SOMATIC APPROACHES TO TEACHING COLLEGE WRITING

Introduction

Somatic education methods apply the concept of an integrated bodymind. Mind and body are not separated, as in the Cartesian paradigm, but are understood in their interconnectedness. The paradigm shift to bodymind unity naturally affects the field of knowledge broadly. Somatic methods have generated innovations in education as well as in healthcare and psychotherapy. The intention of this article is to explore somatic approaches to the teaching of college writing, and to encourage interdisciplinary somatic research and pedagogy among teachers of college composition.

Natural Language Corresponds to Physiologic Language

Manfred Clynes, the cyberneticist who invented machines to measure brain wave frequencies, demonstrated in his research that thought, perception and feeling are ordered in a precise way by the brain, and that this order is not learned, but is part of our physiology. In one set of experiments, he identified what color test subjects were looking at from their brain responses alone. He carried out similar studies with subjects listening to different types of music with the same results. He did the same studies with emotions. In “On Being in Order” (1970), Clynes wrote, “the divisions that our physiologic data-processing code make in nature’s continuity form the basis of human word language” (p. 67). Clynes mapped how the brain’s physiologic language transforms the external world into a code, and he came to understand that it is from this code that natural human language is formed.

Clynes’ research is supported by Noam Chomsky’s theory of a “universal grammar” that he views as a species-specific expression of human DNA (1965, 1986). The human capacity to use grammar and syntax to express feelings and thoughts is genetic; it is an aspect of our unique physiology. Like all mammals, humans move through space-time. Our central nervous system evolved for ambulation through constantly changing environments, and as a result all functions of the nervous system articulate through movement. The motor cortex, the part of the brain that coordinates movements of the entire body, also organizes the fine motor movements of mouth, lips, tongue, glottis, jaw, and diaphragm that express human speech, as well as the fine motor movements of the hands that allow us to write and type (Greenfield 1997). For humans, language is first and foremost an expression of movement. Language moves us and it moves through us, and we move through language. Through language, we move matter in the world. With words we build cities and freeways, burn coal, create pollution, form partnerships, organize weddings, debate with opponents, win elections, tell stories that inspire transcendence, and so on…all the things that human beings do. Words are actions.

The Physiology of Writer’s Block and Apathy

Writer’s block and apathy are common phenomena in college and university composition classes, particularly at the first-year level. It is important to understand these phenomena from the perspective of what is happening in the central nervous system. In our physiology, all actions have a beginning and also an end. There is a moment of initiation, and in this moment the individual’s brain makes the decision to express or not. From a physiological perspective, this moment of choice is as real for writing as it is for any other action. The choice to express happens instantaneously in the present moment. Clynes has conveniently measured the present moment for us in terms of our physiology as a duration of between 0.15 and 0.2 seconds–the length of time in which we cannot reverse a decision (1970, p. 72).

Writing is an action, one that comes naturally in response to some perceptual input from the environment. Once we recognize “writer’s block” as the choice to not express, the term seems a misnomer. It would be more accurate to recognize this common phenomenon as a choice much like that of Bartleby the Scrivener’s in Melville’s classic story. Bartleby, the scribe, chose not to express. He wasn’t blocked, he simply preferred not. He wasn’t moved to do it, and he didn’t feel like it. He didn’t want to write. No impulse moved him from within, and he didn’t want to write for someone else’s purpose. Students who stare at a blank page have either not perceived any input that would cause a brain event that would in turn launch a brain-directed motion, or they have chosen not to express in the moment of initiation. That decision is made in the split second of some present moment–quite possibly the moment that the assignment or prompt to write was given. 

In the writing classroom, I have learned over the years that the days on which I give writing assignments or prompts are the most important of all the days in the semester. At the end of that class I ask everyone, one by one, to say what she or he is going to write about. Those students who know what they will write know very clearly and have little difficulty with the assignment, regardless of their skill level. Those who do not know typically never really do, regardless of skill level. As the weeks ensue, they show up without a draft or with an underdeveloped one, they change topics, they never get around to research and when they do it is merely adequate. They sit in class while their peers are writing and drift into space. Or, if they are highly disciplined, they plod through some droll drafts of less-than-inspired writing on topics that don’t really move them, as if they were working through a pilates class rather than dancing on stage before a live audience.

Particularly with freshman students, enough background information must be provided and in a striking enough way to engage the brain’s natural output response. I remember one day talking to a class about Einstein’s theory of relativity and watching students’ attention begin to drift out the window. I asked them innocently to raise their hand if they were interested in the theory of relativity, and only a couple students raised their hand. Upon further inquiry, I learned that those who were interested already knew something about Einstein and his theory. Those who were not interested knew nothing more than name recognition. 

