THE MEDICINE WHEEL
The Native-American concept of the medicine wheel symbolically represents a nonlinear model
of human development. Each compass direction on the wheel offers lessons and gifts that
support the development of a balanced individual. The idea is to remain balanced at the center
of the wheel while developing equally the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual aspects of
one’s personality. The concept of the medicine wheel varies among Native peoples: different groups attribute
different gifts to positions on the wheel. But the following offers a generalized overview of some lessons and
gifts connected with the development process.
Lessons and gifts from the EAST, the place of first light, spring, and birth, include:
Warmth of the spirit
Purity, trust, and hope
Unconditional love
Courage
Truthfulness
Guidance and leadership
Capacity to remain in the present moment
Lessons and gifts from the SOUTH, the place of summer and youth, include:
Generosity, sensitivity, and loyalty
Romantic love
Testing of the physical body/self-control
Gifts of music and art
Capacity to express feelings openly in ways respectful to others
Lessons and gifts from the WEST, the place of autumn and adulthood, include:
Dreams, prayers, and meditation
Perseverance when challenged
Balance between passionate loyalty and spiritual insight
Use of personal objects, sacred objects
Understanding of life’s meaning
Fasting, ceremony, self-knowledge, and vision
Lessons and gifts from the NORTH, the place of winter and elders, include:
Intellectual wisdom
Ability to complete tasks that began as a vision
Detachment from hate, jealousy, desire, anger, and fear
Ability to see the past, present, and future as interrelated
SOURCE: Bopp, J.,Bopp, M., Brown, L.,& Lane Jr., P. (1989). The sacred tree: Reflections on Native American spirituality. Twin Lakes, WI: Lotus Light
Publications.

ACTIVITIES:
Protect and Balance Self
Print the medicine wheel located on the next page of this document. Have the students color and label the medicine
wheel quadrants: Spiritual, Mental, Physical, and Emotional. Discuss what each quadrant represents and how they are
interconnected. Alcohol is toxic to our spiritual, mental, physical, and emotional self. How does alcohol disrupt this
balance? Have students work in groups and identify how substances like alcohol, affect one spiritually, mentally,
physically, and emotionally. What are some ways that one can protect oneself? Are you at the center and in charge of
all four aspects or do you let your relationships and friends decide your emotional well-being.

Storytelling
Invite Elders and storytellers to discuss the art of storytelling and share oral traditions or teachings.
Have students tell their own story about what they learned or share a story that was told to them.
Students can also bring a significant object from home and tell the story of how they acquired the object and
why it is important to them.
Share a sacred teaching (Love, Respect, Humility, Honesty, Courage, Wisdom, and Truth).
Have older students create a story for younger children in the Native language that highlights a gift and the need
for a balanced, drug-free life (Variation: Create pictograph and decode message).

My Journey
Have students create a timeline that reflects an important journey in their life. Who was there to help you? Was there
a particular point in the timeline that was especially significant or important? What did you learn from the experience?
How would you help a friend or someone else if they were going through the same thing? Have them share something
about what they learned with the group.

“You inspired me…”
Have students write a letter or create a poster of someone in their local community who has inspired them. For
example, a student is inspired by his or her grandmother or grandfather to learn hunting, trapping, cooking, beading,
quilting, or other traditions. A student may want to honor extended family members for helping them through a
difficult time or for carrying on a cultural tradition. Students can invite this person to the classroom in order to celebrate
the honor. Students can explain how they were inspired and pledge to continue stay true to self, nurture their gifts, and
living a balanced, drug-free life.

Talking Circle
Create a talking circle and discuss Alcohol, Tobacco, and Other Drug use topics such as:
The dangers, harm, and negative impact of substances to your mind, body, and spirit
What to do if someone you love is using
How to help a friend or family in need

Pride
Have the students research the history of their community to include famous Native Americans (storyteller, celebrities,
musicians, artists, writers, etc.), research the many contributions made by Native Americans, and facts about your family
and tribe. Put together a poster presentation or electronic scrapbook that celebrates your roots!

Medicines
Discuss the difference between traditional and non-traditional medicine and their affects on aspects of self.

TEACHER copy:
Use the template below to create everyday lessons about making good choices, staying healthy, and
living a balanced lifestyle. For example, have students think of ways to nurture their emotional,
spiritual, mental, and physical self and fill in each quadrant and lead a discussion or talking circle.

Native Youth Wellness
Is a cultural and traditional model of lifestyle
Is a holistic approach to living one’s life in a good way
Has four ”Directions”…directions are interdependent
Is about GOOD CHOICES and GROWING up to make your CULTURE PROUD!
• like yourself
• good attitude
• control anger
• share problems
• healthy relationships
• express affection

• learn from mistakes
• think about the future-vision
• creative
• good decision-making skills
• like to learn
• don't give in to peer pressure

• proud to be Native
• pray everyday
• respect all things
• don't hit or yell at others
• always try to do your best

EMOTIONAL

SPIRITUAL

(feel)

(connection)

MENTAL

PHYSICAL

(thinking)

(movement)

• non-smoker
• non-drinker
• practice safe sex
• exercise everyday
• don't eat junk food everyday
• body image acceptance

WALK in BALANCE
SOURCE: Billy Rogers, Native Wellness and Healing Institute, 2004

GOOD CHOICES & GROWING UP
HEALTHY make your CULTURE
PROUD!

EMOTIONAL

SPIRITUAL

(feel)

(connection)

MENTAL

PHYSICAL

(thinking)

(movement)

WALK in BALANCE

SOURCE: Billy Rogers, Native Wellness and Healing Institute, 2004

UNIT I: INTRODUCTION TO RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES

LESSON 1:
ESTABLISHING CLASSROOM
RULES, RIGHTS, AND RESPONSIBILITIES
OBJECTIVES:
• To establish rules that ensure a safe, respectful classroom environment for the study of
Lifting the Spirit: Human Rights and Freedom of Religion or Belief or any subject.
• To engage students in reflection on what factors contribute to a respectful learning
environment and encourage good class discussion.
• To establish the responsibility of the whole class for maintaining rules and relate this
responsibility to that of all citizens for the promotion and protection of human rights.
• To illustrate the relationship of rights to responsibilities.
TIME: 50 minutes - variable, depending on whether assignments are done in class or as
homework.
MATERIALS: Chart paper and markers or blackboard and chalk.

