gave me so much hope for 

what it means to work in a collective with other people. 

One teacher, in response to the above reflection shared that, “I think it wasn't anticipating the 

amount of fellowship that was going to come from this experience and to Laura’s point it made 

us all you know, we’re all humans are all you know, coexisting on this earth.” 

3. Transformational moments yield connection, ethical decision making, and 

protective measures.  

Participants expressed experiencing moments during their engagement with the module 

material that triggered feelings of awe, hope, and spiritual connectedness. Participants also 

shared that the module material raised their environmental awareness and influenced their 

ecological identities. Participants highlighted activities that drew on their emotions as powerful 

and provocative, mentioned striving to make more informed and ethical decisions, discussed 

becoming more aware of the human/nature interface and the considerations required for 

coexistence. Participants mentioned the importance of instilling environmental values in children 

and expressed a desire to take action by modeling sustainable behaviors. When asked about any 

transformational moments that came about because of her engagement with the curriculum 

material, one teacher shared,  

I really appreciated that the last thing we did together was imagine the things we could 

actually like, change. I really appreciate that. Sometimes we get so anxious about fixing 

things … I feel like we had such a strong grounding first and then and then we went to 
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solutions that felt just more grounded and more connected to the environment. And I 

think that can apply even to working with a student like it's working with students with 

learning differences. It’s tempting to be like, okay, like, what are we going to do to fix 

your deficits? You know, like, I really liked that idea of like, appreciating, yeah, doing 

the internal work first and getting some of that the pleasure of the experience and then 

and then working towards a solution. I felt like that’s a really important shift. That you 

showed us. 

One participant resonated with that idea, “The idea of fostering such a love for nature rather than 

guilt for how to fix it is what saying…It’s about loving nature first.” Another offered,  

The modules have strengthened my spiritual practice into a more defined awareness of 

the importance of the natural world. I understand more about why I am connected with 

the natural world and why I center myself in my garden, why my garden is a mix of 

chaos and order, why gardening brings me joy and I take time to step back more often to 

contemplate why I make changes “edit”, add color, integrate pollinator plants, share my 

fruits with nature. The modules created more meaning and intention behind my practices. 

One shared an emotional exchange about his experience with the Council of All Beings Activity 

and how that was moving for him, 

Like speaking for the bees made me cry. By connecting at that level, I thought that was 

an incredibly powerful exercise connected to something that I already cared about. But 

the particular activity of how it forced me to connect to the emotions that I have under the 

surface beneath my, you know, ethical caring about the issue, and I thought that that was 

really potent. 
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Another participant also reflected on this shared experience, 

The deep connection that I heard people cultivate with whatever animal or being they 

chose was really profound. Then watching the creativity of how they expressed it, and 

then feeling that collective embodiment of like everybody taking on a role of something 

in the natural world felt pretty otherworldly to me. And it made me just yearn to for the 

power of what it feels like when we hold those moments and do that work together and 

the potential of that, for our natural world for our experiences as humans with each other. 

One respondent suggested that,  

The transformational moments were when [she] was engaged with the modules and the 

curriculum and realizing ways in which [she] was aligned and parts in which [she] was 

misaligned. [She] could recognize and highlight aspects that are missing in her everyday 

life–via teaching, relationships, and the journey.  

Furthermore, when asked about the way the modules have impacted her as an educator, she said,  

They have impacted my current development as an educator because it screams 

authenticity. In order to live this wholeheartedly, your environment has to accept who 

you’re as a person and vice versa. Nature reminds us of giving gratitude and abundance, 

reciprocity, our identity–these modules have impacted my identity and how I identify 

with the environment around me.  

One respondent offered that, “the way the stuff was presented brought in like that hope and that 

awareness and like the answers are already here. We just have to kind of look within and lead 

with love and curiosity and we'll be able to get everything we need.”  
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4. Pedagogical impact and implications.  

Participants shared how the learning experiences influenced their educational practice 

and pedagogy. They have encouraged the participants to engage the natural world as teacher and 

classroom, integrate nature-based practices, and nurture among their students a deeper 

understanding and appreciation for nature. One of the participants, when discussing the modules, 

mentioned,   

We could’ve been doing anything but instead we were being reminded of our innate 

connection to nature. That impacted the way I was able to trust in the process of this 

school year and endure. I feel these modules should be sprinkled throughout the school 

year and not just disappear from the agenda. I am convinced that it is a necessity for 

everyone whether they realize it or not. These modules served more as a regular reminder 

of how I could trickle spiritual practices into my curriculum and ways in which I am 

already doing it. 

Another shared that she definitely spent more time outdoors with her students after each module 

and worked to make nature connections where she could. One offered,  

I certainly do feel different about how I even just talked to the children about the natural 

world and their relationship with the natural world and so it wouldn't ever have been a 

spiritual thing- you know where I was working. And so just the combination of being 

here and this course has certainly changed how I speak to them about the natural world I 

am also seeing and really honoring their love of it more than I may have before. 

One participant expressed that, 

Every activity that we did, could be taken as more than an activity both internally for my 

own personal and professional growth but also through the lens of what I know a young 
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person would get out of that experience if you allowed for it. And I think the world over 

the past couple of years has been at a pace that has been so frenetic and focused on 

survival and even just coming back to in the very beginning when we were talking about 

learning from the seasons and understanding the cadence of nature and having 

opportunities of gratitude, those are all things that helped for me, a reminder of what’s 

really important in the work we do with children and as educators. 

One teacher spoke about how these modules helped to hone her practice,  

It’s helping me kind of look deeper into some things that I might take for granted, say 

things like, you know, going outside with kids or you know, being able to like embrace 

the natural domain, but I think when I was able to put myself in the role of the student, it 

helped me take a step back to reflect on that my role as a facilitator or  teacher…Because 

not only were we taking away with tangible things that we were able to bring to into our 

the classroom, but also helped us I think … I noticed this year just being able to be a little 

bit more like intentional when I'm outside and then I'm also like modeling that for my 

kids like at home.  

Another spoke about the challenges they faced as a middle school teacher,  

I would be very interested in figuring out ways to connect older children to play and to 

being outside because we got a whole bunch of adults outside having the most incredible, 

wonderful, memorable time and it was very connected to each other and to the natural 

world. And how can I get adolescents to break from their particular attitudes and they’re 

just focused on each other and their relationships, at least to some extent, or to integrate 

how to figure out and put that into that sense of play. And that sense of being alive 

outside in nature with some degree of mindfulness and I haven’t figured that out. That’s 



 

 

84 

more something for me to simmer on while I'm not busy in the process of teaching. But I 

think that it will inform my educational pedagogy and practice.  

5. Spirituality and education 

The modules prompted discussions around spirituality and its place in education. 

Participants emphasized the need for nature-based rituals or spiritual practices, underscoring 

their role in building a deeper connection with oneself, others, and the natural world and 

suggesting this as a path towards healing and wholeness. One teacher, in response to the 

questions about impact on pedagogy and practice, talked of the modules being a healing process. 

I found the cadence of this work to really center the spiritual and I think for me it’s a 

welcome recalibration, revisit, reconnection with how much attunement to the natural 

world speaks to me on a spiritual level…And so all of that sort of woke up. That part of 

me that is really encouraged by new information and new ways to connect to old ideas, 

but then there was also just sort of that through line of spirit in everything that we 

experienced. And that was very welcome. For my practice. 

Another suggested that “These modules should be built into a curriculum that middle schoolers 

can use as a stepping stone to spiritual awakening, environmental awareness, and understanding 

the impact that all of them have on the decision-making moving forward into their later years.” 

One teacher offered how they plan to use ecospirituality as a strategy for walking their kids 

through a grieving practice,  

Tomorrow, I’m having this a grieving anniversary that I’ve taken most of the day to 

myself and I want to just sit in nature and be for a good period of time … I planted a tree 

in remembrance of my loss. And, you know, the kids wanted to like draw pictures…and 

definitely incorporating just like, making time for the kids to just be in nature and even in 
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something that’s like, really hard for me to like, manage and talk about with them, like 

inviting them in through this in an ecospiritual way. 

In summary, the midpoint and final focus groups yielded prevailing themes that suggest 

the modules and associated practices have supported participants’ personal reconnection with 

nature. They have specifically encouraged mindfulness and intentional presence while in nature 

and more broadly offered a new frame of reference for spirituality in their lives via 

ecospirituality. Additionally, the modules have impacted the participants’ development as 

educators by reintroducing the natural world as both teacher and classroom and led to a greater 

self-awareness in the way they approach their teaching practice. The themes also suggest that the 

modules have cultivated a greater sense of connection and fellowship among the participant 

group. Finally, the themes infer that the module series offered participant insight or inspiration 

for a perspectival shift and/or behavioral shift in their environmental aptitudes and efforts.  
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  
 

 Summary of the Study 
 

As outlined in Chapter II, many scholars and practitioners point to an association between 

a person's spirituality and their orientation towards environmental stewardship and, in doing so, 

underscore that our ecological crisis is really a crisis of the soul (Berry, 1988; Bstan-ʼdzin-rgya-

mtsho, 1999; Fassina, 2015; Pope Francis, 2015; Smith, 2009; Van Wieren, 2008; Vaughan-Lee 

et al., 2016; White, 1967). Researchers in the fields of education and psychology offer the 

paradigm of ecospirituality as a compelling response and suggest that ecospiritual identity 

development has the capacity to yield strong human-nature connection and therefore attitudinal 

shifts in how we relate to the Earth (Bejarano, 2020; Billet et al., 2023; Crowe, 2012). Moreover, 

nurturing an ecospiritual consciousnesses can also support human wellness which may, in turn, 

encourage social change through restorative and reconciliatory actions towards the earth (Brymer 

et al., 2010; Clinebell, 1996; Ives et al., 2020). Unfortunately, spiritual and ecological identity 

formation is largely absent from traditional public education institutions, from student 

development, and from teacher training and education programs. There is also an absence of 

relevant research that explores this cross section and its implications on teacher and student 

wholeness and wellness and the potential of ecospirituality enhanced pedagogical practices as 

tools for social change. I am hopeful that my research helps to solidify the critical role 

ecospirituality plays in changemaking.  

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to: 

• determine if teaching a spiritually supportive eco-pedagogy plays a role in shaping a 

teacher's ecological identity. 

• discern if/how it yields attitude shifts and behavior changes among teachers. 
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• determine if/how it supports spiritual wellness in teachers. 

• outline any impacts it has on the teaching practices of the participants as evidenced by 

survey responses and focus group reflections.  

I offered, as a general hypothesis, that exposure to a series of ecospiritual practices and activities 

would promote a stronger nature connection and in turn shape teacher ecological identities, 

positively impact their spiritual wellness, and inform their professional practices. This chapter 

will summarize the research findings, outline conclusions, and offer recommendations for future 

research.  

Discussion 
 
Quantitative Results 
 

Nature connectedness and environmental attitudes and behaviors were measured 

quantitatively by two instruments: the INS and CNS. Spiritual wellness was quantitatively 

assessed by the SHALOM survey. High scores on these respective surveys are indicative of a 

strong human/earth connection, a proclivity towards pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors, 

and a healthy spiritual orientation; the pre and post scores for this study’s participants trended 

towards the higher end on all three survey instruments (Table 4.3). The educational institution, as 

a research site, already embraces spiritual and ecological identity development as part of its 

mission and vision and integrates spiritual practices and nature-based and environmental 

sustainability activities as part of its curriculum. Having said that, the culture of the institution 

and therefore the people who are drawn to it, may already be inclined, to a certain extent, to such 

things as nature affinity, nature connection, pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors, and 

spiritual wellness. Therefore, the potential of these predispositions among the participant group 
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may have impacted the data and may be why I did not see a statistically significant difference for 

the pre and post INS and the SHALOM results.  

INS Survey 
 

For this set of scores, the value of t was 1.71 with a p value of 0.10. This difference is not 

considered to be statistically significant and therefore indicates little pre-program to post 

program change. However, all respondents reported an INS score of 4 or higher on both the pre 

and the post survey which is indicative of an already existing overlap of nature and self thus 

suggests a predisposed nature/human bond.  

CNS Survey 
 

As evidenced by the CNS scores, there appears to be a relationship between the module 

material and the participants’ connectedness to nature. I ran a two-tailed paired t-test to calculate 

a difference score of 4.39 which illustrated a statistically significant increase for the group CNS 

scores (Table 4.2). CNS individual scores also increased for 92.8% of the participants which is a 

strong indication that engagement with the module material may have been a factor for this 

change. Nature connectedness refers to the extent to which an individual feels a relationship to 

the natural world (Mayer & McPherson-Frantz, 2004). This relationship usually involves 

attachments that are cognitive, emotional, and/or behavioral and therefore can be influential on 

an individual’s identity formation and the pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors they 

express (Schultz, 2002). The nine module series offered consistent time in nature, uninterrupted 

opportunities for mindful moments, sensory experiences, and nature observations, repeated 

exposure to ecological literacy concepts, and regular reflections on the notions of 

interconnectedness, animacy, and environmental ethics. Based on these statistically significant 

results, it is likely that this intentional curriculum had a positive impact on the sample’s nature 
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connectedness. However, it is important to note that such things like outside influences or 

already existing predispositions may have also played a role in this change.  