The next class I came in with Einstein’s Relativity: The Special and General Theory (2005) and read to them from his introduction. There he states that he wrote the book in a way that anyone with a university education would be able to understand. I then proposed to the class that we read one chapter out loud together as a test to see where they were in their journey toward reaching a university level of reading comprehension and being able to understand Einstein’s writing. As I read to them a scenario involving a train, a man on the train dropping a stone, and another man on a footpath watching the event, I asked for volunteers to stand and act out the scene. Another student drew the scenario on the board. Then I went around and asked each student Einstein’s question: did the stone in reality fall in a straight line as seen from the perspective of the man on the train, or in a parabola, as see by the man on the footpath? Discussion and debate ensued, and eventually the answer emerged from within the class: the “reality” of the stone’s path is relative to the position of the observer in space-time. Voila, freshman students had read and comprehended Einstein. At the end of that session I asked the students again to raise their hand if they were interested in Einstein’s theory of relativity. Every single person raised their hand. I now often start the semester with this exercise to focus students’ awareness on the role the body plays in the acquisition of knowledge and to give them an embodied experience of their own competency with language. 

To help students express spontaneously, teachers of composition can be extremely conscientious and strategic about the kinds of assignments and prompts they give to students in regard to the kinds of actions individual students would naturally want to initiate. Fulfilling an assignment in and of itself may not register as a brain event worthy of a brain-directed action, especially after the third week in the semester when students have been inundated with assignments from every direction. Writing assignments and prompts must be broad enough to encompass a wide variety of interests, but specific enough to stimulate a real physiological response. I have come to the conviction that students need to always have real choices among topics and genres. Whether the prompt to write is a timed in-class essay or a research paper written over a period of weeks, the assignment must move students deeply enough to evoke a genuine response in their central nervous system. Without input that creates an event in the brain, don’t expect spontaneous and genuine output. 

Before we can “teach” writing, we may have to first move students to write. We may have to provide input, some form of stimulus, that instigates a brain event in each student. For writing teachers, the prompts we use to instigate natural writing responses are often the most creative aspect of what we do. Writing prompts that involve the body in a process and allow time for that experience to unfold consistently produce engaged writing from students. Assignments that utilize the natural flow of stimulus and response in a process include any of the performance-based prompts, such as service learning narratives, adventure narratives, and culinary experience narratives. Other process-oriented prompts include reading-to-writing assignments in which students are given a text (or set of texts) to read that is intended to provoke a written response, or action conversations in which students engage in conversations with others about issues that directly affect them or their communities, and then write as an extension of that conversation.

I strongly advocate assigning traditional genres because they correspond so clearly to basic actions that the body inherently understands: problem-solving, arguing and persuading, narrating, reflecting. I find I can easily build on what students already know in their bodies about these basic types of actions. Which problem and what issue will trigger a genuine motion to write in each student is a journey of self-exploration and experimentation. Each student has a story to tell that is uniquely hers or his, even while that personal story hits the cords of universal themes. Every person has a different history with and personal relation to the problems of our time. For some students, cancer is an abstract problem, for another student it is her mother lying in a hospital bed in the living room, preparing to die. Likewise, everyone has a different issue that is the issue that moves that individual to take a stand and speak out. Helping each student hit those specific notes and chords in their writing is the heart, and art, of teaching.

Linguistic Expressions are Pre-determined Actions

Once the brain makes the choice to express, the entire sequence of the expression is determined before the action begins. Clynes reported from his research that once an action is initiated, “the process which takes place in the brain during this time determines the nature of the entire expressive action” (p. 71). Let me emphasize the implications of this fact for the teaching of writing. The choice to express or not happens instantaneously, and if the writer chooses to express, the entire shape and form of the expression is already determined. The sequence of the action is preprogrammed–including starting, accelerating, decelerating and stopping. This fact is well known among somatic education pioneers. F. M. Alexander in The Use of the Self (1932) noticed the phenomenon while observing students climbing a staircase. What he observed was that students prepared to climb the staircase as soon as they perceived it. Before the staircase was ever reached, each student’s body began to order itself for beginning the climb, reaching the top and completing the action. The entire sequence was pre-planned in advance and then executed.