I. PRESENTATION: INTRODUCING THE NEED FOR CLASSROOM RULES
(5 minutes)
Step 1:
Explain that the curriculum, Lifting the Spirit: Human Rights and Freedom of
Religion or Belief, will involve the class in far-reaching discussions. Much of the
subject matter will necessarily involve controversial topics, which some members
of the class may have strong feelings about, both negative and positive. The goal
of these discussions will never be to prove one position is correct and another
wrong, but to explore different ideas in a spirit of acceptance, inquiry, and
exploration.
Acknowledge clearly, however, that no one, including the teacher, is free from
bias.
Step 2:
Remind the class that the purpose of studying this curriculum is to understand
the meaning of religion, belief, and human rights. The second goal is to
understand how everyone can become a responsible citizen, promoting
acceptance and preventing discrimination based on religion or belief in their own
communities. Point out that this goal can only be achieved when the classroom
itself promotes acceptance and prevents discrimination.
Step 3:
Explain that for this reason the class needs to agree upon some classroom rules
that will help to ensure that everyone’s right to freedom of expression, respect,
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privacy, and safety are respected, as well as their freedom of religion or belief
and right to education and human rights education.

II. DISCUSSION: WHAT MAKES A GOOD LEARNING ENVIRONMENT?
(13 minutes)
Step 1:
Start by asking, “What makes a good discussion?” Record student suggestions.
Encourage observations about subjective feelings involved and the way others
respond as well as objective, intellectual considerations.
Step 2:
Ask, “What kind of classroom environment encourages a good discussion?”
Record student observations.
Step 3:
Ask, “What kind of class environment helps you to learn?” Record observations.

III. ACTIVITY: DEVELOPING CLASSROOM RULES
(15 minutes)
Step 1:
Explain that in order to ensure that their study of freedom of religion or belief can
take place in a safe, accepting, and respectful environment, the class will try to
draw up some simple classroom rules. These rules should apply to everyone,
including the teacher.
Step 2:
Divide the class into pairs and ask each pair to develop five (or more) rules that
they consider essential to promote this kind of class environment.
To the Teacher: In a very large class, the groups could be larger.

Step 3:
After a few minutes, ask each pair to combine with another to form a group of
four and compare and combine their lists. The group of four should then write
down the rules that they agree upon.
Step 4:
Ask for a representative of one or two groups to read each item on their list. After
each suggested rule, ask for a show of hands from other groups who had the
same or similar rule. List each rule that seems to have consensus on chart
paper.
Ask if any groups developed rules that have not yet been mentioned and add
these to the list if most people agree with them.
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Step 5:
Observe that fewer rules are better than many and ask why this is so. Ask if any
of these rules on the list could be combined.
Step 6:
Observe that clear rules are more likely to be observed. Ask for any suggestions
on refining the language of the rules.
To the Teacher:
• The exercise of refining the language of the list could be part of the assignment suggested
below. Alternatively you may wish to have the original small groups take time in class to
revise and refine the language.
• Try to keep the number of rules to a minimum, at least no more than 10.

IV. ACTIVITY/ASSIGNMENT: INTERPRETING CLASS RULES AS
RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES (time variable)
Step 1:
When the class has arrived at a workable list of rules, discuss how these rules
can be enforced. Emphasize that responsibility for maintaining the rules rests
with the whole class, not just the teacher.
Point out that each rule implies both a right and a responsibility. For example, if
one rule states that no one should interrupt a speaker, (i.e. everyone has the
right not to be interrupted), then this rule also implies a responsibility, (i.e.,
everyone has the responsibility not to interrupt or allow anyone to be interrupted).
Step 2:
Ask everyone to copy the class list of rules on a clean sheet of paper.
Then make this assignment, either for individuals as homework or in groups as
cooperative classwork:
Assignment: Rewrite the class rules as statements of rights and responsibilities.
• Ideally express these statements of rights and responsibilities in the first
person (e.g., “I have the responsibility not to interrupt or allow anyone to
be interrupted”).
• Lists the rights in one column and the corresponding responsibility in the
other. You may wish to use a chart or framework like that below:
RIGHT
I have the right to speak without being
interrupted.
Step 3:

RESPONSIBILITY
I have the responsibility not to interrupt
or to allow anyone to be interrupted.
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Compare students’ lists of corresponding responsibilities. Draw up a list that
combines their ideas.
Step 4:
Copy the combined list of rights and responsibilities on chart paper and keep
posted in the classroom. Explain that these rules, and their interpretation as
rights and responsibilities, will remain posted in the classroom as reminders to
everyone of how a respectful, safe classroom environment can be ensured for
everyone to learn and develop to his or her full potential.
Make copies of this list and/or ask students to copy their list of classroom rules
and keep this list for use during their study of Lifting the Spirit: Human Rights and
Freedom of Religion or Belief.
To the Teacher: The skill of rephrasing rights as responsibilities will be repeated in a more
challenging form in Lesson 5, “Freedom and Responsibility”, pp. 22-24.

V. CONCLUSION (2 minutes)
Conclude by reminding students that enforcement of these rules is everyone’s
responsibility, just as it is every citizen’s responsibility to see that everyone in the
community enjoys the right to freedom of religion or belief.
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UNIT I: INTRODUCTION TO RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES

LESSON 2:
INTRODUCING HUMAN RIGHTS
OBJECTIVES:
• To introduce the curriculum, Lifting the Spirit: Human Rights and Freedom of Religion or
Belief.
• To introduce the relationship between human needs and human rights.
• To establish the principle of human dignity and its relation to human rights.
TIME: 50 minutes.
MATERIALS: Chart paper, markers, and glue or tape; set of Needs and Wants Cards for each
pair of participants (See Handout 2A-2D).

