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It is not new to many of us the “the single biggest 

problem bedeviling attempts to improve education is a 

profound misconception about what it means to actually 

know something” (Caine & Caine, 2001). Despite 300 

years of educational reform, much compulsory and post-

compulsory education still follows a largely transmissive 

approach, which “tend[s] to equate knowledge about 

the world with direct knowledge of the world (Caine & 

Caine, 2001).” This article will explore how contemplative 

pedagogy can shift teacher education from knowledge 

about the world to direct knowledge of the world.

“Everything is separated and connected.” “What is, is 
always in process.” “Order is present everywhere.” These 
statements, as well as others, constitute the beginnings 
of “a Framework for Holistic Thinking.” In education we 
use the term “framework” to mean “a basic conceptual 
structure of ideas.” For example, “the whole is greater 
than the sum of its parts” is another statement of “holistic” 
thinking, used in home and family management as an 
underlying principle of systems theory. This emphasis on 

the whole and the interconnectedness of its different parts 
is appropriate for the eclectic, interdisciplinary field of 
management. Also, as individuals and families are part 
of larger behavior and environmental systems, it makes 
sense to view them as parts of a whole rather than as 
isolated units.

Home and family management is one of many, many 
areas of study that collectively use statements that can be 
classified as holistic thinking. For example, psychologists 
might say, “Thinking processes are frenzied and 
sequenced;” while sociologists are interested in, “Conflict 
and cohesion are separately connected in families.” 
Economists would chime, “Families are an economic 
unit;” and cultural anthropologists would agree that “you 
cannot talk your way out of problems you behave yourself 
in to.” What conceptual structure of ideas does your area 
of expertise bring to mind? What deep, contemplative, 
collaborative conversations could your students have 
when challenged with a list of holistic thinking statements 
from your content area?

learners and teachers 
act for themselves and 
accept responsibility for 
learning and teaching.

I attended the Lilly Conference in Bethesda, MD. 
One of the workshops was titled, “Deep Engagement, 
Contemplation, Collaborative Conversation, and a 
Framework of Holistic Thinking.” The presenter, Rupert 
Collister from George Brown College, believes that “all 
learning should be relevant to the lived experience of the 
course,” which is a restating of Learning Model principle 
#4: Learners and teachers act for themselves and accept 
responsibility for learning and teaching. Regardless of 
subject matter, Dr. Collister follows a similar classroom 
structure based around collaborative conversation and 
holistic thinking. Students come to class with chapter 
information read, then watch a short video or engage in 
some other form of stimuli. Afterwards, he displays his list 
of holistic thinking statements, and has students engage 
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in a collaborative conversation, each student building on 
what the other shares. He uses this technique throughout 
the semester and as he reads students journals, he notices 
how students’ lives are transformed.

For our workshop, Dr. Collister showed us the video 
of “Power of Ten Zoom Out.” This video has you begin 
at a single point on earth and watch as that single point 
expands into the universe, outside the Milky Way and 
beyond, seeing stars and planets pass before your eyes. 
You are left with this deep, profound sensation of the 
vastness of the universe and how insignificant you can 
seem when compared to this great expanse. Then, Dr. 
Collister displayed his list of holistic thinking statements 
and had us participate in a collaborative conversation with 
other workshop members, sharing any/all impressions/
insights during the video by connecting them with a 
holistic thinking statement.  
(see below):

Everything is separated and connected 

What is, is always in process 

Reality consists of matter, energy, and meaning 

order is present everywhere 

Inner and outer reflect each other 

There is always more than meets the eye 

The whole is greater than the sum of its parts 

Everything comes in layers 

Everything is both part and whole simultaneously 

Reality is both linear and non-linear 

Rhythms and cycles are present everywhere 

Stable systems resist change; dynamic systems  

exist by changing 

The whole is contained in every part

Someone commented that “you couldn’t help knowing 
and feeling that ‘there is more than meets the eye’ as 
we continued throughout space.” Another’s thought 
was, “Everything in space seemed both separated and 
connected; connected as in sharing the expanse of the 
space, but also separated in that each planet, star, and 
galaxy was its own entity.” Sharing our insights and 
impressions and building on each other’s contributions 
helped me as a learner realize that I was responsible for 
my own learning, that I could contribute to someone else’s 
learning, and they could contribute to mine.

After this innovative and inspiring presentation, I 
decided I could use this strategy with my own students. 
I began with enrollees in my Home and Family 
Management class. Students came to class having read 
Chapter 14, “Managing Tomorrow.” This chapter talks 
about preparing yourself and your family for the changes 
ahead in technology, household innovations, health 
care and the food supply. Because we also study Stephen 
Covey’s 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, I showed 
students the last video in the series called “Leave a Legacy” 
that asks who has made a difference in your life and 
recognizes that we leave a legacy whether we choose to 
or not. Every choice ripples out to affect others and is the 
legacy left behind. I then displayed an altered version of 
Dr. Collister’s holistic thinking statements (see below) by 
adding some additional statements from the content we 
studied throughout the semester: 

Where there is risk, there is opportunity 

Through our choices, we define our lives 

life management is a way of thinking and acting 

If something can go wrong, it will 

Planning creates and relieves stress 

Sharing our insights and impressions and building 
on each other’s contributions helped me as a 
learner realize that I was responsible for my own 
learning, that I could contribute to someone 
else’s learning, and they could contribute to mine.



Everything is separated and connected 

What is, is always in process 

order is present everywhere 

Inner and outer reflect each other 

There is always more than meets the eye 

The whole is greater than the sum of its parts 

Everything comes in layers 

Rhythms and cycles are present everywhere 

Stable systems resist change; dynamic systems  

exist by changing

I video-taped students’ collaborative conversations; some 
of their comments included:

 “I liked the one that says ‘everything comes in layers.’ 

I’ve learned a lot from Covey’s 7 habits of highly 

effective people. It’s important to know all those habits 

are not going to happen overnight. You do have to take 

time to work on them and it will be a lifelong process. 

Just keep working on it and be your best self.”

“I like the one that talks about ‘through our choices we 

define our lives’ and how Dr. Covey talked about how 

leaving a legacy and the choices we are making now 

define the legacy we are leaving.”

“To go off that, our choices show what we value so 

when we make a decision, whatever we choose shows 

what’s important to us so how we’re making our 

choices shows what we want in our lives and that’s how 

we define ourselves is by those decisions and those 

choices so we want to make those good things so we 

leave a good legacy behind us.”

“I like the part that says ‘the whole is greater than the 

sum of its parts.’ It reminds me of Badger Creek and 

how when we worked together in our groups, we 

were able to accomplish things that we wouldn’t have 

been able to accomplish on our own. It’s important 

to remember that we can accomplish more together, 

especially in our families, and with work that we learn 

from each other and work with each other.”

“I feel like ‘if something can go wrong it will’ is an 

attitude choice. If you are expecting something to 

go wrong it will. You can think the opposite too. If 

something can go right it will. our attitudes play a big 

difference on which way it goes.”

“I think that ‘where there is risk there is opportunity’ 

goes along with that. It is really scary to take risk, but 

there is opportunity to learn, to grow, and to progress. If 

we just take the risk, we will open doors of opportunity 

in our lives and learn to grow.”

These statements demonstrate how learners acted for 
themselves and accepted responsibility for their own 
learning, as well as teaching other’s what they learned. 
These students understood the holistic thinking 
statements and took time to think deeply and contemplate 
their meaning so they could engage in a collaborative 
conversation with each other. An exercise as this will not 
only have our students critically thinking about what they 
know about the world, but also know of the world. 


