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Student Last and First Name: 
Program, Course or Contract Title: Awareness 

Quarter and Academic Year: Fall, 2006, Winter, 2007

DESCRIPTION:

Faculty: Sarah Williams and William Ray Arney
The word is a prison cell, or straightjacket constructed by unquestionable experts; and what we call education, particularly higher education ... forces people into this straightjacket…. Rituals [e.g., schooling]… have an ability to generate in their practitioners a deep adherence to convictions which may be, internally, highly contradictory, so that somehow, the adherence to the belief is stronger than most people's capacity to question what they believe.
 -Ivan Illich

Enlightenment is never easy.  It is frightening to leave our old selves behind, because they are the only way we know how to live.  Even if the familiar is unsatisfactory, we tend to cling to it because we are afraid of the unknown.

-from Karen Armstrong’s Buddha
We started here: The modern university is based on a rupture, effected a millennium ago, between head and heart. This institution—the one in which we meet as teachers and students—is devoted almost exclusively to the technical and critical disciplines.  Ascetic disciplines were left in the proverbial dust.  Secularization rendered proverb and metaphor, even language itself, disenfleshed and idolatrized.  Our task in this program is to become deeply aware of the devastation caused by this rupture, this loss.  Because of what has been betrayed, we dare not simply imagine an alternative form of education, much less another new institution, devoted to the healing of this rupture or the recovery of any loss.  Instead, we will, through disciplined, mutually supportive inquiry, become mindful of what we scholars participate in, here and now. 

An overarching program inquiry is the relationship between "thick description" and "reality."  Students were invited to write careful, accurate, effective descriptions of their thinking, of "meetings" in seminars or "meetings" with books, of research.  When such description gets added to affects, we tend to call that art; when thick description gets added to effects, we call that reality. We want, this year, to explore the relationship between thick description (and its affects and effects) and increased awareness. Is this relationship between what we perceive as reality/art and increased awareness natural? Supernatural? Cultural? Historical? Evolutionary?

We introduced two particular ascetical practices designed to interrupt the rush and flow of typical academic habits.  Yoga classes once a week encouraged students to pay attention to their bodies in the space of learning.  They kept a yoga journal and a “body map” as means of reflecting on embodiment in relationship to learning. Readings for participation in yoga included: Donna Farhi, Yoga Mind, Body and Spirit, and Frank Jude Boccio, Mindfulness Yoga, and Richard Miller, Yoga Nidra.  We adapted a form of lectio divina, the traditional practice of the contemplative reading of holy texts, for one form of seminar.  It encouraged students to attend carefully to the texts and to their responses to it in the context of communal, careful, deliberate reading; it forbade the typical I-think-I-think-I-think ping-pong of seminars and slowed associational responses to the text.  Beyond that we set aside time to review mind maps on critical questions; the maps were constructed using Tony Buzan, The Mind Map Book.  The personal, “radiant thinking” expressed in the mind maps became the basis for essays that were to make this learning public.

A significant part of a student’s work was independent study.  They were to answer five questions: What do you want to learn?  How are you going to learn it?  How are you going to know when you have learned it?  How are you going to show others—faculty and colleagues—that you have learned it?  And, what difference will it make?  The terms of this work were negotiated individually with the faculty, but students gave public presentations of their work twice during the quarter.

Summer readings in preparation for the program included the first half of Peter Kingsley, Reality, and Yasmina Reza, Art: A Play.  Readings from Ivan Illich included In the Vineyard of the Text and David Cayley’s, The Rivers North of the Future: The Testament of Ivan Illich, and the papers “Ascesis” and “The Sad Loss of Gender.”  Other works included Martin Buber, Meetings, Karen Armstrong, Buddha, and selections from bell hooks, Communion: The Female Search for Love.  We began each seminar with dyad work, based on selections from Brian Bouldrey, Traveling Souls, on the question, “Where are you going?”  Studies of the organ of the heart included Harry G. Frankfurt, The Reasons of Love, Luce Irigaray, The Way of Love, selections from David Howes, Empire of the Senses, and Luther H. Martin, et al., Technologies of the Self: A Seminar with Michel Foucault, and papers by Martha Nussbaum, John Welwood, and Thomas B. Coburn.