Physiologically speaking then, students come into the writing classroom already equipped to climb the staircase. What we do as teachers of writing is create perceptual input that triggers an event in the brain that initiates the action of writing. Some perceptual event has to genuinely move a student to write. Once that natural brain-directed action is initiated and the student chooses to express, we can then help each student observe what they are doing when they climb the staircase so that they can replace gross habitual over-responses with more subtle, finer, adaptive expressions. Somatically, this would be the same approach one would use in training an athlete. Let’s look at the analogy of F. M. Alexander’s students climbing stairs. Everyone, except for those with specific kinds of disabilities or young children or fragile elders, can climb a staircase. Alexander certainly did not need to teach any of his able adult students how to climb one. Likewise instructors of college writing do not need to teach students how to write. However, everyone can be guided to increase the efficiency of that action, to increase their awareness of what they are doing as opposed to what they think they are doing, and to sharpen and broaden their sensory awareness of the environment such that each staircase encountered is perceived in its unique reality, so that each climbing matches that particular staircase’s unique features. Sensory awareness can be awakened and sharpened. Performance can be enhanced. Adaptability can be developed so that some staircases can be climbed for speed, others can be climbed with grace.

None of this training can happen without observing students writing naturally. Natural is the key word. Anyone who has taught composition knows how much time can be wasted giving feedback to a student over a piece of writing that is full of artifice and failed attempts to meet some internalized expectation about what writing is supposed to look or sound like. All of us can probably remember saying to innumerable students frustrated over a piece of writing that is falling flat, “Why don’t you write down word for word what you just said to me? It sounds so much more clear and direct than what you wrote in your paper!”

Most of time, the impetus to write comes from outside of class, and we as teachers get to seize the opportunity to hone the writer’s skills as they ride the wave of their own natural response to events in their lives. When this happens, the role of the teacher is to encourage students to write about what really matters to them in the present moment, letting their natural instinctive impulses drive their academic writing. One of my students had tears in her eyes one day in class, and when we asked her what was wrong, she reported that her boyfriend had just left for Marine boot camp. He had signed a contract to join many months before when he was still in high school, without really understanding his obligation. The recruiter had casually suggested to him that he could change his mind later if wanted, and he wanted, but now he was told he had to report to duty. This event had this student in tears. I suggested she research military recruitment practices in high schools and see if she could develop an argumentative essay about that topic in which it would be appropriate for her to share her story. The next time we saw her she wasn’t crying, she was mad. She found numerous articles on the topic reporting similar accounts of aggressive recruitment tactics, and discovered that military recruiters are commissioned much like car salesman, with pressure to sign up a certain number of enlistees every month. These recruiters were showing up more and more in high schools, often making casual verbal statements that were different from the formal written contract that high school students were signing. Week after week, this student wrote furiously in class, producing substantially improved drafts and finding more and more research. The paper generated another related paper on a proposed piece of legislation before Congress for universal military service. Her portfolio at the end of the semester received the highest scores possible, and she received an A for the course. In the first semester of this two-semester course sequence, she had never received more than a B for any of her writing, which was always competent, thorough, and responsible, but never genuinely inspired. I was very pleased. I had helped this student develop her innate capacity to use language to respond to events in her life, to communicate her feelings and knowledge to others, and to take a position on a controversial issue.

Another student in my class was falling behind toward the end of the semester. When I sat down with her to find out what was happening, she explained that her mother had surgery for breast cancer and was undergoing chemotherapy. The chemotherapy was making her extremely ill. The student said she just wasn’t focused on her schoolwork because she was worried about her mother. She then pulled out an outline for a paper so bland I cannot remember what it was about, and showed it to me. Her plan was to stay up late over the weekend and write this paper. I looked in her eyes and could see a frightened and worried young woman who felt powerless to help her mother. I suggested that she throw away her bland outline and instead research nutritional and naturopathic ways to alleviate the aftereffects of chemotherapy, and then write about that. I also suggested that she take her mother as her model audience, someone who desperately needed this information but was too distracted and weak to go out and get it and organize it herself. This student’s response was immediate. She became animated again, immediately went to a computer to get on-line, and got lost in research. The next week she brought in a completed problem-solution paper for peer feedback.

Without awareness of the presence of water, there is no internal impulse to reach for the glass. Without the thirst for water, there is little interest. In the case of an outstanding student who wrote passionately and movingly about a personal story of healing in the first semester and received an A for the course, and then wrote several mediocre research papers in the second semester to receive a grade of B, my program’s collective decision to emphasize personal narration in the first semester and not in the second worked against her native impulse to express herself in an emotional way. The reason has to do with the types of action in physiologic language.

Brain-directed Motions in Physiologic Language Correspond to Verb Types and Syntax in Natural Language

Once the brain initiates output, there are three types of brain-directed motions of which we are capable. Clynes distinguished these three types of brain-directed actions as actons, e-actions, and reflexive unconscious actions. These three brain-directed motions correspond to the three areas of the brain described by Paul MacLean in The Triune Brain in Evolution (2002): neo-cortex, limbic brain, and hindbrain. Actons, which are simple distinct actions, come from the neo-cortex where we generate rational thought forms. E-actions, which are emotionally expressive actions whose sole purpose is to respond to and reflect an inner state, come from the limbic brain, home of our emotions. Reflexive actions, which are “unconscious”, come from the hindbrain’s fight/flight/freeze response.