SHALOM Survey 
 

Based on the t value of 1.06 and the p value of 0.31, there is not a statistically significant 

probability that a relationship between the ecospiritual module material and a participant’s 

spiritual wellbeing exists. It is more likely that this sample population is predisposed to a high 

spiritual wellness score and therefore any change would not be statistically significant. For 

example, SHALOM survey scores have a possible range of 20–100 and this samples’ range was 

between 47 and 93 with a pre average of M = 78.71 and a post average was M = 81.14. It is 

notable, however, that individual SHALOM scores showed a pre to post increase for 50% of the 

participants and this result is indicative of some level of impact. Perhaps the ecospiritual 

experiences woven into the module series bolstered the spiritual health and well-being of the 

participants that reported the change. Anecdotally, many respondents shared reflections from the 

modules that reference healing, restoration and transformation. I share more details of those lived 

experiences in the midpoint and final focus group discussion section.  

Qualitative Results  
 
Pre and Post Survey Question One 
 

After analyzing the pre and post open-ended survey responses, several emerging themes 

were identified for open-ended Question One. The repeatedly referenced themes for Question 

One (Table 4.5) reflect a range of motivations for engaging in pro-environmental behaviors 

including: 

• deepening a personal connection to the natural world 

• resource conservation and waste reduction 
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• recognizing the intrinsic value of the Earth and embodying an ethical consideration 

for the human/earth interface 

• feeling of sense of agency 

• concern for future generations 

When the overall group responses to Question One were analyzed, there was little 

variation between the emerging themes of the pre survey responses and those of the post survey 

responses, indicating that exposure to the module series did not necessarily change the types of 

pro-environmental behaviors and associated motivations. Likely because the group, as a whole, 

already has a pro-environmental orientation which is a predictor of pro-environmental behavior 

(Miller et al., 2022; Sparks et al., 2022). However on an individual level, there are some notable 

trends in the behaviors and motivations reported for the pre versus the post responses. First, it is 

worth noting that Theme Six, Concern for Future Generations, maintained its prominence as a 

key motivator in both the pre and post responses and was reported by 43% during the pre survey 

and 50% during the post survey (Table 4.5). Behaviors and motivations that fall under the theme 

of Minimizing Waste and Reducing Consumption were repeated by 57% of the participants in 

the pre survey and remained a popular theme as reflected by 43% of the participants in the post 

survey. Fifty percent of the respondents discussed behaviors and motivations that fall under the 

theme of Respect for Nature’s Intrinsic Value and Ethical Considerations in the pre survey and 

64% for the post survey. Interestingly, 44% of these post survey respondents reported this theme 

for the first time. The notable shift from the more practical or concrete theme of Minimizing 

Waste and Reducing Consumption to the more conceptual theme of Respect for Nature’s 

Intrinsic Value and Ethical Considerations may provide insight into the way participants are 

assimilating the thought-provoking and consciousness raising elements of the module material. 
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The last three modules of the sequence, for example, explored the constructs of ecological 

empathy, human/earth kinship, moral circle expansion, and ended with initiating acts of 

reciprocity and restoration. The intention being to increase participants’ emotional affinity 

towards nature and reflect on their own environmental values and ethics and in that catalyzing 

action on nature’s behalf.  

Pre and Post Survey Question Two 
 

The repeatedly referenced themes for open-ended survey Question Two (Table 4.7) 

highlight spiritual connections with the earth that include such things as: 

• mindfulness and grounding practices in nature. 

• personal and physical healing and restoration gained by time in nature. 

• an increased sense of belonging or connectedness to self, other humans, and    non-

human beings. 

• a cultivated sense of awe, joy and positivity through nature appreciation and 

celebrations. 

• a recognition of nature’s intrinsic value which shapes ethics. 

• an increased field of consciousness through acts of service, care and reciprocity.  

When analyzed as a group, there was little variation between the emerging themes of the 

pre survey responses and those of the post survey responses for Question Two, indicating that 

exposure to the module series did not necessarily influence the overall group’s perspective on the 

relationship between spirituality and nature. Reiterating that this sample population is already 

inclined to recognize the relational intersection of spirituality and nature. Interestingly though, 

Theme Four was referenced by 57% of the sample suggesting that a spiritual relationship with 

the Earth is considered nurturing and healing. Likewise, Theme Five was referenced by 57% of 
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the respondents also suggesting that the sample’s spiritual relationship with the Earth provides a 

sense of connectedness and belonging. Although there was not any notable change from the pre 

to post responses for either of these themes, both themes point to several dimensions of wellness 

including the environmental, physical, social, and spiritual dimensions and the repeated mention 

of these themes suggests that the ecospiritual practices may have reinforced participant wellness 

(Brymer et al., 2010). Additionally, Theme Six of Connection Ignites Protection was referenced 

by 71% of the sample and a notable change occurred for 50% of these individual respondents 

who all mentioned, in their post survey reflection, that caring for the Earth is an act of spirituality 

and a reflection of one’s moral values. This suggests that the ecospiritual experiences offered by 

the scope and sequence of the modules may have had an influence on this shift in perspective. 

One participant even suggested that, “As I have grown to understand and practice animacy with 

the natural world, I have a deeper connection to the way my spiritual practice and understanding 

impact my connection to earth.” Another shared, “I think the more time we spend in nature and 

the more care we hold for it the more it is able to give back to us as a species.” This further 

supports the logic that an ecospiritual relationship may help people better identify with nature 

thus strengthening the human/nature bond, altering their attitudes and behaviors and as a result, 

becoming a key factor in remedying the eco-crisis. 

Midpoint and Final Focus Groups  
 

Based on the provided comments from the midpoint and final focus group interviews, 

several emerging themes were identified and referenced in Chapter IV. These themes reflect 

participant perception, lived experience, and impact of the module material on their personal 

lives and educational practices. Using the focus group procedure for collecting participant 

anecdotes and stories regarding the impact of the module material enabled me to gather a more 
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robust picture of their overall experience and in turn, capture a fuller expression of their 

ecospiritual consciousness. The unfolding story told by the participant data seems to suggest that 

the immersive fellowship in ecospirituality yielded for those participants a reconnection to self, 

others, nature, and spirit. I will explain these presumed connections in greater detail below.  

Connection to Self  
 

The respondents, when discussing the impacts of the ecospiritual program, reflected on 

their self-awareness and personal well-being. The modules made space for participants to 

explore concepts of self-care, self-love, gratitude, healing, and personal growth. The feelings of 

being “refreshed and rejuvenated,” “grounded,” “calm,” and feeling “a release of emotions and 

stress,” were all mentioned directly in response to the module material. Participants also shared 

that the experiences were “supportive of mental health and sanity” and offered a “real release by 

just simply playing and laughing.” One teacher talked of the modules being a healing process 

and stated, “I found the cadence of this work to really center the spiritual and I think for me it's a 

welcome recalibration, revisit, reconnection with how much attunement to the natural world 

speaks to me on a spiritual level.” Overall, this data illustrates some key ways in which the 

ecospiritual practices have bolstered participant personal wellness.  

Connection to Others 
 

The midpoint and final focus group reflections also highlighted the role the modules 

played in community connection and collective transformation. Many of the teachers spoke 

about the importance of community fellowship and the joy it surfaced for them and specifically 

referenced Module Three (see Appendix D) where the natural world served as the backdrop in 

which the group experienced joy, creativity, and play. The participants described the aliveness 
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and sense of connection that came from the interactive experiences, games, and artful 

expressions. One participant reminisced,  

We got a whole bunch of adults outside having the most incredible, wonderful, 

memorable time, very connected to each other and to the natural world… actually being 

there with my colleagues, rolling around on the ground, trying to hide under shrubs, 

getting dirty, having hands-on experiences in nature and truly being in the moment was 

really the most profound for me. 

Another respondent, referencing The Council of All Beings activity from Module Six (see 

Appendix D) stated,  

It gave me chills you know, in the moment and definitely like kind of an energetic vibe, 

leaving that conversation. I think it hit on something spiritual, something larger, that's a 

little bit harder to put into words. But it just gave me so much hope for what it means to 

work in a collective with other people. 

Additionally, some suggested that this playful time together was timely and healing after the 

physical distance and interrupted collaboration during COVID. Others suggested looking 

forward to the monthly fellowships as key connection points throughout the year. In summary, 

these findings indicate that the ecospiritual experiences nurtured positive interactions among the 

participant group which, in turn, yielded favorable conditions for social wellness.   

Connection to Nature  
 

At the time of the midpoint focus group interview, the participants had engaged in 

Modules One through Four (see Appendix D). These modules covered topics such as gratitude 

practices, ecological identity work, I-thou relationships, sensory aliveness, nature play and 

creativity as spiritual expressions, and mindfulness and nature attunement. During this focus 
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group session, many of the participants referenced some of the ecospiritual practices as strategies 

for bringing a more mindful presence to the way they engage with the natural world. They 

offered that in slowing down and taking a pause while in nature they have been able to focus, 

notice, observe, witness, and better connect with their surroundings. Furthermore, it was evident 

that the integration of sensory aliveness, nature attunement, and mindfulness practices helped 

participants deepen their nature connection but also encouraged a general pause in life leading to 

a more mindful approach to their day to day actions and thus a reconnection to their personal 

well-being. Much of this sentiment was revisited and repeated in the final focus group. Overall, it 

appears that these practices are beneficial, key elements in supporting nature affinity, ecological 

identity, and ecospiritual development among the participants.  

Connection to Spirit  
 

Teachers spoke about how the activities shaped their understanding of interconnectedness 

and the way they perceive the human/earth interface and therefore, the considerations required 

for coexistence. They highlighted activities that drew on their emotions as powerful and 

provocative and mentioned, as a result of those activities, striving to make more informed and 

ethical decisions. In reference to an I-thou activity from Module One (see Appendix D) one 

participant stated, “that practice is really alive with giving you space to drop in and think more 

thoroughly about the power and capacity of each individual creature, element, and system of the 

natural world.” Participants also expressed experiencing moments during their engagement with 

the module material that triggered feelings of awe and spiritual connectedness and talked about 

how the activities helped to situate nature as sentient. One teacher in particular acknowledged, 

“there is a difference between having a connection with nature and nature being spiritual. And I 
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didn’t realize that until we started.” Respondents also shared that the module material influenced 

their ecological identities. One participant shared that,  

I think I’ve like, started to create a more complete picture of my own ecological  

 spirituality and like it's a thing that I don't think not only was I not aware of, I had no 

 attunement to and now like as I’m starting to become more aware and more attuned to 

 them, it’s like a part of my identity that I feel. 

It seems, based on these findings, that exposure to the module material served as a catalyst for 

personal reflection that in turn helped participants better define their ecological identities. It 

likewise encouraged insightful moments that helped to elevate their ethical considerations and 

ecological consciousness.  

Recommendations for Future Research 
 

This research just scratches the surface for the impact and implications of ecospirituality 

on our educational systems. There are certainly opportunities for continued exploration and 

expansion of this inquiry. For example, to what extent is this curriculum effective in other 

educational institutions and with other populations? I consciously restricted the study sample to a 

target population of preschool-8th grade teachers who are employed by a private, independent, 

and holistic school and as a result, the scope of the inquiry is limited to this particular school 

setting. Therefore, it may prove difficult to replicate the findings and they may not be 

transferable to other school settings such as public schools, religious or parochial schools, or 

colleges. Additionally, the convenience sample was small and the demographic homogenous in 

race, age, gender and therefore the results are rather narrow and not necessarily generalizable to 

other populations. I recommend that future research include a larger sample size and with more 

diverse populations, including varied educational settings. Notably, this was a teacher experience 
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and not a student experience but expanding this model to include students at various educational 

levels may also be a worthy inquiry. It will, however, be critical for any researcher to consider 

any controversy that may surround the integration of spiritual practices into a school setting and 

in doing so, draw a clear distinction between non-religious, spiritual education and religious 

education. Additionally, this study’s results support the transformative power of ecospirituality 

as a bridge towards wholeness and wellness among a group of teacher participants and perhaps 

suggests it as an untapped tool for wholeness and wellness in the realm of other helping 

professions like social work, counseling, and nursing. Perhaps applying this ecospiritual model 

within these fields would be a worthy inquiry.  

Other questions remain to be asked such as, is access to nature required to deliver and 

implement this curriculum with efficacy? The current study’s research site boasts five and a half 

acres and thus general access to nature was readily available to this population which influenced 

the curriculum implementation and allowed for a lot of time in nature. This may not be the case 

for future participant groups and therefore access or lack thereof to nature is an important 

consideration for future research.  