I. PRESENTATION: INTRODUCTION TO LIFTING THE SPIRIT:
HUMAN RIGHTS AND FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF
(3 minutes)

A. Explain that intolerance and discrimination based on religion or belief
contributes to many conflicts in the world. Ask students for some examples,
both local and global, of such intolerance and discrimination.
B. Explain that the class is going to begin a new curriculum, Lifting the Spirit:
Human Rights and Freedom of Religion or Belief, that will help them to
understand the meaning of religion, belief, and human rights, as well as how
each of them can be responsible citizens, promoting acceptance and
preventing discrimination in their own communities.
To the Teacher: You may wish to explain the terms intolerance and discrimination.

II. ACTIVITY: HUMAN NEEDS/ HUMAN RIGHTS* (20 minutes)
Step 1:
Divide participants into pairs and give each pair a set of Needs and Wants Cards.
Give these instructions:
1. Imagine that you have a new government in your community that wants to
provide all the people with the basic things they need and want. The cards
represent the things the government thinks you might want. There are also
four blank cards for you to draw and/or write any additional items you can
think of.
*

Adapted from Susan Fountain, It’s Only Rights: A Practical Guide to Learning about the
Convention on the Rights of the Child (New York: UNICEF, 1993), 9-14.
LESSON 2: INTRODUCING HUMAN RIGHTS / 5
HUMAN RIGHTS RESOURCE CENTER, UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA

2. Your job is to divide the cards into two groups: 1) things you need and 2)
things you want. If you neither need nor want an item, put it in a separate
stack.
3. You have about 5 minutes to complete this part of the activity.
Step 2:
Ask two or three pairs to join another. Give each group of four or six a piece of
chart paper and glue or tape. Give these instructions:
1. Divide the chart paper into three columns. At the top of the left-hand
column write “NEEDS,” on the center column write “?” and on the righthand column write “WANTS.” (See sample below)
NEEDS

?

WANTS

2. Compare your “Needs” cards, including those you created for yourself.
•
When everyone has the same card, attach one copy to the “Needs”
column of your chart.
•
Where your choices differ, explain your thinking and try to come to
agreement. If you cannot agree, place one copy of the card in the
center column under “?.”
3. Do the same with your “Wants” cards, including those you created for
yourself.
4. If you had a group of cards that were neither “needs” nor “wants,”
compare those as well and try to come to agreement. If you agree, add
them to the chart or discard them. If you cannot, add those to the “?”
column.
Step 3:
Discuss the activity so far:
• Which lists were longer, “needs” or “wants”? Why?
• How did you determine the difference between wants and needs?
• Which of your needs were material, such as food or shelter? Which were
abstract, such as freedom of speech or religion?
• Do all people in the whole world have the same basic needs?
• Which items did most groups place under the “?” column?
• Which items caused the most disagreement?
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Step 4:
Continue the activity by announcing the following: “The new government has
found that for political and economic reasons it cannot provide citizens with all
these benefits. Each group must eliminate three items from its “needs” list.” Give
the groups a few minutes to discuss these decisions.
• What did you give up? How did you decide?
• How would this elimination affect your life?
Step 5:
Announce the following: “The new government has found it necessary to cut
back still further on needs. You must eliminate three more items from your
“needs” list.” Give the group a few minutes to discuss these decisions.
• What did you give up? How did you decide?
• How would this further elimination affect your life?
Step 6:
Explain that the most basic needs of human beings are sometimes referred to as
rights and that human rights are based on the things that everyone needs to be
fully human. These needs include both material things and freedoms.
To the Teacher: Save these charts for use in Lesson 5, “Freedom and Responsibility”, pp. 22-24.

III. ACTIVITY: HUMAN BEINGS/HUMAN RIGHTS** (25 minutes)
Step 1:
Write the words "HUMAN" at the top of chart paper or a blackboard. Below the word
draw a circle or the outline of a human being. Ask participants to brainstorm what
qualities define a human being and write the words or symbols inside the outline. For
example, "intelligence," "sympathy."
To the Teacher: Suggestions may include negative qualities (e.g., greed, prejudice) or ambiguous
qualities (e.g., aggressiveness /assertiveness, cunning/ cleverness). List these along with positive
qualities.

Step 2:
Ask participants what they think is needed in order to protect, enhance, and fully
develop the positive qualities of a human being. List their answers outside the circle,
and ask participants to explain how each suggestion helps to enhance the qualities of
human beings. For example, "education," "friendship," and "loving family." Discuss
these questions about human dignity:
• Based on this list, what do we need to live in dignity?
• Should all people have the things that permit them to live in dignity?

**

Adapted from Human Rights Here and Now, ed. Nancy Flowers (University of Minnesota,
1998), Activity 1, 38-42.
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To the Teacher: For any negative qualities or ambiguous qualities, ask what is needed to overcome or
control them and cross them off when a remedy is suggested. Only positive qualities should remain
within the circle.

Step 3:
Explain that everything inside the figure or circle relates to human dignity, the integrity
and wholeness of being human. Discuss these questions about human dignity:
• What does it mean to be fully human? How is that different from just "being alive" or
"surviving"?
• Can any of our "essential" human qualities, (i.e. those written inside the figure or
circle), be taken from us? For example, only human beings can communicate with
complex language; are you human if you lose the power of speech?
• What would happen if you had to give up one of these human necessities? Which
quality would you choose to give up?
• What happens when a person or government attempts to deprive someone of
something that is necessary to human dignity, (i.e. treats people as though they
were less than human)?
• Can you think of examples where some people have been treated as less than fully
human?
Step 4:
Explain that everything written around the outline represents what is necessary to
human dignity and that human rights are based on these necessities.
Write these three statements from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR) on chart paper or the blackboard. Explain that this document sets the standard
for how human beings should behave towards one another so that everyone's human
dignity is respected:
. . . [R]ecognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of
all members of the human family is the foundation of the freedom, justice, and
peace in the world . . .
Preamble
Universal Declaration of Human Rights
All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are
endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a
spirit of brotherhood [and sisterhood]*.
Article 1
Universal Declaration of Human Rights