In natural language, actions are conveyed by verbs. Not surprisingly, there are three major verb types:  action verbs (“I chose this university over others”), state of being verbs (“I am anxious about my course load this semester”), and the spontaneous vocalizations known as interjections (“Stop it!”). The three verb forms and the syntax related to each correspond to the three types of brain-directed actions that structure physiologic language, and these in turn correspond to the three distinct areas of the brain and the kinds of motions each generates. It helps to remember that biophysically we are always talking about energy moving through the space-time of the bodymind. In the natural world, all objects vibrate at a distinct frequency, and these vibrational frequencies affect other objects in the environment. Language is one of the ways energy (vibration) moves through the bodymind and back into the environment. When we speak or write, we send our vibrations into the world. And verbs, to use the musical analogy preferred in contemporary string theory, set the harmonics, or fundamental frequency, of each movement/expression (Amati 2007). When all related syntax in the sentence is naturally in alignment with the fundamental frequency established by the verb, the reader of the text or the listener of the speech act can more easily hear, or feel, the tone of the utterance. Action verbs naturally express actons (“I compared two different news reports with contradictory interpretations of the same event”). State-of-being verbs naturally express internal states and emotional e-actions (“I am tired of his delay tactics”). And interjections naturally express fight/flight/freeze responses (“Ouch!”).

The same principle applies to the paragraph, with the verb of the thesis sentence establishing the fundamental frequency of the other sentences. Consider the tonal distinction between confidence and anxiety, between acting and feeling, established by the verbs in this example: “I chose to take an overload this semester, thinking I could graduate early. But, honestly, I am anxious about my course load. When I registered for courses, I knew I could handle the extra work. Now, I feel unsure of myself.” Notice how the difference between acting confidently and feeling uncertain forms the core vibration of the communication as an uncomfortable disharmony.

Understanding the underlying physiologic structure of the three verb types helps student writers match verb choice and syntax to actions and feelings more appropriately. If the natural brain-directed motion in response to some input is a feeling, then student writers would want to choose an intransitive, state of being verb that allows them to most closely match the vibration of that feeling (“I love my volunteer work at the cancer ward, even if it is sad”). If, however, the brain-directed motion is an action, then student writers should choose a transitive, action verb that matches as closely as possible the vibration of that motion (“I never turned my back on her, even when she sank into a major depression”). If the brain-directed motion is an unconscious reflex, the choice will most likely be a spontaneous interjection (“RUN!” “FREEZE.” “BACK OFF!”). Let’s look at the correspondences between physiologic language and natural language in regard to each verb type in more detail.

Action Verbs and Neo-Cortical Actons

If an individual’s natural brain-directed output is an action in the world, then transitive, action verbs naturally express this type of motion.  Action verbs immediately transport one into the realm of doers and deeds, and include all the distinct actions of which humans are capable in their physiology. Choosing the best action verbs requires some experiential knowledge about causality in the world, and first-year students benefit tremendously from examples. Who did what to whom and how? Who was responsible? What happened? Such knowledge is what we refer to when we recognize a writer as “well read” or “well traveled” or “experienced”. Fundamental questions about causality come into play every time a writer chooses a transitive verb, the very kernel of sentence structures that convey actions. Regularly reading and talking about doers and deeds helps introduce students to the philosophy and politics of agency. I find it helps to give students examples of succinct analyses of complex causal relations. For example, I gave a group of students writing a collaborative report on the subprime mortgage industry crash a New York Times article analyzing the causes of the bubble collapse, and specifically naming the parties involved and the deeds for which they were responsible. The article focused on the deeds of overseeing and regulating, and on the doers responsible for oversight and regulation, or the lack thereof. These types of examples help students develop their understanding of causality in the world. 

Many first-year student writers overuse state-of-being verbs, specifically forms of the verb “to be” (is, are, was, were, etc.) even when their original impulse is to convey an action rather than an inner state. As they transition into using more action verbs, they sometimes overuse passive voice syntax, such as “a new policy was announced this week prohibiting skateboarding on campus.” I see this pattern as an attempt to use action verbs without understanding the language of causality enough to name the agent of the action. In passive voice syntax, a deed is being done, but it is not clear who is doing the deed. Who has the authority to make such a decision on a university campus? The President’s office? The Dean of Student Life? If a committee made that decision, did students participate? Why would the university make a policy so different from the city’s decision to build a public skate park?