Perhaps future studies can consider a more longitudinal time frame and exposure to the 

module material at increased intervals, especially as it relates to the pedagogical implications. I 

worked within the limited time frame of a nine-month research cycle and was restricted by a 

single session per month, which may have impacted my results. The restriction of time and 

exposure could have had a tempering impact of the module material on the pedagogical practices 

as teachers may have not had enough time to integrate these practices with integrity. Moreover, 

experienced as a throughline in their own teacher development, an extended timeline and 

repeated exposure fosters distinct opportunities for deeper, more spiritually grounded 
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nature/human connection and the possibility of increased wellness which in turn, offers a greater 

return for any pedagogical implications. For example, it would be interesting to explore the 

model’s impacts on such things as teacher retention, absenteeism, and/or changes in student 

behavior.  

Overall, this research suggests that ecospirituality may serve as a uniquely transformative 

paradigm for educators as they engage with ecological literacy, environmental education, and 

sustainability education materials and regardless of the study’s limitations, it is promising to 

consider the transferability of the existing teacher education program and associated curriculum. 

Its embedded tools, resources, and curated learning experiences have the capacity to be 

instrumentally supportive in many educational institutions.  

Recommendations for Subsequent Curriculum Design 
 

In developing the ecospiritual curriculum, I employed a backwards design planning 

process (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998). In doing this, I worked backwards from the final 

transformation to outline and embed the ecospiritual learning experiences throughout the 

modules. However, I also allowed for dialogical learning, a teaching methodology that utilizes 

collaborative discussion and interactive dialogue that serves to extend a participant’s thinking 

and reasoning and deepen their understanding (Alexander, 2018). This method created space for 

emergent curriculum and because I was responsive to the participants’ learning process, interests, 

and curiosities, I was able to refine the curriculum to best meet the group learning needs. I 

recommend this process as a best practice for any future implementation of the curriculum.  

 I also hope to use the emerging themes from the qualitative data sets to inform any 

revisions of the existing curriculum or offer more specific criteria for any supplemental 

ecospiritual practices. For example, the Four Connections that emerged from the focus groups 
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data may offer a great way of organizing the various ecospiritual practices, thus creating a data 

informed scope and sequence. Additionally, it could be helpful to spend more time with the 

activities repeatedly mentioned by focus group participants (mindfulness practices and sensory 

aliveness activities, I-thou and the Language of Animacy offerings, and the collaborative games 

associated with the module on play and creativity) as they seemed to have had a meaningful and 

lasting impact. Likewise, by doubling my contact time each month and/or extending the sessions, 

this would allow for a deeper dive into some of these ecospiritual concepts, practices, and 

activities.   

Conclusion 
 

In this study, I investigated the influence of the More than Mindfulness: A Teacher 

Fellowship in Ecospirituality on the participants’ spiritual wellness, determined the value of this 

program as a tool for strengthening relationships with the natural world and orientation towards 

environmental attitudes and behaviors, and explored the impact of the ecospiritual experiences 

on their teaching practice. During implementation of a nine part module series, I collected pre, 

midpoint, and post qualitative and quantitative data through surveys and focus groups. My 

statistical analysis concluded that there is a significant relationship between the module material 

and participant nature connectedness as seen by the change in the CNS group scores and 

individual scores. Based on the INS scores, I did not find a statistically significant link between 

the modules and participant nature connectedness as all respondents reported a high INS score on 

the pre and the post survey which is indicative of an already existing nature/human bond. As 

evidenced by the SHALOM results, there is a statistically improbable relationship between the 

curriculum and participant spiritual wellness but there was a notable increase in the scores for 

half of the participants and thus suggests that the modules may have offered some level of 
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wellness support. The pre and post open-ended survey results for Question One and Question 

Two yielded emerging themes which provide a general outline for behaviors and motivations 

that drive participant environmental action and likewise support an ecospiritual mindset. These 

themes may serve to inform instructional decisions as I plan future ecospiritual learning 

experiences. This data also seems to suggest that the module material helped to surface, for the 

participants, a worldview that recognizes nature as sentient and worthy of moral concern and at 

the same time elevated their awareness that a spiritual relationship with the Earth can be 

restorative and healing.  

Thematic analysis of the focus group data uncovered repeated themes that were 

influential in shaping participant nature connectedness and ecological identities. These themes, 

when interpreted together, signaled that the immersive fellowship in ecospirituality yielded a 

reconnection to self, others, nature, and spirit. By infusing ecospirituality into a teacher 

education program, participants experience a more profound Connection to Self as they are 

exposed to the healing and restorative aspects of nature. They cultivate a stronger Connection to 

Others and witness a collective transformation through group expressions of nature play, 

creativity, ritual, and fellowship. They develop a deeper Connection to Nature by embodying a 

more mindful, alive, and intentioned presence while in the natural world. They acknowledge 

their own Connection to Spirit and recognize nature as a vessel for this connection and likewise a 

sentient being worthy of concern, compassion, care, and ethical protection.  

At the start of this scholarly journey, I was intrigued by the parallel practices found in 

spiritual education and nature-based education and the capacities of these congruent models as 

tools for teacher and student wellness, wholeness, and more broadly, for social change. I posed 

these critical questions; what if schools were freed from the competitive paradigm and rather 
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encouraged to cultivate the qualities of the human spirit, would nature have a chance? Can 

spiritually supportive pedagogy help us heal ourselves while simultaneously restoring the Earth? 

In my inquiry development, I acknowledged that a teacher’s personal transformation is integral 

for any shifts to occur within their professional practice and consequently key for the collective 

transformation of the classroom. In short, teachers must adopt an ecospiritual mindset before we 

can ask their students to. I also believed that an ecospiritual curriculum could generate a 

synergistic and mutually healing exchange for the teachers and likewise, the Earth. Overall, the 

key findings of this study affirm this belief. The research suggests that ecospirituality serves as a 

uniquely transformative paradigm for educators and more specifically, that the More than 

Mindfulness teacher fellowship model changed the way educators situate themselves in relation 

to the natural world, impacted their pedagogy by encouraging a more ecocentric approach in 

their teaching and provided them with an ecospiritual framework that bolstered their wellness. 

By tapping into their own ecospiritual identities the teachers felt more deeply connected to 

themselves, others, and the natural world. Moreover, their ecospiritual identities served an 

expression of environmentalism thereby becoming a socially engaged dimension of spirituality. 

If, in fact, the environmental crisis is a crisis of the soul then we must work to reintegrate 

spiritual identity development as a foundational learning dimension within our school cultures 

and in doing so, influence the way teachers and students relate to the natural world. It is in these 

learning opportunities that we can change the trajectory of our planetary future. In essence, this 

is the model we need for the future we want.  
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Appendix A: Informed Consent 
 
PROJECT TITLE: More Than Mindfulness: The Effectiveness of an Ecospiritual Fellowship 
in Building Connection, Promoting Wellness, and Transforming the Ecological Worldviews of 
Teachers 
 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR  
Medora West Willmore, Doctoral Candidate  
Antioch University, Doctor of Education in Educational and Professional Practice 
XXX-XXX-XXXX 
XXXXXXXXX@XXXXXXX.XXX 
 
PURPOSE OF STUDY 
You are invited to take part in a doctoral research study. Before you decide to participate in this 
study, it is important that you understand why the research is being done and what it will 
involve. Please read the following information carefully. Please ask the researcher if there is 
anything that is not clear or if you need more information.  
 
The purpose of this study is to investigate the cross section between spiritual and ecological 
identity development known as ecospirituality. My inquiry question is: How does an immersive, 
ecospiritual teacher education model promote teacher wellness, encourage ecological identity 
development, and grow an ecospiritual mindset?  
 
My sub-questions are:  

• What are the key themes and key elements of a learning environment that support a 
teacher’s ecospiritual development?  

• What, if any, is the connection between an ecospiritual mindset and a teacher’s spiritual 
wellness?  

• What influence, if any, does an ecospiritual mindset have on a teacher's environmental 
behaviors and attitudes? 

• What do teachers report as the impacts of ecospiritual development on their professional 
practice?  

I anticipate nine immersive teacher education modules, each 1 hour and 45 minutes that include: 
• Brief pre-reading materials for each module and/or prompts that anchor collaborative 

discussions 
• Introduction and implementation of ecospiritual practice and/or contemplative activity 
• Practice/activity reflection  
• Planning segments for personal and/or professional integration.  
• Teachers will record anecdotes/reflections, these will be shared during subsequent 

modules. 
I am interested in uncovering the essence of an ecospiritual mindset and how/if it supports 
spiritual wellness, how/if it promotes pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors and how/if it 
informs your teaching practice. I will test the effectiveness of this program through qualitative 
and quantitative measures described below.  
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STUDY PROCEDURES 
As part of the professional development training during the 2022-2023 school year, you are 
required to attend the eight teacher education modules which are spread out over the course of 
eight months. However, involvement in the data collection portions of the study are entirely 
optional. These include a pre and post open-ended questionnaire (<5 min each), a pre and post 
survey (10 min each), a mid-point reflection session (30 min.) and a final focus group interview 
(30 min). The time commitment adds up to approximately 1 hour and 30 mins over the course of 
eight months. The reflection session and the interviews will be tape recorded solely for research 
purposes, but all of the participants’ contributions will be de-identified prior to publication or the 
sharing of the research results. These recordings, and any other information that may connect 
you to the study, will be kept in a secure location. 
 
RISKS 
No study is completely risk free. However, I do not anticipate that you will be harmed or 
distressed during this study. You may discontinue participation in the study at any time if you 
become uncomfortable. If you experience any discomfort as a result of your participation, the 
school counselors will be available to you as a resource. 
 
BENEFITS 
There may be no direct benefit to you, but your participation may help others in the future. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY  
Your responses to the pre and post surveys, interview questions, personal reflections and 
transcribed groups discussion will remain anonymous. Please do not write any identifying 
information on your survey and personal reflections. Every effort will be made by the researcher 
to preserve your confidentiality. Your real name will be replaced with a pseudonym in the write-
up of this project, and only the primary researcher will have access to the list connecting your 
name to the pseudonym. Personal identifiers will be removed and the de-identified information 
may be used for future research without additional consent. Your personal information will not 
be used or distributed for future research. The researcher will keep notes, interview 
transcriptions, and any other identifying participant information in a locked file cabinet or on 
encrypted digital file.  
 
LIMITS OF CONFIDENTIALITY 
Generally speaking, I can assure you that I will keep everything you tell me or do for the study 
private. Yet there are times where I cannot keep things private. The researcher cannot keep 
things private when: 

• The researcher finds out that a child or vulnerable adult has been abused 
• The researcher finds out that that a person plans to hurt him, her, or their self  
• The researcher finds out that a person plans to hurt someone else 

There are laws that require many professionals to take action if they think a person is at risk for 
self-harm or are self-harming, harming another or if a child or adult is being abused. In addition, 
there are guidelines that researchers must follow to make sure all people are treated with respect 
and kept safe. In most states, there is a government agency that must be told if someone is being 
abused or plans to self-harm or harm another person. Please ask any questions you may have 
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about this issue before agreeing to be in the study. It is important that you do not feel betrayed if 
it turns out that the researcher cannot keep some things private. 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part 
in this study. If you decide to take part in this study, you will be asked to sign this consent form. 
After you sign the consent form, you are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a 
reason. Withdrawing from this study will not affect the relationship you have with the researcher 
and your position at the school will not be affected by this decision. If you withdraw from the 
study before data collection is completed, your data will be returned to you or destroyed.  

REIMBURSEMENTS 
You will not be provided any monetary incentive to take part in this research project. 
 
FUTURE PUBLICATION 
The primary researcher, Medora West Willmore reserves the right to include any results of this 
study in future scholarly presentations and/or publications. All information will be de-identified 
prior to publication. 
 
RIGHT TO REFUSE OR WITHDRAW 
You do not have to take part in this research if you do not wish to do so, and you may withdraw 
from the study at any time without your job being affected. If you have any questions, you may 
contact West Willmore at XXXXXXXXX@XXXXXXX.XXX.  
 
This proposal has been reviewed and approved by the Antioch International Review Board 
(IRB), which is a committee whose task it is to make sure that research participants are 
protected. If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact 
Hays Moulton, the IRB Chair for Antioch University, at XXXXXXXX@XXXXXXX.XXX.  
 
By signing this consent form you agree to take part in this research, and give permission for the 
researcher to use the information from the pre- and post-course questionnaires and surveys, the 
interviews, and journaling practices to complete her EdD dissertation and other academic 
publications, presentations and/or books.  
 
DO YOU WISH TO BE IN THIS STUDY? 
I have read the foregoing information, or it has been read to me. I have had the opportunity to 
ask questions about it and any questions I have been asked have been answered to my 
satisfaction. I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study. 
 