*

[and sisterhood] and [or her] are not found in the original text of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. They have been added here in order to more clearly portray the spirit of
inclusiveness present in the document.
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Everyone has duties to the community in which alone the free and full
development of his [or her]* personality is possible.
Article 29 (1)
Universal Declaration of Human Rights

IV. CONCLUSION (2 minutes)
Remind the group of the first activity, in which they had to decide about basic
human needs and how they felt when they had to eliminate things they
considered essential. Conclude by emphasizing that this new curriculum will
explore the freedom of religion and belief as a basic necessity of human life and
human dignity, that is, as a human right.
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HANDOUT 2A

HOLIDAY TRIPS

PROTECTION FROM
DISCRIMINATION

MONEY TO SPEND
AS YOU LIKE

YOUR OWN BEDROOM

EDUCATION

SWEETS
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HANDOUT 2B

THE ABILITY TO
PRACTICE YOUR
OWN RELIGION
DECENT SHELTER

A PERSONAL
COMPUTER

CLOTHES IN THE
LATEST STYLE

CLEAN AIR

PROTECTION FROM
ABUSE AND NEGLECT
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HANDOUT 2C

A PERSONAL STEREO

NUTRITIOUS FOOD

RELIABLE
TRANSPORTATION

SPORTS AND
RECREATION
CENTERS

CLEAN WATER

A TELEVISION SET
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HANDOUT 2D

THE
OPPORTUNITY
TO EXPRESS
YOUR
OPINION
AND BE

MEDICAL CARE
WHEN YOU NEED IT
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UNIT I: INTRODUCTION TO RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES

LESSON 3:
DEFINING DIGNITY, RELIGION, AND BELIEF
OBJECTIVES:
• To emphasize the importance of human dignity, equality, and difference.
• To clarify the use of religion or belief in this curriculum.
TIME: 50 minutes.
MATERIALS: Chart paper and markers or blackboard and chalk.

I. INTRODUCTION (5 minutes)
Remind participants that the last lesson considered the relationship between
human rights, human needs and human dignity. Ask participants to express
this relationship in their own words.

II. DISCUSSION: EQUAL DIGNITY AND RIGHTS (15 minutes)
Step 1:
Reintroduce the quotations from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
presented in Lesson 2, “Introducing Human Rights”, pp. 8-9:
. . . [R]ecognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of
all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice, and peace
in the world . . .
Preamble
Universal Declaration of Human Rights
All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are
endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a
spirit of brotherhood [and sisterhood].
Article 1
Universal Declaration of Human Rights
Everyone has duties to the community in which alone the free and full
development of his [or her] personality is possible
Article 29 (1)
Universal Declaration of Human Rights
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III. ACTIVITY: DEFINING RELIGION OR BELIEF (15 minutes)
Step 1:
Explain that the capacity for religion and belief is one quality universally
recognized as defining human beings and as a result is recognized as a
fundamental human right.
Discuss these questions related to equal dignity and human rights:
• How can you explain the connection between “recognition of the inherent dignity and
of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family” and
“freedom, justice and peace in the world”?
• Are all human beings really equal? How can the UDHR claim, “all human beings are
born free and equal in dignity and rights” when there are such vast differences
among peoples?
• What is the value of human differences?
Step 2:
Create an Ideas Web:
1. Ask students individually or in pairs to write the words “Religion or
Belief” at the center of a sheet of paper. Ask students to offer
examples of the words or phrases they associate with these words,
and construct a web similar to the example below.
2. Ask each student or pair to compare the web they have constructed
with another individual or pair and discuss their similarities and
differences.
3. Ask the whole class to contribute to a group web, bringing the main
points of agreement discovered in making and comparing individual
webs.
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Alternative Method:
Write the words “RELIGION” in the center of a circle on one side of the board or chart paper and
"BELIEF” on the other. Ask students to offer examples of the words or phrases that associate
with these words. After each suggestion, ask, “Is that related to religion or belief or both?” Record
responses: write words that refer only to religion below the word “RELIGION” and words that refer
only to belief under “BELIEF.” If a word relates to both religion and belief, write it between the
two words. Draw lines connecting each suggested word or phrase to the key words to which they
apply and/or to other related words that are mentioned.

Step 3:
Ask the class to analyze and discuss the Ideas Web they have constructed:
• Do the ideas and associations differ for the word “religion” and the word
“belief”?
• Can this Ideas Web be applied to many religions or just the dominant
religion(s) in this community?
• Can this ideas web be applied to beliefs other than formal religions?
• Does “religion” differ from” belief”? Ask students to clarify their thinking and
provide examples of what they mean.
Step 4:
Using the ideas generated so far, ask students to attempt to create formal
definitions for both religion and belief. Either 1) generate a class definition and
write it on chart paper or 2) ask students alone or in pairs to write their definitions
and collect these for use later in Lesson 4.

IV.

PRESENTATION (13 minutes)

Step 1:
Explain that some people do not believe in a god or do not have a specific
religion or belief. Introduce and explain the terms theistic, atheistic, nontheistic, and agnostic. Ask for examples of these terms from students’
experiences.
Theism

Religions or spiritualities with a supernatural reality.

Atheism

Faith in a natural or material reality; opposed to
supernatural reality or supreme being.
A person with this belief is called an atheist.

Non-theistic

Religions that do not have a supernatural reality.

Agnosticism

Having no religion; uncertain or in process of
investigation.
A person with this belief is called an agnostic.
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Step 2:
Explain that the word “religion” usually refers to a belief that includes a spiritual or
supernatural reality.
To the Teacher: You may need to explain terms like supernatural or metaphysical.

Step 3:
Explain that when we speak of “freedom of religion or belief,” the word “belief” in
this context refers to theistic, non-theistic, atheistic and agnostic convictions.
Make clear that everyone has the right not to profess any religion or belief.