While analyzing examples of causality helps students develop their understanding of doers and deeds, students also benefit tremendously from understanding the physiologic language of their own bodies, because it is upon this language that natural language is structured. They need to be reassured that they can rely on their own personal experiences of acting and moving in world when they write. They already know what it means to perform certain actions in their families and communities, and they know from first-hand experience the consequences of such actions. Understanding these basic “actons” can be the basis of a broad knowledge of human causality. What does it mean to act with honor, for example, or to aggressively “take up arms”? What are the consequences of hesitating, or of acting impulsively? How does a good friend behave? What does it mean to betray someone or to redeem oneself? What is a conflict of interest and who can create one? 

These are all questions that require some experience of doers and deeds in the world. To be able to answer these questions requires some degree of knowing how to act in the world, and some awareness of the responsibilities and consequences, as well as the freedoms and accomplishments, that follow. If students can experience the verbs they choose as expressions of their own motions in the world, they can then focus on selecting verbs that best convey those actions. First they need to see themselves as doers capable of deeds. This is one of the reasons that university and college writing instructors are always shocked to hear freshman students report that high school teachers instruct them to never use “I”. Without the individual embodied consciousness of “I”, there would never be any impulse to write at all. Clynes was very clear on this point, and demonstrated over and over again in his studies of the central nervous system that the scientific division between subjective and objective is erroneous.
State-of-Being Verbs and Limbic E-actions

If the brain-directed motion that naturally follows brain input is an e-action, students need to understand how appropriate it is to let such emotional impulses express. E-actions are the natural movements of emotions through the bodymind and into the world. They have no other aim than to respond and correspond to an inner state. It is important to understand that for the bodymind, emotional expression is an action that is communicative and satisfying in and of itself. In Sentics: The Touch of the Emotions (1989), Clynes described forms that express feelings as “essentic forms”.

Emotional expression is our first language, our original mother tongue. The primary grammar of grimacing in pain, crying in sadness, and laughing in joy are the first syntax used to communicate with caregivers. Emotions are powerfully communicative and loaded with energy and information. To speak from one’s heart is a skill we all have; it’s part of our physiology. In fact the tissue of the tongue comes directly from the tissues of the heart, and neuroscientists now understand that the heart is about 65% neurons. Emotional expression is a part of our birthright, and we all benefit from opportunities to hone our ability to speak with emotional honesty.

The choice of students to not express an e-action might have to do with feeling unsafe, unaccepted, or judged. I believe the vast majority of writer’s block has to do with a choice on the part of the student not to express emotionally. Once a sense of safety and acceptance is established in the classroom dynamic, many ‘blocked’ students suddenly have so much to write about they don’t know where to begin. If students get the message at the beginning of the semester that the only writing valued in the course is rational and objective (the language of actons coming from the neo-cortex) and that emotional expressions (the language of e-actions coming from the limbic brain) are devalued, they might well consciously, or unconsciously, decide not to express emotions, even if they feel them strongly. If they do so, they are missing the opportunity to hone their skills at emotional expression, and instructors are missing the opportunity to observe students’ natural writing patterns around emotional expression so that they can give helpful feedback. 

Each emotion has a natural shape, duration and rhythm. Clynes mapped the contours of many emotions, and found that hate, for example, is fast and peaked, whereas reverence is of long duration and constant. Grief has the shape of flatness and lassitude. Joy has an almost vertical rebound reflected in the phrase “jumping for joy.” Clynes called these contours “ortho-essentic forms” and the emotional states they express “sentic states.” It is helpful to walk students through sentic cycle exercises in which they tune in to the distinctions among different types of emotional expressions, and explore tonal and durational differences, much the way students of music practice scales. By the way, Clynes mapped insincerity as the distortion of a natural ortho-essentic form. It usually doesn’t work well to fake emotional feeling. All of us innately know in our bodymind what real grief feels like, sounds like, and looks like. Faking love or reverence or enthusiasm is usually not a good idea. Most people recognize insincerity immediately, and many freshman writers learn this fact the hard way. To hone students’ skills at emotional expression, it helps to develop emotional awareness and to create a safe space for people to emote in their writing. If writers feel strongly, it means they care, and invariably their writing becomes more engaging and moving. Regularly talking and reading about emotions in class establishes a supportive environment. Music can also help, and I believe students should be able to listen to music while writing in class with the direction to choose music that matches the vibration of the e-action they are trying to express. Students should know that feeling their own emotions gives them access to a language far older than spoken or written language. 

Honest emotional expression often gets recognized and rewarded during scoring and grading, but is seldom taught. Yet it is a vast realm of physiologic language to which natural language corresponds. Emotional expression is satisfying in and of itself for the person who emotes. It builds empathy and connection among families and communities. Rational language without emotional expression is only part of our full human capacity to communicate. When students feel the wave of emotional expression, we should honor that in their writing and allow them the space to emote. As teachers, we set the tone for free and honest emotional expression in our classes and in student writing.

