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STORY: MY 
RESEARCH 
JOURNEY

1. Does spirituality belong in the 
classroom? 

2. What do teachers understand 
spirituality to be?

3. How do children experience and 
express spirituality? 

4. How can spirituality be supported in 
the classroom? What are the teachers 
doing?

5. How can we teach teachers how to 
teach spiritually? 
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DOES SPIRITUALITY BELONG 
IN THE CLASSROOM?

MAKING THE CASE
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ASKING IN-
SERVICE 
TEACHERS

• “Within the classroom, we are looking at children to ponder those 
still unanswered questions, those deep thoughts that really linger 
and raise right or wrong answers […] we work on getting them to 
really ponder those unanswered questions, getting them to have 
those dialogues and make them consider alternate views of 
thinking about the world, your place in the world, your role in the 
world and all those interconnected relationships.” (Helen) (Mata, 
2012, p. 242)

• “I do believe spirituality can be achieved in the classroom through 
a brief daily moment of silence/reflection. By giving special 
attention to one’s own self, breathing pattern, and/or thoughts, 
children can subconsciously connect with their inner being.” 
(Roberta) (Mata, 2014, p. 118)
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UNDERSTANDING 
OUR 
CONSTITUTIONAL 
CONSTRAINTS
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WHAT DO TEACHERS 
UNDERSTAND SPIRITUALITY 

TO BE?
REDEFINING SPIRITUALITY FROM A SECULAR PERSPECTIVE
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RELIGION vs. SPIRITUALITY

Mata-McMahon & Escarfuller, (submitted)

Religion: a set of beliefs and practices generally held by a human 
community, involving adherence to codified beliefs and rituals 
(Oxford Dictionary, 2005)

Spirituality: an innate human characteristic that allows us to relate 
and connect with the transcendent or higher power, beyond our 
minds and emotions, in order to feel part of something greater than 
ourselves (Bosacki, 2001; Hart, 2003; Lantieri, 2001; Miller, 2000; Myers & 
Myers, 1999)
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SPIRITUALITY AS 
DEFINED IN 
LITERATURE

Mata-McMahon & Escarfuller, (submitted)
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SECULAR 
SPIRITUALITY -
Connecting to 
spirit beyond 
religious confines

• Secular spirituality is the adherence to a spiritual 
philosophy without adherence to a religion. Secular 
spirituality emphasizes the personal growth and inner 
peace of the individual, rather than a relationship with 
the divine.

• Secular spirituality is composed of the search for 
meaning outside of a religious institution; it considers 
one's relationship with the self, others, nature, and 
whatever else one considers to be the ultimate. Often, 
the goal of secular spirituality is living happily and/or 
helping others.
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MY DEFINITION 
OF 
SPIRITUALITY

• Spirituality as an innate human potential or ability to 
be fully present in order to connect with ourselves, 
with others, and with the greater Other intangible 
beyond us, which some call the transcendent or the 
divine, and others refer to as energy or Spirit. This 
connection affords us the possibility to relate or be in 
relation with the spiritual realm, and move toward 
finding meaning and direction in life, and rediscover 
our purpose as human beings (Mata, 2015).
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IN-SERVICE 
EDUCATORS
DEFINITION OF 
SPIRITUALITY

• From a survey study conducted with 33 early 
childhood educators in the U.S., it was found that 
they have multilayered understanding of children’s 
spirituality and most commonly believe children’s 
spirituality includes building connections, practicing 
virtues, and making-meaning. To a lesser degree 
educators also mentioned God and religion, self-
awareness, mindfulness and presence, humanness and 
inner-feelings when describing children’s spirituality. 
(Mata-McMahon et al., 2020)
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HOW DO CHILDREN 
EXPERIENCE AND EXPRESS 

SPIRITUALITY?
FOUR KINDERGARTENERS
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CHILDREN’S 
SPIRITUALITY

Hay & Nye (2006)
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CHILDREN’S 
SPIRITUALITY

Tobin Hart (2003)

David Elkins (1998)
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CHILDREN’S 
SPIRITUALITY

Mata-McMahon (2019b., p. 228)
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HOW CAN SPIRITUALITY BE 
SUPPORTED IN THE 

CLASSROOM?
WHAT ARE THE TEACHERS DOING?
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WHAT THE 
TEACHERS ARE 
DOING

• From a survey study conducted with 33 early 
childhood educators in the U.S., it was found that:

• Creative expression

• Free play

• Engagement with nature

• Contemplative practices

• Building relationships

• Moral and character development

• Good examples

Mata-McMahon et al., 2018)

17



MS. 
ESCARFULLER’S
CLASSROOM
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EXISTING 
PROGRAMS TO 
SUPPORT 
SPIRITUALITY
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CHILDREN’S SPIRITUALITY – BOOKS
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HOW CAN WE TEACH 
TEACHERS HOW TO TEACH 

SPIRITUALLY?
INTRODUCING SPIRITUALITY THROUGH MEDITATION AND MINDFULNESS
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REDESIGNING THE 
ECE SEMINAR

• Course Redesign – EDUC 451/782 Internship Seminar in 
ECE (Fall 2019 and Fall 2020)

• Purpose: Spiritually support teacher candidates and the young children they 
teach. 

• Objectives: 
1. Students will learn and practice weekly meditation techniques to 

promote mindfulness.
2. Students will implement a Meditation Project with their students for 

two weeks to promote mindfulness. 
• Intervention:

1. One meditation technique a week, f2f and online (breath meditation, 
tension release, anchoring technique, bubble of light, unguided 
meditation with music, setting an intention, active/walking 
meditation, body scan, caring for yourself, mindful breathing, 
connecting with nature)

2. Assignment: Meditation Project (2 weeks with the children).
3. Pre and Post Survey.
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https://www.drjenmata.com/spirit-lab


ACTIVITY – DEFINING SPIRITUALITY

1. Using the materials provided respond to the following questions:
a. What does spirituality mean to you? 

b. How do you understand, feel, live and/or grow in your spirituality?

2. Be as creative as you want. You can write a poem, draw a picture, use symbols, and/or 
combine words and images. Feel free to embellish and include as many components to this 
piece as you see fit. Let the materials and medium help express yourself. If you need to 
move, take a break and come back to it, you may do that too. 

3. We will have 30 minutes to create this personal definition or our Spiritual Journey. 
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COHORT I – DEFINITION OF SPIRITUALITY 24



COHORT II – DEFINITION OF SPIRITUALITY
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RELEVANT 
PUBLICATIONS

PUBLISHED AND UPCOMING
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PUBLICATIONS SUBMITTED & UNDER REVIEW
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AN INVITATION
A SHIFT IN PARADIGM:  VISUALIZING OUR NORTH STAR
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LET’S VISUALIZE 
OUR NORTH STAR

• Meditation experience for visualization (10 mins)

Mata-McMahon & Escarfuller, (submitted)
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LET’S DO IT!
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