V. CONCLUSION (2 minutes)
Step 1:
Explain that this lesson was intended to initiate thinking about human dignity and
the concepts of religion and belief. Emphasize that the concepts defined in this
lesson will use these terms repeatedly.
Step 2:
Future lessons in Lifting the Spirit will explore in depth the meaning of religion or
belief and consider the rights and responsibilities of citizenship and the
relationship of local government to religion or belief.
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Introduction
More and more we see the lack of empathy in the world and our children are no
exception. The influence of mass TV and pop culture filled with violence and wars has had a
major impact on how children behave with one another and how they interact with people in
general.
Also, a tendency to be more permissive with ourselves than with others seems to be a
product of human characteristics. In a recent New York Times’ article, Daniel Gilbert a professor
from Harvard University, explains that every action has a cause and a consequence, something
that led to it and something that followed from it, but research shows that while people think of
their own actions as the consequence of what came before, they think of other people’s actions as
the cause of what came later. There seems to be a double standard in understanding why people
take certain course of action. Gilbert further explains that there are several reasons for this. First,
since our senses point outward, we can observe other people’s actions but not our own. Second,
because mental life is a private matter, we can observe our own thoughts but not the thoughts of
others. And lastly there seems to be a “neurological quirk that causes the pain we receive to seem
more painful than the pain we produce, so we usually give more pain than we received” (2006,
¶15).
In this article, Gilbert (2006) further alerts us that unless we learn to stop trusting
everything our brains tell us about others and start trusting others themselves, there will continue
to be tears and recriminations, and uneven retaliation, retribution and revenge against others that
seem to hurt us with their different thoughts and points of views.
Spirituality understood as a human characteristic which allows people to connect with the
transcendent or higher power, beyond our minds and emotions, in order to feel part of something
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greater than ourselves (Bosacki, 2001; De Marco, 2000 in Stutts and Schloemann, 2002; Hart,
2003; Lantieri, 2001b; Miller, 2000; Myers & Myers, 1999) could be a way of helping us to
understand others and be as empathic with them as we are with ourselves. Promoting spiritual
development could represent a solid path towards peace among people and countries in constant
battle, which is something much needed in the world today.
Whe speaking of promoting and nurturing spiritual development it seems only natural to
begin early on in peole`s childhood. Early childhood is the stage of life most crucial for setting
the bases for later development (Roopnarine & Johnson, 1993); this makes it of paramount
importance to begin nurturing at an early age any aspect that could have impact in molding
adulthood. Also, spirituality in children “[is] still integrated enough into their lives that they
[have not] yet learned to repress it” (Lantieri, 2001a, p. xii). Therefore, fostering spirituality, so
that it may have relevance in a person’s development, specifically in their adult lives, should
begging as early as possible, and what better place than school to learn what is most needed for
life.
Given the potential that fostering spirituality has for future adult development, and the
importance of the early years in a person’s overall development, the purpose of this paper is to
review the literature pertaining to the presence of spirituality in early childhood classrooms
settings, exploring how teachers foster and nurture spiritual aspects in their students.
The organization of the paper was influenced by the classification of articles found and
reviewed. First a section on teachers and their views of spirituality is presented, followed by a
section regarding what has been done in classrooms to foster spirituality, in terms of everyday
experiences and curriculum. After this a section, propositions of what could be done in the future
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in classrooms settings and teacher preparation programs will be presented, to then end the paper
with conclusive statements.
Teachers and Spirituality: Why embrace it?
Since the separation of church and state, religion seems to have been excluded from
classrooms, and spirituality, understood as tied to religion, has been thrown out the back door as
well. Nevertheless, Waggoner (2004) reminds us that the separation of church and state which
found expression in the First Amendment to the Constitution states “Congress shall make no law
respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof”(p. 76).
Carpenter (2003) also calls to our attention, “we should remember that not only do the
courts forbid any action by government schools not prompted by a ‘secular primary purpose’ or
which would ‘principally and primarily’ aid religion; they also forbid any that would inhibit it.”
(p. 44). He proposes that teachers find ways of honoring the rights and obligations of all
children, those whose faiths they share as well as those whose they do not.
Neverthelees, spirituality does not neccesarily need to be viewed or understood as tied to
religious beliefs. By understanding it as a human characteristic, spirituality is considered a
universal phenomenon found in all cultures and in every age, therefore it is not the exclusive
possession of any religious group (Elkins, 1998; Hart, 2003; Hay, 1982; Kessler, 1998/99;
McCreery, 1994; Palmer, 1998/99; Scott, 2001).
Understood as so, fostering spirituality in classrooms would be a way of honoring the
rights students have to be spiritual, while also allowing teachers to view and understand their
students as whole, integral human beings, tending to their search for meaning and purpose. This
would serve as a direct way of helping people get along better. By nurturing spirituality in the
classrooms and acknowledging that we are all part of the spiritual realm, major benefits for
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student’s self-acceptance and self-identity could be obtained. If we could embrace and nurture
spirituality in classrooms and help our students connect with the otherness beyond them
(Barryman, 1990; Champagne, 2001), we could promote healthier relationships and interactions
among people within our communities, countries, and the world at large (Astin, 2004).
Spiritualization, as Prentice (1996) calls the development of higher-order qualities and
values in a person, is often confused with moral development. Prentice explains that the spiritual
includes the moral rather than the other way around, but that these “moral aspects of human
experience are of limited value if they do not help us become more just or compassionate or