Interjections and Unconscious Reflexive Actions

With reflexive actions, word choices are limited due to the unconscious, survival-based nature of hindbrain responses to a perceived threat. Interjections are spontaneous vocalizations that express fight, flight or freeze energy, such as “Stop it!” or “Run!” or “Freeze!” I am amused to note that at this stage of our evolution, we have all seen emails sent off in the heat of the moment that may go on for sentences, and sometimes even paragraphs, yet are in their core nothing more than a reflexive impulse to fight (“get out of my face!”) or flee (“I’m outta here!”) or disappear (“I’ll talk about something else and avoid the issue”). For this reason, common wisdom says to write the email, but don’t push the send button until you sleep on it. Not surprisingly, interjections are usually accompanied by bodily movement that is immediate and “knee-jerk”. The actions expressed by these utterances are actions that correspond to the hindbrain.

Reflexive actions are unconscious in the sense that the body generates these actions without reference to the neo-cortex and its higher thought processes. If you start to cross the street and notice a car swerving toward you, you do not have to “think” about what your response should be. You jump out of the way and yell “WATCH OUT!” However, the well-known story of the monk who mistook a stick for a snake along the footpath is meant to remind us of how common it is to misperceive a threat where there really isn’t one, simply because the hindbrain remembers seeing a snake along the footpath in the past. Candace Pert in Molecules of Emotion (1997) defined the “unconscious” as the body, and noted the role that somatic memory plays in unconscious expressions.
Quantitative and Qualitative Discrimination

Just as brain-directed motions provide the physiological substratum for expressions of action and state in natural language, so our physiology provides a code for expressing and interpreting quantity and quality, and for discriminating between the two. Our physiologic system communicates through a unidirectional rate sensitivity (amount of potassium for example) and a second channel that provides a control like two reins when riding a horse, because once potassium is in the cell environment, it can’t simply be removed. The system can only add more water in one channel and stop adding salt in another. Clynes calls this “rein control” (1970, p. 68). Rein control allows for the distinction between quantity and quality in our physiology, and it is the substratum for quantitative and qualitative discrimination in natural language.

First-year writing students typically are challenged by the task of discriminating subtle distinctions in quantity and quality. They are honing their skills in getting words to match the precision of their own bodies. For example, once a writer adds the tone of righteous indignation in an argument paper, how much is appropriate in the context of the space of engagement? Too much salt can be very bad for the whole system, even when salt is exactly what is needed. The physiologic model gives students a clear idea of what they are striving for in mastering the qualitative and quantitative discrimination that we laud in advanced writers who can easily distinguish when and where a tempered criticism is more appropriate than an outraged rant. Qualitative and quantitative distinctions in language, including oppositions such as heavy versus light or empty versus full, correspond to this basic function of physiologic data processing. Students benefit from having a concrete model in their own physiology for the subtlety they are striving for in their writing.

Cultivating the Observing “I”: Reflection as a State of Consciousness

Over a thousand scientific studies of meditation now exist. Meditation is a practice of transcending cognitive thought and lowering brain wave frequencies from beta to alpha or theta. Some studies have shown a correspondence between alpha and theta brain wave frequencies and “super-learning” states. When we are in these slower frequencies, it is easier to make “quantum leaps” in understanding. Like our ability to feel and express emotions, all of us have access to multiple states of consciousness. That is the birthright given to us in our physiology. Meditation techniques merely develop the ability to access those states with ease. In my area in Southern California, many educators are aware of the David Lynch Foundation’s mission to mainstream meditation in classrooms. The idea may seem novel in the United States, but is a common practice in many Asian cultures, where young children are often taught to meditate in elementary school.

When we as teachers of writing value reflection and want to develop the ability to reflect in student writing, it helps to know that reflection is not just an activity, but a state of consciousness in which the “observing self” comes foreground. In a meditative state of consciousness, the mind and its constant flow of thought-forms and brain-directed actions can be observed. The result is an awareness that we are not our thoughts. Our consciousness includes thoughts and feelings, but because we can observe those thoughts and feelings, we are more than the sum of them. If I am having a thought and observing that thought at the same time, then I am more than my thought-forms. This is the kind of reflection that allows individuals to “see” themselves from another point of view, to realize the ideology or bias in their own thinking, to be self-critical, and to be capable of critical thinking (that is, thinking that can be critical of itself). Reflection is a state of meta-consciousness. As human beings, we have the capacity to observe ourselves have a thought that is sexist, or homophobic, or racist, or a thought that is based on a Cartesian view of the physical world, or a thought that is idealistic, or romantic, or naïve. This ability to transcend our own thought-forms and feelings allows us to adapt and evolve in a world that we co-create.