Print Name of Participant___________________ 
Signature of Participant ____________________Date _____________________________ 
 
DO YOU WISH TO BE AUDIOTAPED IN THIS STUDY?  
I voluntarily agree to let the researcher audiotape me for this study. I agree to allow the use of 
my recordings as described in this form. 
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Print Name of Participant___________________ 
Signature of Participant ____________________ Date _____________________________ 
 
A copy of this Informed Consent Form has been provided to the participant. 
Print Name of Researcher ___________________ 
Signature of Researcher  ____________________ Date ________________________________ 
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Appendix B: Pre/Post Survey Instruments 
 
Pre/Post Open Ended Questions 
 

1. If you engage in pro-environmental behaviors what motivates you to do so? If it is 
helpful, think of three behaviors and share your motivations for each of these.  
 

2. Do you feel that there is a relationship between someone’s spirituality and their 
connection to the earth? If so, please share some of the elements of this 
relationship. For example, what does this look or feel like?  

 
Figure 1. 

Inclusion of Nature in Self Scale (Schultz, 2002). Reproduced with permission from Springer 
Nature, see Appendix E.  
 
Please choose the picture below which best describes your relationship with the natural 
environment.  
 

 
 
The Connectedness to Nature Scale (Mayer and Franz, 2004). Reprinted from Journal of 
Environmental Psychology, 24 /4, F. Stephan Mayer, Cynthia McPherson Frantz, 503-515, 
Copyright 2004, with permission from Elsevier. See Appendix E. 
 

Please answer each of these questions in terms of the way you generally feel. There are no right 
or wrong answers. Using the following scale, in the space provided next to each question simply 
state as honestly and candidly as you can. 
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   1                        2                               3                               4                               5      
                            

Strongly        Moderately                    Neutral                    Moderately               Strongly 
Disagree          Disagree                                      Agree                     Agree     
            
____1. I often feel a sense of oneness with the natural world around me. 
____2. I think of the natural world as a community to which I belong. 
____3. I recognize and appreciate the intelligence of other living organisms. 
____4. I often feel disconnected from nature. 
____5. When I think of my life, I imagine myself to be part of a larger cyclical process of living. 
____6. I often feel a kinship with animals and plants. 
____7. I feel as though I belong to the Earth as equally as it belongs to me. 
____8. I have a deep understanding of how my actions affect the natural world. 
____9. I often feel part of the web of life. 
____10. I feel that all inhabitants of Earth, human, and nonhuman, share a common ‘life force’. 
____11. Like a tree can be part of a forest, I feel embedded within the broader natural world. 
____12. When I think of my place on Earth, I consider myself to be a top member of a hierarchy 
that exists in nature. 
____13. I often feel like I am only a small part of the natural world around me, and that I am no 
more important than the grass on the ground or the birds in the trees. 
____14. My personal welfare is independent of the welfare of the natural world.     
 
Spiritual Health And Life-Orientation Measure (SHALOM)©, Reproduced with permission from 
copyright holder, see Appendix E.  
 
Spirituality can be described as that which lies at the heart of a person being human. Spiritual 
health can be seen as a measure of how good you feel about yourself and how well you relate to 
those aspects of the world around you, which are important to you. 
 
Instructions: 
Please choose one response to each of the following items, by circling the number to show how 
you feel each item reflects your personal experience most of the time. Do not spend too much 
time on any one item.  It is best to record your first thoughts. 
 
  
Each response is graded: 

1 = very low 2 = low 3 = moderate  4 = high 5 = very high. 
  
Items                                                                           How      
    

                                                                                               you feel         
Developing:                                                                
1.  a love of other people                                                        1  2  3  4  5      
2.  personal relationship with the Divine/God                               1  2  3  4  5      
3.  forgiveness toward others                                               1  2  3  4  5      
4.  connection with nature                                                    1  2  3  4  5      
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5.  a sense of identity                                                                1  2  3  4  5      
Developing: 
6.  worship of the Creator                                                    1  2  3  4  5      
7.  awe at a breathtaking view                                                1  2  3  4  5      
8.  trust between individuals                                                1  2  3  4  5      
9.  self-awareness                                                                    1  2  3  4  5      
10. oneness with nature                                                           1  2  3  4  5      
Developing: 
11. oneness with God                                                          1  2  3  4  5      
12. harmony with the environment                                      1  2  3  4  5      
13. peace with God                                                                 1  2  3  4  5      
14. joy in life                                                                        1  2  3  4  5      
15. prayer life                                                                       1  2  3  4  5      
Developing: 
16. inner peace                                                                        1  2  3  4  5      
17. respect for others                                                              1  2  3  4  5      
18. meaning in life                                                               1  2  3  4  5      
19. kindness towards other people                                       1  2  3  4  5      
20. a sense of ‘magic’ in the environment                              1  2  3  4  5      
 

© For permission to use SHALOM please contact Dr John W. Fisher,  
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Appendix C: Midpoint and Final Focus Group Protocol 
 

1. In what ways have the modules informed your educational or personal pedagogy and 

practice?  

2. Can you tell me about any transformational moments that came about because of your 

engagement with the module material? 

3. When you reflect on the modules, do you feel they have impacted your current 

development as an educator? How?  
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Appendix D: More than Mindfulness: A Teacher Fellowship in Ecospirituality 
 
Guiding principle: 
Through understanding nature, we understand ourselves, each other, and the greater community. 
 
Outcomes: 

• Exhibit an authentic sense of wonder, veneration and awe for nature. 
• Draw inspiration and personal passion from communion with the natural world.  
• Demonstrate through action, an understanding of a oneness with the natural world and 

recognize that all is sacred. 
• Deeply observe, inquire, and categorize elements of nature.   
• Connect to the natural environment through play, exploration and expression.  

 
Figure 2. 

Scope and sequence of More than Mindfulness modules 
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Module 1: Gratitude Practices, Ecological Identity Work, and I-Thou Encounters 
 
For module slides See supplementary files, EcospirtitualFellowshipModule1.pdf   
 
Centering/Grounding Practice:  
On your own- Color Card Scavenger Hunt: Engage your keen sense of sight to look closely at 
your natural surroundings and aim to identify each color on your paint color card.  

OR 
With a partner- Frame It Activity: Use the Frame It card to locate something small, often 
overlooked which you feel holds beauty or wonder and then Frame It for your partner to witness. 
Switch roles.  
 
Activity 1: Gratitude/Thanksgiving Practice  
According to many research studies, a regular gratitude practice can improve your mental 
health and happiness, increase your physical health, strengthen social bonds and build 
resilience. It is also associated with things like reduced stress and increased energy and with 
action and attitudes that are more generous and kind (Caputo, 2015; Behzadipour, et al., 2018; 
Emmons & McCullough, 2003) Gratitude deepens our relationships with nature and reminds us 
of our kinship.  

• It reinforces our interdependence and helps us see that our existence is dependent on so 
much that nature freely and generously gives to us.   

• Thanksgiving is about expressing gratitude for things that bring health, happiness, and 
perhaps thriving to our lives.  

• It calls attention to the positive things going well in our world- it is not about denying the 
challenges, pain, grief, or despair, but about bringing awareness to the good things that 
are often overlooked - this can be healing. A culture of gratitude reminds you of all you 
have, it encourages an outlook of contentment and abundance.  
 

Directions:  
• A nature gratitude practice involves more than just naming and noticing things you are 

grateful for but rather writing them down “with feeling.” Instead of simply naming 
something general- “like I am grateful for trees, for water, for mountain views”- be more 
specific- which tree, where does it live, what do you call the tree, and what about that 
particular tree are you thankful for?  

• Also when you write down your gratitude, pause and take a minute to visualize it in your 
mind’s eye. For example, if you are grateful for a clean mountain stream, visualize 
yourself, your partner, your kids, and/or your companion animal engaging with that clean 
mountain stream. Consider the sounds, the smells, and the feelings associated with the 
stream. Jot those down too. 

• Feel free to sketch your gratitude.   
• Acts of Reciprocity: As we partake, we are called to give in return. Please consider 

nurturing a mutual exchange with or presence in the natural world. This can happen 
through continued gratitude, attention, witness, attunement, prayer, writing, study, 
activism, protection, etc…What gift can you give the being you are grateful for or the 
Earth in general? Can you build this act of reciprocity into your routine? 
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• Next Steps: If possible, integrate this practice as part of your routine over the next month. 
Perhaps in the morning or evening but at least once a week, Use your journal to record 
your thoughts.  
 

Activity 2: Ecological Identity Exercise 
In modern Western society, the connection of people to nature is strained and decreasing more 
and more. This disconnect between humans and nature is considered a source of the world’s 
ecological crises. Research suggests that nature connectedness is a predictor for 
environmentally friendly behavior and therefore can increase the positive environmental action 
of a person. An increased nature connection not only offers advantages for the environment, but 
also great individual benefit as people who feel a high level of nature connectedness generally 
have a higher sense of well-being, show better mental health, and a higher life vitality.  
 
What is Ecological Identity?  
The collective set of life experiences that have shaped the way you connect to and/or engage 
with the natural world. If we can expand our sense of identity to include nature we can also 
expand our sense of compassion to include nature (Thomashow, 1995). When asked to describe 
the roots of our personal environmental philosophy, we might reply,  
“I have always enjoyed being outdoors.” 
“I am an animal lover.” 
“I am creatively inspired by nature.” 
“I get angry when I witness environmental degradation.”  
Through deeper reflection, we may be able to uncover the roots that lead to these statements and 
how we branch out from our beliefs/values towards action. 
 
Directions: To express our Ecological Identities each of us is going to make our own Ecological 
Identity tree (adapted from Ecological Identity, Thomashow, 1995). 
Sketch a tree, make sure you include the tree’s roots, trunk, branches, and leaves. 

• Roots: These represent the roots of your nature connectedness? What/who has been 
influential in molding your relationship with nature (i.e. Childhood experiences, special 
places you recall, mentors, social experiences in nature- trips or events, positive or 
negative experiences in nature, books or movies, etc…) Please list these among the 
roots.  

• Leaves and Branches: These represent environmental or ecological actions, interests, or 
goals. This could include nature related things you do in your free time, it could include 
volunteerism, job related tasks, actions that are part of your weekly, daily, monthly 
and/or yearly rhythm. Please list these among the leaves and branches.  

• Trunk: This represents the core values you hold. The trunk connects the roots with the 
branches and helps “feed” the tree, just as your core values connect your roots to your 
actions. Core values might include things like a desire to live simply, a sense of 
responsibility for the earth, seeking adventure, joy, or wonder in nature, etc… Please list 
these in the tree’s trunk.  

• We will do a pair-share of our Ecological Identity trees 
 
Activity 3: I-Thou Encounters  



 

 

125 

One of the highest spiritual virtues is to offer oneself in authenticity and wholeness to another. 
This requires vulnerability, risk, and trust as such an encounter means venturing into uncertain 
spaces with a willingness to be changed or transformed by the other (Buber, 1988).  
 

• I-Thou encounters involve turning toward another with our whole being and thereby 
recognizing the sacredness and uniqueness of the other. When we can meet in an I-Thou 
relationship we are also in heightened state of empathy for the other. 

• In contrast an I–It relationship, is one in which the other is experienced as an object to be 
influenced or used. However, we dont call anything we love or wish to protect an It; we 
do not refer or reduce people to It.   

• “It” removes consciousness, encourages a hierarchy, creates a barrier to empathy, 
absolves our moral relationship, and invites exploitation. As Robin Wall Kimmerer 
(2017) states, “We use it to distance ourselves, to set others outside our circle… to justify 
our actions—so we don’t feel.”  
 

Words, when used in a specific way, can shape our world. Ultimately, what we say is what we 
bring into being and therefore the way we speak can shape attitudes, behaviors, and outcomes. 
 

• Utilitarian or the language of economics (nature as resource with instrumental or 
economic value) has not worked to protect nature.  

• While the language of science, as rational and technical, is not perfect either- it asks us to 
classify, categorize, and group, it reduces that part of nature to object and obscures the 
individual, their story, and their truth.  

• My hope is that we can begin to deepen our connection with the natural world through I-
Thou encounters and specifically by anchoring the use of I-Thou lexicon throughout our 
work. This can be referred to as the language of animacy- which gives life to everything 
or imbues everything with spirit and means moving from referring to nature as It (or 
object) to nature as Thou (or animate being).  
 

Listen/Read and Reflect Chapter 6: Learning the Grammar of Animacy from Braiding 
Sweetgrass by Robin Wall Kimmerer. This book is available for purchase in print, as an eBook, 
and as an Audio book or at your local public library and membership may also allow access to 
the book in these formats at no cost.  
 
What would it mean to recognize non-humans as neighbors and intelligent beings? We were born 
with this intuitive knowledge, we just need to remember it.  
 
Directions: Take a walk on campus and stop periodically to witness the non-human beings 
among us. Be patient and open to being chosen by another. Go with what intuitively occurs.  