loving” (p. 329). Thus, the reason of being of spirituality, as a greater more encompassing
notion, is to help develop these core aspects of humanness.
Embracing spirituality to help develop these core aspects of humanness is not an easy,
straight forward task. Some of the fundamental questions that students ask (Is there a God? Why
am I here? What is my destiny? Is there life after death?), are uncomfortable for teachers to deal
with because they are questions that appear to have no definite answers. Kessler (1998/99)
explains that teachers can help students see and create patterns that connect learning to their
lives, without having to worry about offering answers to these fundamental questions.
“Our real [emphasis added] questions are asked largely in our hearts because it is too
risky to ask them in front of one another” (Palmer, 1998/99, p. 7). If education is going to open
itself up to the spiritual dimension, we must understand that spiritual questions do not necessarily
have answers, and it is with these answers that we shut ourselves down.
The literature indicates that teachers should not worry themselves with having the
fundamental questions of life answered in case their students ask, or even worse, plan to explain
these views to them in a didactic fashion. They should concentrate rather in opening themselves
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up to spiritual experiences and promote an environment in their classrooms that allows for
questions to be asked and pondered, without the need to provide answers. The process, the
journey of nurturing the spirit is what seems to be of relevant importance, not necessarily the end
result.
When asked if teachers needed to include spirituality in their classrooms, Palmer
(1998/99) states that it is impossible not to do so, because the spiritual lives of teachers are
embedded not only in the disciplines they teach but in their own lives. He explains “whoever our
students may be, whatever subject we teach, ultimately we teach who we are” (p. 9).
Suhor (1998/99) agrees, and explains that all teachers, regardless of what or who they
teach “can identify appropriate spiritual experiences and consider components of the curriculum
and conditions of classroom instruction that are likely to evoke spiritual or transcendent
experiences” (p. 15). So the reasoning of the children being too young, or the subject matter too
objective and rational, does not seem to be a valid excuse to exclude spirituality from the
classroom.
Wesley (1998/99) advocates for believing in students, and places special emphasis on
teachers being more than just content experts. He states “when educators see themselves as the
custodians not only of academic standards but also of spiritual wellness among our students, we
juxtapose those values that matter most in schools with those that are so intricately balanced in
the human psyche” (p. 45).
Palmer (2003) explains that teaching should be done in a way that enhances the human
condition and advances social justice, and for this to occur teachers should never stop asking the
most important questions “who is this child, and how can I nurture his or her gifts?” (p. 377).
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This type of teaching could surely be accomplished if spirituality is embraced in classrooms
settings.
All of these authors relay the importance of spirituality based on the fact that it is a
crucial part of being human, and by so not only can we not excluded it, but it is imperative for
spirituality to be acknowledged, embraced, and nurtured, as any other part of ourselves.
When referring to teachers and spirituality, Lantieri (2001b), asserts that a spiritual
experience cannot be taught, but it can be “uncovered, evoked, found, and recovered” (p. 7).
Perhaps, if spirituality is introduced in the classroom as a natural consequence of being human, it
would ease the worries and help teachers feel more open toward spiritual nourishment. It could
be viewed as a much needed part of the school experience, rather than a feared and avoided
topic. If we think of spirituality as something to be lived and no taught, maybe the uneasiness of
it could be lessen.
The critical issue here is how to do it? Teachers do not seem to be prepared to address the
spiritual aspects of children’s development and opt to ignore this crucial component of
humanness. Brown (1998/99), an early childhood education faculty at the Naropa Institute in
Colorado, proposes contemplative observation as an approach to sacred teaching, and includes it
in his teacher education program. Through contemplative observation teachers learn to get in
sync with the learning environment, observing “not only what is happening in the environment,
but also what is simultaneously occurring within [them]selves” (p.70). Brown believes that this
method awakens and clarifies senses perceptions, thoughts, and emotions, and develops
knowledge and compassion in his student teachers.
There seems to be very few teacher education programs that advocate for the nurturance
of spirituality, or that foster spirituality among their own students. The literature reflects some
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programs that are beginning to foster spirituality and criticizes others for hindering it (Shahjahan,
2005), nevertheless the reality is that these programs are much needed in education and very
scarce.
Can spirituality be nurtured in classrooms?
Given that there is so little teacher training on how to foster spirituality in the classroom,
and that teachers fear the legal consequences it may bring, added to the fact that church and state
are separated by law, spirituality is usually banned from public schools. Nevertheless, there are
some experiences of inclusion of spirituality in classrooms that can be reviewed, and they
provide for a good base from which to launch spiritual experiences. The literature is represented
by those authors who proposed spirituality to be approached in everyday experiences and
activities, and those who speak of specific spiritual based curricula.
Spirituality embedded in everyday activities
Lantieri (2001b) explains that although school officials may not, by law, organize
religious activities including prayer, they may lead a group in a moment of silence. She states
that schools need to be places that neither inculcate nor inhibit religions, and teachers should
accept their children’s different religious views “as germane to an open discussion, a homework
assignment, or any other academic project” (p. 13). This is true for religiousity, but not
necessarily for spirituality. It is imperative, as the first course of action, for teachers to
understand the difference between religion and spirituality, so that it can be fostered and
nourished in schools without them feeling uncomfortable or afraid of being reprehended for it.
Lantieri encourages teachers to pursue those teachable moments that will outlast the test scores,
to not miss opportunities to address life’s deepest questions “because of fear of being ‘off task’
or venturing into a realm that is forbidden in public schools” (p. 10).