For teachers of writing, simple meditation techniques can help develop states of consciousness in which students can reflect upon their own thought processes. This area is a rich source of research for teachers of writing. Students who learn to access all their states of consciousness find it easier to reflect upon their own patterns of thought and make adjustments that are more evolutionary. They can see the broader picture, and can see that their own thought processes might be learned patterns of behavior that they can observe, comment upon, and change. 

It is important that teachers of writing understand that the consciousness of the “observing I” often cannot be fully accessed while the brain is actively engaged in an activity. Doing and acting and all the business of such usually corresponds to the faster beta brain wave frequency. What we call reflection corresponds to the slower alpha and theta brain wave frequencies. That consciousness is easier to access for most people when the brain is quiet. Therefore, you might want to structure quiet times for reflection into the classroom environment. The common saying, “stop and think,” refers to this reality. If students are supposed to transcend patterns of thinking and writing that aren’t effective, they need to occasionally “stop and think” about their own thinking before they commit words to paper. Doing so is not stopping the flow of writing, but rather developing the reflective dimension of writing. The clarity of thought and creativity that typically follows meditation will only make the process of writing easier and more efficient.

Dozens of simple meditation techniques can easily be found, and I find that guided meditations and concentration meditations work well in classroom situations. Two good sources to start with are Thich Nhat Hanh’s The Miracle of Mindfulness: A Manual on Meditation (1999) and Deepak Chopra’s Soul of Healing Meditations (2001). Laptops can be closed and pens put down during these exercises. Students can sit comfortably and quietly, focusing on their breathing in and out, and closing their eyes. In this quiet space, thought-forms will emerge in an endless flow, because it is the nature of the mind to constantly scan for input and then produce brain-directed motions in the form of cognitions and feelings. When stimulus is reduced, a state of still consciousness naturally emerges from which one can observe the thoughts flitting by. One becomes simultaneously aware of the thoughts and also aware of a consciousness that is observing those thoughts. It is from these observations that what we call “reflection” emerges.

When reflective consciousness becomes highly developed in a person, it can overlap with very intense focused activity. People who are advanced adepts at some particular skill, whether it be painting or dancing or writing, typically are in a meditative trance state while they practice their art. They can be very focused on one task, and everything else has faded away into the background. The brain wave frequency is slow. This type of meditation is known as concentration meditation.

Concentration meditation techniques can be easily adapted to writing classrooms.  Students can be directed to observe the thoughts they are having or the emotions they are feeling in regard to a specific writing task, and to write down those observations. They can also be guided through a sequence of writing actions, with directions to focus their attention on each action. This can raise their awareness of exactly what they are doing when they write. The key here is to make sure that everyone is focused on the task at hand, and that there are few distractions in the room. 

While reflection is highly valued during grading sessions, it is seldom taught and developed as a specific state of consciousness. Some students seem to have the skill naturally, others struggle with it. By taking the time to cultivate the “observing I” in the classroom, we can demystify “reflection” as a skill that some seem to have and others don’t. All of us have access to higher states of consciousness. They are our birthright. We need only bring students’ awareness to the reality of the “observing I” as a state of consciousness beyond the egoic self, and then create space in the classroom for students to explore and practice it. Reflective critical thinking is a hallmark of our species; it is one of the special talents we have that makes us human. Reflection allows us to observe ourselves and choose to change. It is the capacity to observe ethnocentric thought forms in our own consciousness, for example, or to observe flaws in our own logic, or fixed patterns in our own emotional responses, and to comment on them without attachment.

Limbic Resonance and Classroom Dynamics

Prolactin, the hormone in emotional tears, is a bonding hormone, as is oxytocin, the hormone that researchers have found is often deficient in autistic children. These are “love vibe” hormones that trigger mirror neurons in the brain. Empathy is the feeling that corresponds to these hormones, and empathy plays a major role in the way human beings learn. Neuroscientists have theorized that the evolution of mirror neurons in the human brain provided the means for humans to learn complex social behaviors from each other, including the ability to master complex tools and technologies. Imitation is a genetic predisposition in all primates, and in humans. “Monkey see, monkey do” is the common phrase for this physiological phenomenon. Anyone who has tried to master a software program from a manual, rather than having a friend sit down and show you how they do it, knows the benefits of mirror neurons. This aspect of our central nervous system helps us have a sensory experience of what it might feel like to be someone else doing a complex sequence of behaviors or adapting to a certain situation (Walter 2006). Empathy, or limbic resonance, can also be used in the writing classroom to help students learn more quickly. Modeling works best if there is an empathetic bond.