• Start by using all of your senses to learn about this individual.  
o For example, if a tree chooses you- get to know the tree’s bark, the soil, the 

leaves, the branches, the trunk. Look up, down, and around- notice the scars, 
knots, inhabitants, and neighbors. Listen for movement, feel for texture and 
temperature, smell the soil or the leaves. If you wish, use your journal to sketch 
and/or describe what you are witnessing.  
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• Next, explore naming the being. Although imperfect- assign a name, a gender, or a non-
gendered alternative to help practice the language of animacy and help move you towards 
an expanded intimacy.  

o Be inspired by Native Ways of Knowing and try names that may be revealed in 
the being’s behaviors, morphology, relationships, location, or as part of a larger 
system. Regardless, the name must be chosen with intention and with love.  

o Then consider not what you can learn about this being, what you can learn from 
them? What can they- as a teacher- teach you? Perhaps consider their story. What 
wisdom lives in this story? Write this down.  

o Remember nature gives to humans generously and freely. Now consider what this 
life-form might ask of you. 
 

Module 2: Sensory Aliveness and Attunement Practices  
 
Centering/Grounding Practice  
Last time we explored the “language of animacy”- which gives life to everything or imbues 
everything with spirit and means moving from referring to nature as It (or object) to nature as 
Thou (or animate being). Each day we walk among other animate intelligences - who possess 
unique truths and specific lived experiences or stories. Opening ourselves to this everyday 
animism paves the way for I-Thou Encounters (Kimmerer, 2015). It is my hope that as you 
become more attuned to the natural world you are able to more clearly understand the lessons 
nature may teach you. We will aim to embrace this notion by rebuilding the altar with the artifact 
you chose from Module 1. Consider not what you can learn about this artifact, but what you can 
learn from them? What can they- as a teacher- teach you? Perhaps consider their story. What 
wisdom lives in this story?  
 
Reflection on activities from Module 1 

• Gratitude and Reciprocity Practice 
o Have you implemented these in your life either professionally or 

personally? What was your experience? What did you notice or learn? 
o This practice is about recognizing and honoring the non-human beings 

who surround us and appreciating their stories or truths.  
o It is elevated through multisensory engagement and enhanced when we 

can consider some gift in return.  
• Ecological Identity Tree  

o Have things surfaced or evolved for you? If so, feel free to share and also 
consider revising your ecological identity trees.  
 

Setting the Context: 
Today we will explore sensory experiences as tools for bringing a place to life, for 
building a stronger human-earth connection, and as a bridge towards nature intimacy.  
 
“The faster one goes, the more strain there is on the senses, the more they fail to take in, 
the more confusion they must tolerate or gloss over- and the longer it takes to bring the 

mind to a stop in the presence of anything.” ~Wendell Berry  
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Sensory aliveness leads to nature attunement.  
• Sensory aliveness is about slowing down, stretching our awareness, and 

awakening our senses. When we wake up to our senses' fullest capacities then we 
strengthen them and therefore how we interact with the world.  

• Attunement is the kinesthetic, emotional, and spiritual practice of being still and 
attentive in the presence of others so that one may sense the other. It is a knowing 
of the other’s rhythm and energy, a resonance with their experience by 
metaphorically being in their skin. It is an act of unselfing that goes beyond 
empathy and paves the way for a reciprocal feeling of intuitive connectedness.  
 

What can Indigenous wisdom teach us about sensory aliveness and attunement?  
• Exploring other ways of knowing.  

o Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) is a deep understanding of place 
gained through bodily and sensory experiences as well as focused 
attention and repeated observation. This multisensory process of coming 
to know a place shapes native people’s identities and worldviews, paves 
the way for transcendent connections with nature, yields restorative 
human/earth relationships, and also supports their very survival (Charles 
& Cajete, 2020).  
 

What does research say about sensory aliveness in nature? Why this is important for 
teacher wellness…  

• Experiences in nature provide multiple benefits to our health and well-
being  (Robbins, 2020). The therapeutic effects are wide-ranging- there is even an 
entire field of therapy dedicated to eco-therapy interventions. Many benefits that 
people receive accrue through bodily and sensory experiences. 

o Some key findings suggest: 
 Views and/or images of nature can improve a patient's rate of 

recovery and therefore decrease their hospital stay (Brown et al., 
2013; Jo et al., 2019).  

 Natural soundscapes can decrease heart rate, stress, and agitation 
while increasing relaxation and recovery and have also been 
successfully used to increase focus and attention (Ratcliffe, 2021). 

 Nature-derived scents can be beneficial by inducing feelings of 
calm, relaxation, and pleasure while also invoking fond memories 
(Franco et al., 2017).  

 Touching or petting animals can lower stress, pain and anxiety, 
and can induce an elevated mood (National Institute of Health, 
2018).  

 Phytoncides are organic compounds emitted by plants that are 
antimicrobial upon inhalation (Franco et al., 2017).  

 Negative air ions are believed to produce biochemical reactions 
that increase levels of serotonin- helping to alleviate depression, 
relieve stress, and boost energy (Franco et al., 2017).  

 Microbiota found in biodiverse environments are vital to 
supporting resilient immune systems and can prevent or lessen the 
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impact of atopic and noncommunicable diseases (Franco et al., 
2017).  

Activity 1: Sensory Wheel  
• Consider some of the things in nature that you like to see, hear, smell, taste, and touch 

and also think about why these stand out to you. List or draw those in each space of your 
sensory wheel.  
 

Activity 2: Rock Pass  
• We rely so much on our sense of sight. Sometimes in order to enhance our other senses 

we need to restrict our dominant one. Many nocturnal animals rely on their other senses 
because their sense of sight is restricted. Raccoons, for example, have 5x more sensory 
cells in their paws than most mammals and 75 %  of the part of their brain that processes 
sensory signals is devoted to touch.  

• Close your eyes and I will hand you a river rock. Embody the “raccoon touch” and get to 
know the rock as well as possible. Consider the rock’s weight, shape, texture, cracks, 
edges, etc…Perhaps try touching this rock with more than your fingers- try the back of 
your hand, your forearm, maybe your cheek- keep your eyes closed. I will then retrieve 
each rock and place them in the center of the circle. Your goal is to then locate your 
rock.  
 

Activity 3: Sound Map (adapted from Sharing Nature With Children, Cornell, 2012)  
• A biophony is the soundscape from diverse creatures in a particular biome and a 

geophony is the soundscape of earth movements- wind, rain, water, etc…This exercise 
will help us map the natural soundscapes of our campus.  

• Choose a sit spot. In your journal, mark an x in the center of a page. The x represents 
where you are sitting. When you hear a natural sound make a mark on the page to 
represent the sound, the location of the mark should indicate the direction and distance of 
the sound from your seat. Do not draw a detailed picture for each sound, just make a 
simple symbol. For example, a few wavy lines could represent a gust of wind. Making 
simple marks keeps the focus on listening rather than on drawing. You may wish to close 
your eyes while listening for sounds. I encourage you to extend this exercise by creating 
a sound map in your own yard, in a more remote natural landscape, or even at dusk or 
dark.  
 

Activity 4: Mindful Eating (adapted from Milovani, 2016) 
Before eating, let’s consider the non-human beings preparing for Winter’s arrival. 
Survival depends on their physiological adaptations but also on their capacities to make 
or locate food. Many will be pushed to their limits- food is critical- let’s pause and think 
of this as we eat. 

• Begin by connecting to your breath and body, feel your feet on the ground and 
bring awareness to this moment. Notice any thoughts, sensations, or emotions you 
are experiencing. Now, bring your attention to the item in your hand and imagine 
that you are seeing it for the first time. Observe with curiosity as you pay attention 
and notice the color, shape, texture, size, or anything you sense or feel? Imagine 
what it took for this item to get to your hands: sunshine, water, time, processing, 
and shipping. You may choose to acknowledge every being involved in the 
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cultivation and preparation of this item of food. You may choose to offer your 
own gratitude or blessing.  

• Place the item between your fingers and feel the texture, temperature and ridges. 
Notice if you have any thoughts, sensations, or emotions at this time. Take the 
piece of food and bring it toward your nose and smell with your full awareness. 
Notice if you have any memories, sensations, or reactions in your body.  

• With full awareness, place the object into your mouth without chewing or 
swallowing it. Just allow it to be in your mouth, roll it around to different parts of 
your mouth and tongue. Notice the flavor and texture. Notice the physical 
sensations within your body.  

• Next take just one bite and notice the flavor and the change of texture. Then 
slowly begin to chew this piece of food, and notice the parts of your mouth that 
are involved in chewing. Notice the sound and movement of chewing and 
continue to notice the sensations and flavor. When you are ready, swallow it and 
notice the path that it follows from your mouth into your throat. Notice the 
sensation and taste that may linger in your mouth. Connect again to your body 
and breath and notice your experience in this moment. *Script to be used and 
modified at your own discretion. 

 
Activity 5: The Small World Mandala (adapted from The Forest Unseen, Haskell, 2012).  
The Forest Unseen Chapter 1, 2:36 -4:37 and Chapter 45, 3:37-6:46 
Finding a presence with the smallest of nature offerings, 

• Working in pairs or a group of three, toss a hula hoop to create the perimeter of your 
Small World Mandala. This small world will become the focus of your inquiry, curiosity 
and/or wonder. 

• Then take an unhurried micro-hike: 
o Take on the life of a small creature, with your head just a few feet above the 

ground, look up, look down, look under, and crawl around on the ground. 
o Observe the world that often goes unseen 
o Record 
o Measure 
o Photograph 
o Magnify 
o Field guide 
o Watch 
o Listen   
o Draw it/ Map it 
o Describe it completely (colors, textures, smells, animals, plants, soil, rocks, etc…) 

 
• Tell the small world’s story  

o Who lives here?  
o What natural processes are happening here?  
o What changes while you are there?  
o How might the world change at different times of day, year, weather conditions? 
o Is your circle threatened in some way by human or non-human activity?  
o What surprises you?  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XKS94O3BcEw
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o What might this world teach you?  
o Ask what this space needs? Is there something you can do to help this area 

thrive?  
o How is the spirit present in this place?  

 
Module 3: Awe and Wonder Activities and Play as a Spiritual Expression  
 
For module slides See supplementary files, EcospirtitualFellowshipModule3.pdf   
 
Centering/Grounding Practice  
Written reflection on activities from Module 1 and/or 2  
Each practice I share with you supports your innate, biophilic tendencies, which is an emotional 
affiliation with nature and other non-human beings (Wilson, 1984). With each exercise we 
become less and less estranged from nature. The more intentional contact we have, the more 
alive, connected, and in awe of the natural world we may feel. Some of the practices we have 
covered-  

• Gratitude and Reciprocity Practice 
• I-Thou Encounters and the Language of Animacy  
• Ecological Identity Tree (Have things surfaced or evolved for you?) 
• Sensory Aliveness and Attunement Practices Last module we explored sensory 

experiences as tools for bringing a place to life, as bridges  towards nature intimacy and 
how bodily and sensory experiences in nature provide multiple benefits to our health and 
well-being. 

o Sensory Wheel (appreciating those things in nature that awaken your senses) 
o Rock Pass (becoming intimate with the features and characteristics of a stone, 

restricting your sense of sight to awaken your other senses)  
o Mindful Eating (engaging fully your sense of taste/small to appreciate the gifts of 

nature)  
o The Small World Mandala (finding presence and awareness with the smallest of 

nature’s offerings)  
o Sound Map (sitting in stillness and mapping the natural soundscape)  

 
Setting the Context: 
Today will focus on playfulness as a spiritual virtue and explore the spiritual practice of play 
as a source for holistic health and wellbeing and a strategy for deep nature connection.  
 
“Just as the body needs rest when it is weary, so too does the soul when it becomes 
overburdened. And, like the body, the soul takes rest in a kind of pleasure, which we call play.” 
~St. Thomas Aquinas  
 

• What is play for you? How might you define it?  
• How, if at all, does the concept of play feed you? What might grow out of play? 
• What brought you joy and laughter as a child? Can you recall when and/or where you 

felt most playful?  
• Do you take time to simply play and be spontaneous? In what ways do you model living 

in a creative state of play?  
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What does research say about play?  
Play is innate. You don’t have to be taught to play; this urge is inherent in all of us. 

• It serves as an important part of human development and therefore a fundamental 
element of the human experience (Schaefer, 1993; Singer & Singer, 1990; Vygotsky, 
1978). “By abandoning play, we’re abandoning an important part of ourselves.” ~ Dr. 
Katheryn Hirsh-Pasek  

 
Play helps us better understand and construct our world. 

• Play can shift our awareness from the mind to the body. The process of play requires an 
awakened sensory perception which helps become more attuned to our surroundings. 

• Play encourages awe, wonder, and creativity and is a wellspring for our imaginations.  
• “Play is immersive and therefore can connect us deeply to our surroundings…Instead of 

passive observers we become absorbed participants” (Cornell, 2019, p. 16). 
 