Spirituality in Early Childhood Classrooms

9

Carlsson-Paige (2001) explains that when schools focus on the basics they shove a large
part of children’s experiences aside, especially the social, emotional, and spiritual dimensions of
their lives. She asserts that “this is a time when the inner lives, deeper selves, and spiritual
longing of students are crying out for educator’s attention” (p. 19), and thus teachers should
connect the academic skills activities, such as math and literacy, to the meaningful content of
children’s lives, instead of teaching them as isolated skills to be learned apart from spiritual
experiences.
When speaking of his greatest revelations as a teacher of young children, Brown
(1998/99) explains one of them as realizing that "spiritual education is not about creating some
kind of educational nirvana. It is about waking up to the sacredness of everyday learning" (p.
70). From this it seems as though if teachers are tuned in to who they are as a whole human
being, and in touch, truly in touch, with what their students are doing and learning, a solid
beginning can be offered for nurturing spirituality in classroom settings; the spiritual stage could
be laid out, with no need for it to be more complicated than so.
Miller (1998/99) proposes that in order for students to connect with a deeper sense of self
(the source of wisdom and compassion), holistic education and its three main elements: balance,
inclusion, and connection should be developed by teachers.
Holistic education could be a way of enabling teachers to foster spirituality because it
calls for teachers to balance transmission (accumulation of factual knowledge), transaction
(problem solving and development of cognitive skills), and transformational types of learning.
This later type of knowledge focuses not only on “intellectual development, but also on physical,
emotional, aesthetic, moral, and spiritual growth” (Miller, 1998/99, p. 46).
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Prentice (1996), also calls for adoption of the holistic model in education. He states that a
paradigm shift is in order. This shift, he claims, should be toward a “greater concern for the
whole person and for the development of the human spirit, with less concern for the mechanistic,
the material and the fragmentary” (p. 319).
On a different angle to these propositions, Haynes (1998/99) explains that holistic
education is part of the New Age movement, eclectic and diverse, which emphasizes a “holistic
approach to life and a belief that a higher self can be awaken within each person” (p. 25). He
explains that New Age spirituality is a world view in and of itself, and thus, like other religious
worldviews, should be discussed in public schools.
Nevertheless, Haynes (1998/99) states that since “separating spiritual life from particular
religious traditions may make it nonsectarian, but not necessarily nonreligious” (p. 24), the
approach in public schools should be toward the inclusion of character education and the
objective study about (and not of) religion. He assures that these would be “two educational and
constitutional ways to take seriously the moral and spiritual dimensions of students” (p. 27).
Baer and Carper (1998/99) disagree with Haynes. They explain that the cafeteria
approach to a variety of religious views for students to choose from, and the objectively teaching
of religion, are unacceptable proposals. The first proposition, they argue, is not an acceptable one
because students are not mature enough to make these choices responsibly and teachers are not
sufficiently competent and do not have enough time to learn and teach about different religions
fairly and comprehensively. The second proposition seems also inappropriate because teachers
lack the time to go in depth, approaching the subject superficially, and also objectivity is very
difficult to define, in terms of what is objective and who gets to decide it.
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In order to promote true parental choice in education, Baer and Carper (1998/99) assert
that the only approach that will satisfy the requirements of justice is the “release-time model for
religious instruction introduced as a progressive reform in Gary, Indiana, in 1914” (p. 36). This
model, they claim, will empower parents to make decisions about their children’s religious and
spiritual education and would help promote religious tolerance and eliminate the cultural wars
that go on in classrooms.
Rabbi Harold Kushner, while interviewed by Scherer (1998/99), states that schools
already emphasize many universal spiritual beliefs regardless of the fact that it is acknowledged
or not. He argues that secular public schools are not the place to teach religion; “although there is
a place in society for people to talk through their religious differences, it is not the public school.
There are enough shared values that schools need to affirm” (p. 20).
Kushner (in Sherer, 1998/99) explains that in early childhood the teacher’s word is the
law and children are too impressionable and vulnerable to debate values. Thus religious matters
should be addressed at home, by the parents, and not offered in schools as a “all are equally
valid” (p. 20) approach. Nevertheless, the Rabbi proposes that student’s spirituality should be
encouraged without making it one of the explicit teaching goals.
Either way, the purpose of this paper is not to advocate for the teaching of religion or
spirituality through a religious lenses, as a subject matter. The focus is placed on promiting and
encouraging teachers to embrace spirituality and nurture it as any other aspect of human
development.
There are many things that teachers can do to foster spirituality in their classrooms
without necessarily including it in the overt curriculum. Noddings, while being interviewed by
Halford (1998/99b), explains that teachers can recognize everyday spirituality through poetry,
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music, biography, ordinary conversation, and even just by slowing the pace of things and letting
children look out the window. She states that learning about spirituality and religion in early
childhood is of crucial importance in order to make intelligent, informed decisions later on in
life.
Spiritual curricula
In terms of explicit curricula, Phenix (1975) argues that the transcendence is the basic
presupposition that should underline curricular goals and styles. He explains that there are certain
human dispositions that serve as criteria for transcendence–oriented curricula, such as hope,
creativity, awareness, doubt and faith, and wonder, awe, and reverence. And further suggests that
a spiritual based curriculum that fosters the transcendence should provide a “context for
engendering, gestating, expecting, and celebrating the moments of singular awareness and inner
illumination when each person comes into the consciousness of his inimitable personal being” (p.
333).
For this type of curriculum to take place freedom is essentially needed. Freedom based on
openness to fresh possibilities of insight and invention, as well as provision of cultural and
interpersonal experiences that allow for the formation of unique structures of existence (Phenix,
1975). Phenix explains that this type of curriculum is based on a concern for wholeness of
disciplined understandings, a search and promotion of inquiry, and a practice of dialogue and
continuing communication. The ultimate cultivation is achieved through the witnessing of those
who constantly celebrate their own existence, thus the teacher should provide a model of
transcendence for his/her students.
Kessler (1998/99), also speaking of spiritual curricula, proposes The Passages program
which consists of a curriculum that integrates heart, spirit, and community with strong
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academics. Even though this program is geared exclusively toward adolescents, there are many
aspects of it that could be adapted to early childhood settings and classrooms. Kessler proposes
that the soul be welcomed in the classroom, by listening with great care to the larger questions of
meaning and purpose which the students ponder, and by the quality of the relationships that
develop between person and world, and not necessarily through the formal rituals that students
practice in schools (Miller, 1995/96).
The teacher, in this type of program, should invite the soul in through a climate of respect
that “includes not only the mystical realm, but also secular experiences of the extraordinary in
the arts, athletics, academics, or human relations” (Kessler, 1998/99, p. 51). The creative drive,
Kessler proposes, is the most familiar domain for nourishing the spirit of students in secular
schools.
Teachers can also nourish a deep connection to the self by giving students time for
solitary reflection, and providing exercises that encourage reflection and expression through
writing or art. Nevertheless, Kessler (1998/99) explains that to feel a true sense of belonging at
school, students must be part of the authentic community in the classroom and teachers need to
promote this through morning meetings, sharing circles, in the “context of ground rules that
make vulnerability feel safe” (p.52).
It is not easy for teachers to create this type of spiritual classroom environment if they
have never experience it for themselves. Palmer (1998/99) proposes that schools should create
settings within the workplace where teachers may reflect on questions that are worth living. But
also warns us that such opportunities to reflect must be invitations and not demands, because the
soul cannot be coerced into inner work, but must be left freely to choose to do so.
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Fraser and Groontenboer (2004) explore, through semi-structured interviews, how nine
early childhood teachers in two secular primary schools in New Zealand placed spirituality in
their curricula. They found that the teachers promoted experiences that provided for a foundation
“for a spirituality curriculum that is not necessarily formally planned, but rather is grounded in
the classroom climate” (p. 308). Their findings suggest that even though the teachers could not
plan and predict what would foster spirituality in classrooms, teachers cultivated spirituality
through a climate that was characterized as being “non-judgmental and non-self-conscious and
[classrooms were characterized] as places where a community of spiritual discourse was
encouraged and where deeply meaningful activities and events occurred.” (p. 307).
What needs to be done?
Separate Spirituality and Religion
It seems as though, be it through and overt, explicit, planned-for curriculum, or as
spontaneous, spur of the moment experiences that are embedded in the foundation of the
curriculum, but not present in the lesson plans, spirituality can be nurtured in classroom settings.
Even though some authors view this as impossible, what seems to be adamant for teachers’
spiritual nourishment in their students, is making the differentiation between religion and
spirituality.
Often times, spirituality and religion are viewed as synonymous. But being religious is
not indispensable for being spiritual (Elkins, 1998; Fowler, 1981; Foxworth, 1998; Hart, 2003;
Kubler-Ross, 1999; Miller, 2000; Newberg, D’Aquili & Rause, 2001; Wright, 2000). It is within
this distinction that rests the future of spirituality in public educational settings, and teachers
should be prepared and educated to understand this.