If we want to maximize the benefits of limbic resonance in the writing classroom, we need to be mindful about how we structure the relationship between teachers and students in the classroom dynamic. Is the teacher bonding and modeling, or disciplining and punishing? Likewise, how are we structuring the relationships among students to each other? Are students bonding and learning from each other, or competing, focused on their individual relationships to the teacher who grades their writing? In the First-Year Writing Program where I teach, we have instituted holistic team scoring as a way to take the responsibility and authority of grading off of individual instructors. Doing so changes my relationship to my students. I do not personally grade my students’ writing, nor do my colleagues grade their students’ writing. Instead, a team of all composition faculty score student writing portfolios anonymously (each portfolio is scored twice, and if there is a difference of more than one point, the portfolio is scored a third time). Each faculty member is exempted from scoring his or her own students. These portfolios include a selection of writing samples that students feel represent their best work at the end of the semester. 

Faculty who teach in our First-Year Writing Program all realize in very pragmatic ways that not grading your own students changes the dynamic in the classroom. The relationship between instructors and students transforms from one based on authority to one based on community, with the primary responsibility of the instructor shifting from grading to teaching. The atmosphere becomes that of a writing workshop, with the instructor as well as student peers constantly giving feedback in the process of writing, rather than the instructor giving a grade with written comments after the fact. This system allows for continuous feedback throughout the writing process, from brainstorming to drafting to final revisions, and allows for more resonance and empathy to develop between the instructor and students. As a teacher of writing, I am free to move about the class, working with individual students or groups, constantly giving feedback and suggestions and talking to students about the intentions, ideas and feelings of their writing without being burdened with grading them. This system helps shift attention in the classroom away from grades and focuses attention on the writing itself. Knowing that I am not going to grade students’ writing cuts out a lot of anxiety or shyness about sharing their work in progress, as well as some of the artificial friendliness of students who hope that if the teacher likes them she or he will give them a better grade. Instead, classroom dynamics can settle down around the process of writing, not the grading of writing which is unique to academic environments. The end result is a classroom dynamic in which a more experienced writer shares know-how and techniques with less experienced writers, helping them to grow and evolve.

Limbic resonance among students is equally important to student learning, as students naturally learn from each other and support each other. Just as secondary schools throughout the country are recognizing the need to take “sink or swim” out of the pivotal first year of high school when the greatest amount of attrition occurs, so many universities and colleges are recognizing the need to make freshman year a bonding experience for students. First-year writing programs play a key role, since they typically accommodate the entire in-coming freshman class. Sheltering freshman students in small learning communities has proven to be an effective way to reduce attrition (Mehta 2008). For this reason, our composition program has instituted Directed Self-Placement, by which first-year students choose to place themselves in either a one-semester writing course or a two-semester writing course with the same teacher and cohort of peers. Supporters of Directed Self-Placement emphasize the impact on students of having made their own choice about which course to take. That embodied experience of having made a choice colors the experience of the course for both students and teachers. Those students who choose the two-semester sequence choose to have an intensive bonding experience that can dramatically affect their ability to learn not only in the freshman writing context, but in the larger university or college environment. Within this context, peer feedback and collaborative group writing assignments provide additional opportunities for bonding. Because of mirror neurons, bonding is learning. It is interesting to note in this regard that several studies have shown children with autism spectrum disorders, who have difficulty with social bonding and with learning, also have mirror neuron dysfunction (Ramachandran 2006).

Conclusion

I’d like to point to Al Gore’s story as a final example of the correlation between physiologic language and natural language, because it is well known. In college he had a pedagogical experience in one of his classes that opened his eyes to global warming. The event was so profound for him that it moved him to action and to writing for the rest of his life. From that moment, an order began to appear naturally from within him. At every opportunity, he chose to express. Writing speeches, articles, essays, public lectures, books, and a screenplay came as natural expressions of that internal order. His decision to become a politician came from wanting a platform to act on his internal impulse. When politics failed, he turned to filmmaking, television and international alliance-building as expressions of this same internal response to what he had perceived in that college course so many years ago. The point is that, for Gore, learning about global warming and learning to write happened at the same time. That input and output circuit is still moving him to express decades later, even after winning the Nobel Peace Prize in 2007 for his work with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.

Whether you think Al Gore is one of the most gifted leaders today, or whether you share the view of a young environmental organizer I spoke to recently who felt Gore should step aside because he was taking too much media attention and funding away from hard-working green organizations run by less-than-famous non-celebrities, whether you are a Democrat or a Republican, whether you are green or not–that is all irrelevant to the fact that Gore is an example of a human being using language the way we are meant to. As a prize-winning author who was never trained formally as a professional writer, Gore reminds those of us who teach writing in college and university classrooms what it means to be moved by the world, and to respond by moving the world for change, through words.
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