Students met regularly in peer groups to review independent research, edit each other’s written work, including self evaluations, and plan a community service project.  Students also conducted their own seminars once each week, wrote response papers to the seminars, wrote reflective essays about the thinking reflected in their mind maps, and attended lectures and seminars by the faculty.  

Winter Quarter: During winter quarter, in addition to continuing all program activities, we also went on a silent retreat to Fort Flagler State Park.  Retreat activities, facilitated by Richard Miller (Yoga Nidra), included yoga, meditation, yoga nidra, body sensing, dyadic inquiries, open discussions in the evenings, and readings from Jean Klein’s Living Truth.  Students helped organize the retreat, including preparing excellent meals for 50 plus people.  Readings continued from the fall quarter included yoga texts by Boccio and Farhi, The Mind Map Book, Cayley’s Rivers North, Buber’s Meetings (supplemented by one story from his Way of Man), Irigaray’s The Way of Love, Empire of the Senses, and Technologies of the Self.  We also read Pico Iyer’s Sun after Dark: Flights into the Foreign, the second part of Kingsley’s Reality, Cormac McCarthy’s, The Road, Rollin McCraty, et al., The Coherent Heart: Heart-Brain Interactions, Psychophysiological Coherence, and the Emergence of System-Wide Order, and Jeanette Winterson’s Art and Lies.

EVALUATION:

Fall Quarter

Written by:  [faculty]

[Name] successfully completed “Awareness.”  In keeping with the reformative pedagogical design of this program, the accompanying Student Evaluation of Personal Achievement is the most comprehensive assessment of student achievement.  Its creation was supported by program work and is the result of participation in self-assessment exercises, peer reviews, faculty reviews, and an individual evaluation conference.  The following is a response by the faculty to [name]’s fall quarter work and self-evaluation.

This is the problem we posed for our students: We examined the historically informed hypothesis that modern students, for the most part, have been raised on screens, not books, and developed the implications of this.  People raised on screens tend to think that an educated person is someone who can, independently and alone, collect, process, and choose from the information so easily available.  In contrast, they confronted, among many other directives from ancient traditions, this from Christopher Bamford on lectio divina: “Lectio then meant primarily lesson or injunction, and only secondarily reading.  The emphasis was on doing.  To read was to do.  It was to become what one contemplated.”  And this from Peter Kingsley’s recounting of the hermetic tradition: “My child, it’s your business to understand; it’s my job to be successful at speaking the words that spring from the source that flows inside me.”  On a different tack Luce Irigaray incited them to create new ways of being with and communicating with others: “In order for the relation of difference not to fall back into submission, subjection to one sole subject, to values univocally established, each must bring a meaning of one’s own into the dialogue.  That requires the capacity for objectivizing the subjective—on the level of sentiments as on the level of knowledge—the ability to say oneself to the other without for all that forcing upon the other one’s truth.”  Caught between the modern certainty that people are information processors and the notions that one must necessarily be moved by printed and spoken words and that meaning arises only between people, not simply out of words, contemporary college students can not remain neutral.  [Insert name] ….

Winter Quarter

Written by: [faculty]

During the winter quarter students were repeatedly invited to explore experientially and then to document through thick description the effect of reality and the affect of art from the point of view of awareness itself.  This invitation, issued by texts, classroom  practices, and retreat activities, to understand how awareness, in Klein’s words, “could be called a feeling that is not bound to the senses” required the recognition of a certain complementarity of the ascetical and the critical—of the intelligences of the heart and the head.  Winterson’s Art and Lies required of the reader both this capacity as well as a tolerance for its outcome: “There’s no such thing as autobiography, there’s only art and lies.”  Or, in Richard Miller’s language, “We believe in the reality of our ego-I as a separate and distinct entity.  Yet when we inquire to find the location of this ‘I,’ we find neither location nor solidity.”  A foundation of our work was the invitation of yoga nidra: “to learn to disidentify from distracting sensory impressions and habit patterns.”  In response, 
EQUIVALENCIES:




TOTAL CREDITS EARNED:  32

8- Secular Education: Histories, Theories, Practices
8- Ascetical Education: Histories, Theories, Practices
8- Experiential Writing: Reflection and Self-Assessment
8- Individual Research Project: TBD for each student
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