Spirituality in Early Childhood Classrooms 15
Once this distinction has been made, Foxworth (1998) proposes that school districts
address the lack of spirituality in schools by making it a requisite for graduation that each student
engages in a senior project which demonstrates manifestation of values of caring, solidarity, and
support for others; sponsor community celebrations, construct spiritual ceremonies, as opposed
to religious; create an advisory board of community groups to serve the need of the community;
and create student volunteer corps to work with senior citizens and other ecological issues tied to
the spiritual aspects and needs of the students.
Nurture Teacher’s Spirituality
Spiritual nourishment in classrooms depends directly on the teacher’s capacity to
“conduct their practice from the basis of connected humanity” (Palmer, 1999, in Fraser &
Gootenboer, 2004, p. 318). Curriculum development, regarding spirituality, should help develop
and nurture teachers’ own spirituality through “spiritual transformation, collegial support
chaplains and/or mentors and meaningful rituals that nurture who we are and what we can
become” (Palmer, 1999, in Fraser & Gootenboer, 2004, p. 318).
McGreevy and Copley (1999, ¶23) believe that “there is an equally powerful connection
between spiritual nourishment of teachers and students and the quality of a school’s teaching and
learning”. Thus suggesting that in order to nourish spirituality in children, we need first to start
fostering it within the teachers.
On a greater scale Shahjahan (2005) proposes that spirituality should be incorporated in
higher education, allowing for teacher preparation programs to include spirituality and provide
for a safe space where teachers can not only be educated in the matter, but share reflections and
nurture their own spiritual growth and development.
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When reviewing multicultural training in graduate schools of education, Wallace (2000)
claims that spirituality is one of the aspects that should be given greater emphasis. Miller (1999,
cited in Wallace, 2000, p. 1097) points out
An understanding of people, individually and collectively, is incomplete without knowing
about their spirituality… Training… is expected to include education about cultural and
individual diversity –preparation to work competently with a broad spectrum of peopleand such diversity surely includes varieties of spirituality…
Inform and Educate Teachers
In terms of policy and what needs to be done to prepare the ground for the inclusion of
spirituality in teacher preparation programs, Waggoner (2004) states that as with most strategies
of change this is a leadership issue. Therefore what educational organizations need is “a
champion of this idea with an uncommon combination of commitment, power, and skill” (p. 83).
This leader needs to have communication and group skills and a cultural-symbolic characteristic,
which will allow for interpretation of an apparently chaotic environment to provide meaning to
those involved in the initiative (Waggoner, 2004).
Halford (1998/99a) agrees that reading federal guidelines and posting them on school
office bulleting boards in not enough; “the critical next step is community dialogue about the
specifics … Open discussion about religious liberty rights enables community members to
understand not only what is not appropriate in public schools, but also what is” (p. 8). Since
spirituality is not based on any particular religious belief, this religious liberty rights discussion
would open the door to spirituality in school settings and would allow for a more inclusive and,
not only tolerant, but embracing way of nurturing it.
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Lastly, Beauchamp and Haynes (1998/99) propose that teachers need to be provided with
good recourses in order to nurture spirituality. They offer the following as the most important
existing ones: The Council for Spiritual and Ethical Education, The First Amendment Center,
Religion in American Life, On Common Ground: World Religions in America, The Council on
Islamic Education, and Religious Studies in Secondary Schools.
Conclusions
After reviewing the literature it seems daunting all the work that needs to be done in
order to pursue the nurturance of spirituality in early childhood classroom settings. Nevertheless,
there seem to be very distinct actions that can be taken in order to reach this goal.
First, it is imperative that the notion of spirituality be understood as separate from
organized religious beliefs, in order to comply with the legal notions surrounding this issue.
Secondly, teachers should be educated to nurture spirituality in classroom settings while
providing the time and space for them to nurture their own spirituality.
Finally, teacher preparation programs need to be redesigned to include more information
on how to foster spirituality, and where to go in order to find the right resources and guidelines
to embrace all venues of spirituality, without equalizing them.
It is not an easy task to embrace, but it is a most needed one, especially in these times of
war and inequality we are living. Actions are consequences of people’s beliefs, and our current
social, political, and economical situation as a country is a consequence of the actions of people
that we have educated. Spiritual values are in urgent need; classrooms setting are an ideal place
to begin.
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