Play is therapeutic; it can restore us and help us become more balanced and healthy. 

• It energizes us; when we move physically we become more awake and alive.  
• It builds active, healthy bodies. 
• Playfulness helps us maintain an emotional equilibrium (Hewes, 2014). Engaging the 

playful part of the brain helps people combat/cope with anxiety and stress. It can trigger 
the release of hormones that are both calming and healing (Edwards, 2016, Magnuson 
and Barnett, 2013). 
 

Play helps us maintain our social well-being; it enables bonding and intimacy.   
• Play helps to develop social skills. Through group or partner play, we strengthen our 

communication skills and understanding for each other. 
• Feeling a connection with others supports our sense of safety and comfort. This sense of 

union also encourages relaxation and an uplifted state of joy. 
 
Play is a mindset.  

• Playfulness challenges pragmatic and logical thinking and invites in imagination and 
innovation. Logic leads us to what is known, play leads us to the unknown. 

• “Play deprivation makes life much more laborious.” ~Dr. Stuart Brown. It undermines 
seriousness, leaving us more open spontaneity, creativity, and joy (Brown and Vaughan, 
2009, Cornell, 2019). It can increase satisfaction and productivity in the workplace, can 
counter burnout, and support bonding among colleagues (Magnuson and Barnett, 2013). 

• “This is the real secret to life- to be completely engaged with what you are doing in the 
here and now. And instead of calling it work, realize that it is play.” ~Alan Watts 
 

Play is universal; many animals play as part of their development. 
• Mammals in the wild spend up to 10% of their lives playing  
• Intelligence and the need to adapt to a changing environment favor playfulness. Play in 

the wild via games, associated movements, and adaptive challenges that encourage a 
solutionary mindset help animals find new ways to survive.  

• “Through play, animals explore their world…[it] stimulates the brain, enhances 
cognitive function and adaptability, and strengthens social bonds…[and] scientists 
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believe that play is a means by which animals can express their joy in life” ~Joseph 
Cornell 

 
Nature Play Activities  

1. Grounding Activity- Tuning into our inner child 
 Game: Ant, Aphid, Ladybug (aka Triangle Tag) 

2. Pretend/ Symbolic/Fantasy Play  
 Build a Tree (modified from Sharing Nature with Children, Cornell, 2015) 
 Animal Relay  
 Eagle Eye/Camouflage (modified from Coyote’s Guide to Connecting with 

Nature, Young et al., 2010)  
3. Sensory Play/ Partner Play  

 Camera (modified from Sharing Nature with Children, Cornell, 2015)  
 Sensory Hike  
 Unnatural Hike (modified from Sharing Nature with Children, 2015)  

4. Constructive Play/Art as a conduit for play 
 “When play is supported by an art-centered learning environment, students 

make invaluable explorations, discoveries and insights about themselves 
and the world around them” (Zucker, 2018). 

 Play empowers us to interact joyfully and creatively with the world around 
us. Making art encourages a playful engagement with surrounding 
materials.  

 Creating nature art encourages both a playful and artful interaction with 
the natural world. 

 Try one of these simple nature art activities. 
 Collect nature treasures to make a self portrait. 
 Collect leaves and make patterns using the types and/or colors. 
 Collect nature treasure to spell a word, phrase, or message for a 

friend.  
  

Module 4: Mindfulness and Meditation Practices/ Attunement  
 
For module slides See supplementary files, EcospirtitualFellowshipModule4.pdf   
 
Returning to the core of our work: 
Lincoln (2000) suggests that ecospirituality “engages a relational view of person to planet, inner 
to outer landscape, and soul to soil.” It is a manifestation of an intuitive and embodied 
connection between humans and the environment. Its practices employ virtues such as gratitude, 
empathy, wonder, and joy to nurture a richer and more whole human-Earth interrelationship. 
Tapping into this deeper understanding requires attunement at many levels. 
  
Centering Grounding Activity: Written reflection and themed conversation 

• What insight can be gleaned (for ourselves and our deeper relationships) by becoming 
more attuned to Earth’s natural rhythms and seasonal cycles? 

• Specifically, what can the Winter season teach us? OR How does the season of Winter 
speak to you? 
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• Complete this sentence starter by considering what is true for you: Winter is a time to 
_______? 

  
Setting the Context:  
 “Mother Earth wisely knows the importance of quality rest. The natural world retreats as 
most signs of life go into hiding…Forced growth and activity during this season would result 
in death for many beings, so all unnecessary activities die away during the Big Sleep that is 
Winter.” ~Melody Scout 
 
Health benefits of time in nature during the Winter season: 

• Seasonal attunement is considered innate; our inner cycles can often mirror the rhythms 
of seasons.  

• Most ancient traditions acknowledge that a strong attunement to nature’s cycles can have 
a profound effect on our wellbeing and, on the contrary, illnesses may result if we are 
disconnected with these cycles. So, the change in seasons often holds cultural and 
historical significance for many wisdom traditions and are marked with sacred 
celebrations and nature-based spiritual rituals. 

• Western medicine also aligns with this thinking- when the days are so short, getting 
outside can become a vital part of our health and well-being. For example, sunlight is a 
source of vitamin D which is fundamental for the health of our bones, blood cells, and 
immune systems. Sunlight is also important in keeping our serotonin levels up which can 
increase our energy and elevate our mood. Moreover, time spent connecting with 
rhythms of the seasons also helps our sleep cycles and adequate sleep encourages overall 
health (Swiner, 2021). 

Spiritual benefits of tuning into the rhythms of the Winter season: 
• As Winter approaches, most living beings begin a process of turning towards stillness 

and quiet, dormancy or hibernation while others migrate, burrow, or as humans do- 
move indoors; the ultimate goal being to conserve resources. This inclination towards 
deep rest, if heeded, can build both resilience and restoration for the coming seasons. It 
is also an invitation for us humans to relinquish much of our outer movement and activity 
and tune more mindfully to our inner world. Winter can be a homecoming; a return to 
ourselves. 

• It is during the Winter months that the rhythms and relics often coupled with death are 
more evident; it is the darkest, harshest, and coldest period of the year where life, above 
ground, has slowed to dormancy or hibernation. It can seem that everything is dead, but 
just under the surface of the winter soil there is always the continuation of life— plants 
prune themselves, roots grow deeper, sap is stored—all to conserve resources and 
encourage new growth. “Nothing is more creative than death, since it is the whole 
secret of life.” ~Alan Watts 

• What gifts do these winter energies offer us? 
• What spiritual parallels can you draw from this? 
• Ask yourself what, in your life, needs to be pruned, go dormant or die right now? 

 
Activity 1: Modified Red Squirrel/Gray Squirrel Game 
Some local mammals do not hibernate- gray squirrels and chipmunks are two examples. They 
stay active throughout the winter and in order to make sure they have enough food to survive, 

https://www.natureupnorth.org/sites/default/files/the_squirrel-fox_game_outline.pdf
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they must collect it during the summer and fall. However, they have different winter food storage 
strategies.  

1. Define boundaries of the play area.  
2. Divide the group in half; one group becomes gray squirrels, and the other becomes 

chipmunks.  
3. Explain the food stashing strategies. During summer and fall, chipmunks larder hoard and 

create several large stashes mainly of pinecones, acorns, and other nuts. Gray squirrels 
have a different strategy: they scatter hoard and create many different food caches by 
burying acorns and other nuts in small stashes in the ground, under bushes, or in the 
nooks of tree branches.  

4. Each participant gets 8 acorns. These represent all of their winter food stash. When the 
whistle blows the animals have 2 minutes to stash their food. Chipmunks must cache 
their food all in one place, while gray squirrels must drop their food in different places..  

5. Blow the whistle after 2 minutes to bring everyone back to the middle.  
6. In the next, 2 minute round, all the animals have the opportunity to collect as much food 

as possible- this means that no hoard is safe and could be raided by other animals.  
7. Blow the whistle after 2 minutes to bring everyone back to the middle. The ones who 

have 6 or more acorns will survive the winter.  
8. Round 2: Switch roles.  

Activity 2: Art as a spiritual expression and form of meditation- a tool to access connection, 
creativity, and flow.  

 
“Art enables us to find ourselves and lose ourselves at the same time.” ~Thomas Merton 

A mandala is a Sanskrit word meaning circle, or wholeness– it is often referred to as a cosmic 
diagram that reminds us of our relation to the infinite, or the world that extends both beyond and 
within us. We will be inspired by the mandala for this exercise.  
 
Using the available collection tools, walk campus forging to make a Winter wreath. Whatever 
you choose to add to your wreath, take time to enjoy the process of collecting your materials out 
in nature. As you pick and choose which elements to harvest and add to your wreath, enjoy 
mindfully walking through nature and looking for the plant life that catches your eye. Try to look 
at things from a new perspective. You may just find a ton of beauty in something you never paid 
much attention to before. It’s a good rule of thumb to always take just a little of any plant (a 
branch here, a seed head there) so as not to disturb the natural balance of nature. 

Activity 3: To saunter: walk in a slow, relaxed manner, without hurry or effort. 

“Winter knows to hush, still, and listen, so the soul can speak.” ~Angie Weiland Crosby 
Spend some time sauntering around campus attuning yourself to these things.  
____Notice the touch of cold, wind, rain, and/or sun. How does it make you feel?  
____Listen for sounds; bird song, squirrel rustle, trees stretching… Perhaps this is a great time to 
sit and make a sound map. 
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____Observe the trees on campus and try to locate: 
____ last season’s bird’s nests.  
____ a large leafy nest (a drey) that may have belonged to a squirrel.  
____ holes in trees that may be home to cavity-nesting birds. 

____ Look for a burrow in the ground.  
____ Try to spot a pile(s) of leftover nibbles of walnuts or hickory nuts.  
____ Watch closely for winter birds feeding. What are they dining on? 
____ Can you find all the colors of the Rainbow- Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, Indigo, 
Violet-  Circle the colors you spotted. 
____ Stand far back from a tree and sketch its winter silhouette. 
____ Look at a twig close up. Make a sketch of the twig.  
 
Module 5: Story as a Spiritual Embodiment/Using Hope to Drive Action  
 
For module slides See supplementary files, EcospirtitualFellowshipModule5.pdf   
 
Setting the Context:  

“Our human world is made of stories. They flow through the veins of our societies like blood; 
unseen and yet vital to the course of our lives. They are our primary way of making sense of our 

experiences and the course of our lives; personally and collectively.” ~Genevieve Boast 
• Humans are natural storytellers- we are innately drawn to listening and to creating stories 

so the better make sense of the world. Stories have the power to not only make meaning, 
but help us to nurture identity, meaning, and purpose in our lives (Mueller, 2010).  

• Our words must point in the direction that we want to go. When we use words in a 
certain way we lay down the foundation for how they will shape the world. 
Ultimately, they shape our conceptions, philosophies, ideologies, and action.  
 

“Our current story is about Money and Markets. Money, it tells us, is the measure of all worth 
and the source of all happiness…Earth is simply a source of raw materials. Inequality and 

environmental destruction are unfortunate but unavoidable. Although many recognize this story 
promotes bad ethics, science, and economics, it will remain our guiding story until replaced by a 

more compelling story that aligns with our deepest understanding of the universe and our 
relationship to it.”  
~Dr. David Korten  

 
• We are guided by the Western worldview or modern world narrative rooted in 

colonialism, industrialism, and capitalistic tendencies.  
• It decouples the human/earth relationship and emphasizes Earth as a commodity to be 

bought, sold, quantified, and controlled and recognizes Earth as a scientific venture that 
leans on tinkering, testing, and technology as the primary way of knowing.  

• Histories that include ancestral and indigenous knowledge underscore a legacy of 
harmonious human/Earth connections and recognize the intrinsic value and 
interdependent qualities of our more-than-human peers (McGinnis et al., 2019). 

• They look beyond the human stories and bring into the literature  the lived experiences of 
our fellow birds, fish, cats, rocks, water, clouds, etc…By integrating these experiences 
then the story of interconnection is brought to life  (McGinnis et al., 2019). 
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Centering Grounding Activity:  
A Seneca Tale: The Origin of Stories, told by storyteller, Ruth Shackleton  
https://www.thestoryweb.com/seneca/ 
 
Activity 1: Images that Bring Home the Stories of Climate Change 
What stories do these images tell? 
After viewing these images- On a scale of 1-10 How motivated are you to save the planet?  
 

• When contemplating these realities, it is normal to feel concerned, overwhelmed, and 
stuck. These images may elicit feelings of discomfort, anxiety, fear, hopelessness, etc… 
When hopelessness creeps in, apathy follows. Eco-anxiety, environmental existential 
dread, and climate change fatigue are all real.  

• From extreme weather events, rapid ecosystem decline, to animal extinction, climate 
news is often gloom and doom. BUT… alarmist messages do not work. 

• “What we focus on grows, words create worlds.” (Stavros et al., 2018).  
• By harnessing the power of positive thinking we aim to focus on what is right, not what 

is wrong. This gets us unstuck and helps us regain hope and motivation. 
• Deficit based questions and conversations generate negative thinking and feeling, which 

diminish the human potential (Stavros et al., 2018).  
• When we feel good we are more collaborative, more creative, and more productive 

(Fredrickson, 2001). 
 

Activity 2: Images of hope  
What stories do these images tell? 
After viewing these images- On a scale of 1-10 How motivated are you to save the planet?  
 
“In our contemplation of how tragic moments of disintegration over the course of the centuries 

were followed by immensely creative moments of renewal, we receive our great hope for the 
future. To initiate and guide this next creative moment of the story of the Earth is the Great 

Work…”  
~Thomas Berry 

 
• Storytelling can be a spiritual embodiment in which we call on our curious and 

imaginative minds so that we may make meaning in our lives while simultaneously 
calling on our heart and souls to better realize the enlivened mysteries that surround us. 

• Let’s use story to disrupt the current narrative of planetary crisis and move to story tell 
for a better future that “we” can all thrive in.  

• Let’s bring Earth back into our imaginations and activate an Earth democracy (Shiva, 
2022). And perhaps through restorying Earth’s future, we can also restore our 
relationship with it. 

 
Activity 3: Positive Reframing/Creating Personal Images of Hope for the Future 
Positive framing is about intentionally shaping a vision to focus on a desirable outcome. It is not 
about focusing only on the positive but about dealing with tough issues in a way that motivates 

https://www.thestoryweb.com/seneca/
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everyone to shift their worldview, be imaginative, enlist hope, and work towards creative 
solutions (Stavros et al., 2018). 
  

• Name It: What is the thing you don’t want? 
• Flip It: What is the thing you do want?  
• Frame It: What is the positive outcome if the flip is true?  

 
Start the dream/vision about desirable outcomes for Earth’s future and begin to consider an 
image or symbol for Earth’s future. Spend the next 25 minutes dreaming into and creating a 
visual representation of that image using your journal and/or the art materials provided. Those of 
you who want to, will share these when we regroup.  
 
Activity 4: Conversations Worth Having: Create a shared Earth story.  

1. Quiet individual brainstorming  
• Imagine an Earth where…I dream of an Earth… 
• Tell about what you are noticing- what do you see, hear, feel sense?   
• What are the most critical elements in your new Earth story?  

2. Group defines shared vision for the future Each member of the group briefly shares their 
vision(s). From the individual visions, the group defines a collective vision, perhaps 
make a list.  

3. Bring your vision to life/ Present  
• How does your vision come to life- start to storyboard and for our storytelling to 

come alive we must add a creative element, so develop a creative way to share your 
story with others (presentation, skit, before and after, poem, etc…) 
 

Module 6: Eco-Emotions and Ecological Identity/Eco-Empathy and Kinship Exercises  
 
Centering/Grounding Activity Modified Migration Headache Game 
This game simulates the often arduous spring and fall migration of many shorebirds and 
waterfowl by highlighting various limiting factors that these populations face along their 
journeys. The participants become migrating birds and travel between their northern nesting 
habitats and southern wintering grounds. During each migration, the birds are subjected to 
various threats that may impact their health, survival, and overall population.  
 

As educators we can be both “conveyors of wonder and harbingers of doom” ~Mitchell 
Thomashow 

 
Setting the Context  
The last time we were together we explored the emotions piqued by viewing crisis images of our 
current ecological reality. We acknowledged the stories they told and then moved to harness the 
power of positive psychology by focusing on images of hope as a force for action and change. 
However, as environmental practitioners and educators in this time of widespread ecological 
crisis it is important to name and reflect on our own eco-emotions and the psychospiritual 
consequences they have on our ways of being so that we can show up in courageous and bold 
ways for our kids and students. Environmental scholar, activist and author, Joanna Macy speaks 
to this more fully in the audio Befriending Your Despair (Brown, 2020)  

https://migration.pwnet.org/pdf/Migration_Headache.pdf
https://workthatreconnects.org/resource/befriending-your-despair-with-joanna-macy/
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Activity 2: Spectrum Line of Ecological Emotions (modified from the work of environmental 
researcher Panu Pihkala, 2020)  
 

• As we explore the strained human/Earth relationship, it is important to offer a full 
recognition of the eco-emotions; anxiety, anger, fear, despair, grief, and guilt 
and  juxtapose them against feelings of joy, reverence, wonder, and hope- this is how we 
get to restoration and healing. 

• Procedure- There is an invisible spectrum line in our space: one end expresses that you 
feel this emotion in relation to the ecological crisis strongly or very often. The other end 
expresses that you feel this emotion seldom, not at all, or just vaguely. For each emotion 
and round, we will place ourselves on the spectrum and consider a series of questions and 
share with a close partner. 

• Concern/worry, Fear, Anger, Grief, Guilt, Hope/Empowerment, Joy and Pride 
 

Activity 2: Council of All Beings (Macy, 2002)  
Once upon a time, humans lived with a great respect and reverence for all of nature. During this 
time, it was assumed that all Earth beings had fundamental rights and whenever an important 
decision had to be made, a great gathering of all these beings was called. At this gathering, 
everyone’s interests were represented- plants, animals, rocks, water- and each had an equal voice 
and vote. In modern times, this sense of affinity for others has been compromised or lost.  
 
Today we will reactivate this kinship through the eco-empathy practice, Council of All Beings 
devised by Joanna Macy. She says that, "the Council of All Beings is a communal ritual in which 
participants step aside from their human identities and speak on the behalf of other life-forms.” 
This collective experience seeks to counter our anthropocentric viewpoint by centering those of 
non-human beings. Macy suggests that holding space, in this empathetic way, for the 
perspectives of other life-forms is essential to our very survival. 
 
Overview of the Practice: 
During the Council of All Beings, we will take on the identity of an Earth being we feel called to 
represent (Wolf, Whale, Butterfly, Oak, Moss, Mountain, Ocean, Soil) Once you determine who 
you will embody, spend some time visualizing them- size, shape, movements and behaviors and 
you will then create a mask that will serve as a symbolic representation of them. We will also 
take some time to reflect on the below prompts. Please use your journal to record your thoughts.  

1. Describe your lived experience- Where do you live, what do you enjoy, how is life for 
you? Speak to the highlights then describe the challenges and hardships of your current 
ecological reality. What do you see, hear, feel, experience, etc... 

2. Speaking directly to the humans, share any specifics about how their decision making 
may have negatively impacted you and share what you would like them to know and/or 
consider when making future decisions.  

3. Finally, offer a positive reframe on behalf of the animal, plant, or element. What do you 
need, want, and hope for? What does reconciliation, restoration, and healing look like? 
Dream big, anything is possible. 
 

https://ecoanxietyandhope.blogspot.com/2020/03/spectrum-line-of-ecological-emotions.html
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Round 1: When the council is called to order each person dons their mask and introduces 
themselves- I am the wolf, I speak for the wolf people… 
 
Round 2: This round is about giving voice to the being’s lived experiences. 
 
Round 3: This round is about naming their hopes and dreams. 
 
Goals of the Practice: 
To raise our awareness of non-human perspectives, open our hearts and minds to their lived 
experience, and deepen our connection to them. It also aims to evoke empathic inclinations and 
strengthen our commitment to protecting them. 
 
Example: 
“I speak for the Geese. My world is full of gifts- living my life on water and in air brings 
freedom, adventure, and joy but it also is tough at times. I want to tell the council that my long 
migrations are harder and more arduous now because the wetlands I typically stop over seem to 
be disappearing. And the shells of my eggs are becoming thinner and more brittle- many of my 
eggs crack or break before my young are ready to hatch. I also fear that there is poison and 
toxin in my blood and bones and that I will not live as long as my ancestors. But I have hope for 
my future and I offer you, humans, the collective strength of the flying V formation so that you 
may communicate and collaborate for our interests. I dream that you will work together to 
conserve, restore, and create new wetlands even as your development continues. I pray that you 
innovate better ways to clean and filter our water and food sources so that we may thrive and 
flourish on this Earth. I wish for a future where you consider our innate value and intrinsic 
rights in the decisions you make and actions you choose.” 
 
Module 7: Expanding our Moral Circle/ Sacrifice and Stewardship as a Spiritual Practice 
 
For module slides See supplementary files, EcospirtitualFellowshipModule7.pdf   
 
Centering/Grounding Activity 1: Natural Value (adapted from Institute for Humane 
Education)  
Aldo Leopold (1949), famous naturalist and conservationist, in his book, A Sand County 
Almanac, discusses the importance of developing a land ethic. This responsible relationship 
between people and the land they inhabit acknowledges the intrinsic value of that land and its 
organisms. A land ethic encourages people to replace the largely accepted anthropocentric 
worldview with one of kinship-  thus expanding our moral circle.  
 
Natural Value (Greenslate, 2023).  
In this kinship exercise, we will practice naming and identifying the intrinsic value of place by 
focusing on a personal and meaningful place-based connection. Each participant will bring in a 
photo or picture of a place that, for them, holds natural beauty, importance or meaning, and/or 
unique, intrinsic value. They can choose to bring in a photo of a place they visited, or a picture 
from another source. 
Procedure:  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Land_ethic
https://humaneeducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/NaturalValue2013.pdf
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• Referencing the image that you brought in, imagine that you are there. What do you 
notice? Use your senses to bring this place to life. What do you see, smell, hear, feel, and 
taste? Spend a few minutes in this meditation.  

• Then, respond to the reflective prompt in each quadrant. You will think and write then 
pair and share.  
 

How did you come to know and care about 
this particular place? 
 
  

If this place could speak to you, what do you 
think it would say?  
 
 

 
  

Putting yourself in the role of someone who 
sees this place differently (i.e. as a point of 
resource extraction or some other purpose of 
development) what explanation would you 
give for the need to use this place for your 
own purposes?  
  

What would you be willing to do to defend or 
protect this place? What sacrifices would you 
make and why?  

 
Activity 2: Natural Value Connections on Campus 
We will take some time to explore our campus outdoor spaces. Using your camera, take one 
representative picture for each of the following.  

1. Something that sparks wonder or awe for you.  
2. Something you feel a sense of connection to.  
3. Something that offers you beauty.  
4. Something that may need your attention and/or stewardship. 
5. Perhaps there is another place or thing that you were drawn to photograph. Please add 

that descriptor here. ____________________________________________________ 
 
Activity 3: Expanding Your Moral Circle 
 
Team Building Exercise- The Hot Chocolate River  

https://www.ultimatecampresource.com/team-building-activities/team-building-games-and-initiatives/hot-chocolate-river/
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The Expanding Moral Circle is a concept popularized by Peter Singer in 1981. It refers to 
outward expanding boundaries around entities that people deem worthy of their moral concern. 

Figure 3. 

The Moral Circle (Sentience Institute, 2023). Reprinted with permission by copyright holder, see 
Appendix E.   

 
Singer (2011) suggests that as our circle expands to include other beings, we are progressing a 
moral species.  
 
Consider your own moral circle.  

• Who/what entities are in your inner circle, your outer, on the frontiers and considered 
outside of your circle? (you, immediate family, extended family, pets,  religious affiliates, 
friends, neighbors, larger social group, race, nation, places, ecosystems, mammals, plants, 
birds, insects, etc…)  

• Also explore the reason why these entities are where they are? 
• Sketch this in your journal  

Activity 4: Sacrifice as a Spiritual Practice 
“If you plant a seed in the ground, a tree will become manifest from that seed. The seed 

sacrifices itself to the tree that will come from it. The seed is outwardly lost, destroyed; but the 
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same seed which is sacrificed will be absorbed and embodied in the tree, its blossoms, fruit and 
branches.”~ Abdu’l-Bahá . 

 
Sacrifice is an act of giving up something of value for the sake of something else that is regarded 
as important or worthy. It can be a manifestation of a moral concern and is often a noble or 
selfless act that supports or protects another. Sacrifice is inherently a spiritual practice in that it 
harnesses the virtues of love, kindness, charity, humility, and compassion in support of others. 
Each virtuous expression has the capacity to not only change the lived experience of another but 
it can simultaneously change us. Ultimately, the outward action of giving up time, money, 
physical comforts and/or  personal pleasures serve as key stepping stones towards our inner 
evolution. 
  
Example: April 2022 
As we welcomed back students on campus this week we also welcomed an American Robin 
incubating three eggs in the eave of our playground structure. Our staff and faculty deliberated 
on how we might protect them. We determined that caution taping off the structure was the most 
appropriate action. This means that our students will be unable to enjoy the play structure and 
its adjacent components for up to two weeks. It was a tough call but one that illustrates our 
values. We strive to teach not only about human rights but about the rights of animals and of the 
Earth- this specific experience offers an opportunity to emphasize the role of sacrifice for the 
safety and protection of others. This teachable moment offers an opportunity to dialogue about 
environmental conservation- this learning experience can offer an opportunity to address 
wildlife habitat loss and resulting nesting patterns of our native birds. This one positive action 
for the environment has many outcomes. Ultimately, we strive to empower our students to create 
a world where all can thrive. 
 
Journaling Practice  
Think about your own teaching practice and your own personal practice. 

• Consider the ways a sacrifice of time, money, comforts, or pleasures are explored, 
integrated and/or taught in your classroom. Can you think of an upcoming opportunity to 
explore this concept? 

• What role does sacrifice play in your personal life? Can you think of simple self-
sacrifices you can make that will yield the most good and least harm for people, animals, 
and the environment?   
 

Module 8: Acts of Service, Reciprocity, and Restoration  
 
Centering/ Grounding Activity: Loving Kindness Meditation  
When we were together last we discussed the concept of moral circle expansion- who or what is 
worthy of our love, kindness, charity, empathy, humility and compassion? We also explored 
sacrifice as inherently a spiritual practice in that it harnesses those virtues in support of others. 
It is notable that before we can sacrifice for others, it is important to offer those same virtues to 
ourselves.  
 
Listen to Mind, Body, Spirit- Part 1 TED Radio Hour with Dan Harris 

https://www.npr.org/2023/03/16/1163967559/exploring-how-we-think-mind-body-spirit-part-1
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Loving Kindness Meditation- A mindfulness activity that serves to cultivate compassion for 
yourself and others.  
First find a comfortable, seated position. Close your eyes and take three deep breaths. Then call 
in an image of yourself and hold this image in your mind’s eye and offer these gifts to yourself… 
“May you be happy” 
“May you be safe” 
“May you be healthy” 
“May you be free from suffering” 
Next expand your circle of compassion to include an easy target like a loved one and offer the 
saying to them. Then try a neutral acquaintance, then a more difficult target, then consider an 
other-than-human being or perhaps a non-living being, perhaps a special place, etc… You will 
choose how you wish to expand your circle of compassion. We will spend 6-8 minutes in this 
meditation.  
  
Activity 1: Returning the Gift Exercise 
Returning the Gift pre-reading  
 

“Even a wounded world is feeding us. Even a wounded world holds us, giving us moments of 
wonder and joy. I choose joy over despair. Not because I have my head in the sand, but because 

joy is what the earth gives me daily and I must return the gift.” ~Robin Wall Kimmerer 
 

A mutual relationship between humans and the natural world is one in which humans 
acknowledge that their basic needs are met by the Earth and in return act to sustain its health and 
well-being- thus creating a positive feedback loop. This model of respect and reciprocity is often 
held by indigenous communities and can serve as a transformative tool in realigning or 
resituating the human/earth relationship (Ojeda et al., 2022). Moreover, this relationship is 
doubly beneficial. Not only are your physical needs met by Earth’s gifts, engaging in “green” or 
pro-environmental behaviors has been linked to:  

• psychological benefits such as happiness (Capstick et al., 2022; Vanhoeven et al., 2016) 
• positive life satisfaction (Schmitt et al., 2018) 
• enhanced well-being (Zawadzki et al., 2020) 
• Environmentally friendly actions may also have psychosocial benefits such as enhancing 

feelings of togetherness when these acts of service are social in nature (Zaraska, 2022).  
 

This human/Earth positive feedback loop must start with us and a willingness to change. As a 
whole, we may view climate change, ecological distress, collapse of ecosystems and biodiversity 
loss as insurmountable…but if we embrace the Gentle Action theory of change, we may feel 
empowered. 
 
Gentle Action “challenges our core assumption that we need to be powerful, wealthy, or in 
control to improve things in our own lives, as well as in the world. Gentle action offers a way of 
fostering change that is based on the new science of chaos theory” whereby small localized 
changes can have major effects elsewhere (aka the Butterfly Effect) (Miller, J. and Peat, D., 
2023). So, your actions DO matter!  
 
The below table summarizes the attributes of the Gentle Action approach.  

https://humansandnature.org/returning-the-gift-2021/
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Typical Approach to Change Gentle Action Approach to Change 

Change others Change yourself  

Act from a narrow perspective Act from a comprehensive picture, listen to many 
perspectives 

Focus on what’s wrong or what needs to 
be fixed 

Focus on what’s right or what is working 

Wait until we are certain Embrace uncertainty 

Use centralized power Use grassroots action 

Move towards one solution Choose from many small actions 

Stick to one definitive or linear solution Respond adaptively and flexibly   

Expect a dramatic change Wait patiently for little signs of change 

  
Using what inspired you from reading Reclaiming the Gift (and all the ways RWK suggests, 
“How can we reciprocate the gifts of the Earth? In gratitude, in ceremony, through acts of 
practical reverence and land stewardship, in fierce defense of the beings and places we love, in 
art, in science, in song, in gardens, in children, in ballots, in stories of renewal, in creative 
resistance, in how we spend our money and our precious lives, by refusing to be complicit with 
the forces of ecological destruction. In healing.”) and what you can glean from the Gentle 
Action Approach,  

1. On your own spend some time considering 3 person level, 3 classroom level and 3 
system level acts of service, reciprocity, or restoration for the Earth. 

2. Then, in your teaching team share your lists and as a partnership agree on one classroom 
level act to further outline. Craft a plan to implement this in your classroom. Be sure to 
use the Gentle Action table as a checklist. 

3. Next, in your division share your lists and as a division, choose one system level act to 
outline. Craft a plan to implement this at the system level. Be sure to use the Gentle 
Action table as a checklist. 

4. We will share these back to the whole group.  
 
Module 9: Acts of Service, Reciprocity, and Restoration 
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Between now and the end of the school year we will work to implement 1 person level, 1 
classroom level, and 1 system level action of service, reciprocity or restoration for the Earth. 
During our June training we will offer a reflection.  
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user gives appropriate credit (with a link to the formal publication through the relevant 
DOI), provides a link to the license, indicates if changes were made and the licensor is not 
represented as endorsing the use made of the work. The full details of the license are 
available at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0. 

CC BY NC SA: The CC BY-NC-SA license allows users to copy, to create extracts, 
abstracts and new works from the Article, to alter and revise the Article, provided this is 
not done for commercial purposes, and that the user gives appropriate credit (with a link to 
the formal publication through the relevant DOI), provides a link to the license, indicates if 
changes were made and the licensor is not represented as endorsing the use made of the 
work. Further, any new works must be made available on the same conditions. The full 
details of the license are available at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0. 

CC BY NC ND: The CC BY-NC-ND license allows users to copy and distribute the 
Article, provided this is not done for commercial purposes and further does not permit 
distribution of the Article if it is changed or edited in any way, and provided the user gives 
appropriate credit (with a link to the formal publication through the relevant DOI), 
provides a link to the license, and that the licensor is not represented as endorsing the use 
made of the work. The full details of the license are available 
at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0. Any commercial reuse of Open 
Access articles published with a CC BY NC SA or CC BY NC ND license requires 
permission from Elsevier and will be subject to a fee.  

Commercial reuse includes: 

• Associating advertising with the full text of the Article 
• Charging fees for document delivery or access 
• Article aggregation 
• Systematic distribution via e-mail lists or share buttons 

Posting or linking by commercial companies for use by customers of those companies. 

  

20. Other Conditions:  

  

v1.10 
Questions? customercare@copyright.com.   

 

 
Permission to republish the SHALOM survey 
 
Good Morning Dr. Fisher,  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0
mailto:customercare@copyright.com
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I hope this email reaches you in happy and healthy spirits and that the summer months 

have treated you well. Thank you for providing me access to the SHALOM survey. I used it in 
my Antioch University dissertation research to test the effectiveness of a teacher fellowship in 
ecospirituality in building connection, promoting wellness, and transforming the ecological 
worldview of participants. I have completed my dissertation and am working to finalize copy 
edits and request reprint permissions. Having said that, I am seeking permission to reuse the 
survey instrument in my dissertation as an Appendix. My dissertation will appear in these 
places:  
 

a. Proquest Dissertations and Theses Database and that Proquest is a Print on 
Demand Publisher http://www.proquest.com/products-services/pqdt.html  

b.  Ohiolink Electronic Theses and Dissertations Center and that Ohiolink ETD 
Center is an open access archive https://etd.ohiolink.edu/   

c. AURA: Antioch University Repository and Archive and that AURA is an open 
access archive. https://aura.antioch.edu/     

 
I have attached a copy of the Appendix B. below. Please let me know your thoughts and also 
excited to share my results with you in the coming weeks.  
 
With care, 
West  
 
Dear West, 
 

Thank you for contacting me with this query. As you have clearly indicated the copyright 
status and means by which any interested party may obtain a copy of SHALOM, I am pleased to 
grant you permission to report and use my material in this way. 
Congratulations on your progress. I look forward to seeing your complete thesis once it has been 
approved. 
 
Very best wishes. 
Shalom, 
John 
John W. Fisher (Hon Asoc Prof,, Federation University Australia) 
 
Permission to republish Figure 3: The Moral Circle  
 
Good Morning,  
 

My name is West Willmore and I am a doctoral student with Antioch University and am 
completing the final stages of my dissertation. I am reaching out to request permission to reuse 
an image (attached below) found on your website. My dissertation will appear in these places. 

  
a. Proquest Dissertations and Theses Database and that Proquest is a Print on Demand 
Publisher http://www.proquest.com/products-services/pqdt.html  

http://www.proquest.com/products-services/pqdt.html
https://etd.ohiolink.edu/
https://aura.antioch.edu/
http://www.proquest.com/products-services/pqdt.html
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b. Ohiolink Electronic Theses and Dissertations Center and that Ohiolink ETD Center is an 
open access archive https://etd.ohiolink.edu/   
 
c. AURA: Antioch University Repository and Archive and that AURA is an open access 
archive. https://aura.antioch.edu/    

 
Attached is the page from Appendix D which incorporates the image. I am under some 

time pressure for publication purposes and a quick response would be appreciated. Thank you so 
much for your consideration.  
 
With care and gratitude, 
West Willmore  
 
Dear West, 
 

Thank you for reaching out. We have no issues with you using this image as long as it is 
appropriately referenced, which you have done in the attached version. 
 
Best of luck with your dissertation.  
 
Best, 
 
Michael 
 
 
 

https://etd.ohiolink.edu/
https://aura.antioch.edu/

	More Than Mindfulness: The Effectiveness of an Ecospiritual Fellowship in Building Connection, Promoting Wellness, and Transforming the Ecological Worldviews of Teachers
	Recommended Citation

	ABSTRACT
	Dedication
	Acknowledgements
	List of Tables
	List of Figures
	CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
	Personal Relationship to the Topic
	Background on the Problem
	Spiritually Anchored in Unprecedented Times

	Statement of the Problem
	Significance of the Study
	Research Question and Sub-questions
	Scope, Limitations, and Delimitations
	Definition of Key Terms and Concepts
	CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
	The Case for Holistic Education
	Developing the Spiritual Intelligence to Achieve Wellness
	Socially Engaged Spirituality
	Developing the Natural Intelligence to Achieve Wellness
	Nature-Based Pedagogy as a Tool for Social Engagement
	Indigenous Worldview and the Role of Place-Based Practices
	Using Ecospirituality to Remedy the Eco-Crisis
	Conclusion and Proposed Solution
	Contemplation as a Key Ecospiritual Practice
	Restoration (inward and outward) as a Key Ecospiritual Practice
	Play as a Key Ecospiritual Practice

	CHAPTER III: METHOD
	Introduction
	Methodological Approach
	Participant and Site Selection
	Research Question
	Procedures
	Survey Instrument and Protocol
	Focus Group Protocol

	Data Analysis
	Ethical Considerations
	CHAPTER IV: DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
	Introduction
	Description of Participants
	Quantitative Results: General Findings
	INS Survey Results
	CNS Survey Results
	SHALOM Survey Results

	Qualitative Results: General Findings
	Pre and Post Open-Ended Survey Question One
	Pre and Post Open-Ended Survey Question Two

	Focus Group Interviews
	Midpoint Focus Group Interview
	Final Focus Group Interview

	CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
	Summary of the Study
	Discussion
	Quantitative Results
	INS Survey
	CNS Survey
	SHALOM Survey

	Qualitative Results
	Pre and Post Survey Question One
	Pre and Post Survey Question Two
	Midpoint and Final Focus Groups
	Connection to Self
	Connection to Others
	Connection to Nature
	Connection to Spirit



	Recommendations for Future Research
	Recommendations for Subsequent Curriculum Design
	Conclusion
	References
	Appendix A: Informed Consent
	Appendix B: Pre/Post Survey Instruments
	Appendix C: Midpoint and Final Focus Group Protocol
	Appendix D: More than Mindfulness: A Teacher Fellowship in Ecospirituality
	Appendix E: Permissions

