INTERCHAPTER THREE:*
THE WRITER’'S BREATH

Your practice is your laboratory.
—BKS lyengar, Light on Life

Om, shanti, shanti, shanti. (Om, peace, peace, peace)
—yoga mantra

To grow as a writer is to grow as a person.
—Student

“Alright, everyone knows what to do,” I say. “Be sure to sit up straight in
your chair and plant your feet firmly on the ground, letting that connection give
you a sense of stability and rootedness, like how you feel in tree pose.” Some
students shift with these words, but many remain still, already practicing the
attentiveness we've been cultivating over the past few weeks. They have learned
that being relaxed and being attentive are not separate states but can be coupled
for greater awareness, and they are using their bodies to achieve this harmony.

“Now, softly close your eyes,” I tell them, noting with pleasure that a hand-
ful of students had closed their eyes well before my verbal prompt. “Bring the
lids together, touching but not squeezing them, so you feel the horizon of your
sealed eyelids.”” With this action, let the pupils of your eyes begin to migrate
slowly toward the back of your head. Feel the release that gives you in your fore-
head.””® I look out and see my twenty writing students with their eyes closed,
waiting patiently for my next verbal cue to continue our classroom practice of
mindful breathing, also known as pranayama in the tradition of Iyengar yoga.

“Scan your body for tension and release it. Allow your shoulders to drop
away from your neck and observe your tongue. If it is pressed up onto the roof
of your mouth, relax it down onto the floor of your mouth. Let the inner walls
of your throat soften and spread away from one another, so you feel the hallway
of your throat becoming wider and wider. Tune your ears inward, and begin to
listen to the sound of your own breath.” For a few moments, I pause to relax and
listen to my inhalations and exhalations, collecting my thoughts and readying
myself for today’s lesson and our imminent class discussion. With some effort, I
let go of everything beyond the present moment of sitting in front of this class,
my eyes closed, breathing with my students. As I hear our breaths mingle, I feel
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bonded to my students and peaceful, removed from the rush of morning meet-
ings and lesson planning that began my day.

“Pay attention to your breath, the inhalations and the exhalations, without
trying to change them,” I say after a long pause without opening my eyes. “Now,
based on how you are feeling today, choose which breath is right for you. If you
are tired, work on our three-part inhalation, sharply inhaling to your lower,
middle, then upper ribs. Pause after each inhale and once you reach the top
ribs, release your breath in a steady exhale. If you are stressed and anxious, begin
to deepen your exhalations, so they become longer than your inhalations. See
your inhalations as “small” and your exhalations as “big.” You can try inhaling
for three slow counts and exhaling for five slow counts, if this helps. If you are
feeling fairly balanced already, simply concentrate on smoothing out your inha-
lations and exhalations, making them soft and quiet.”

“Allow your inhalations to give you energy and your exhalations to expel
all the worries and stresses of your day. Find peace in your breath.” I look for
peace in my own breath as I give students a few moments to find a similar calm
in themselves before guiding us back to regular breathing. “Let your breathing
return to normal, but keep it smooth and calm. Keeping your eyes closed, pay
attention to your feelings of peace, awareness and steadiness. Resolve to carry
these into the rest of your day. The peace you feel now is yours to return to at any
point; you just have to remember it and work toward it once again. Similarly,
if you have found focus and awareness now, you can find them again within.”

I end the breathing exercise by asking my students to invoke a goal they are
ready to embody: “Now, take a minute to set an intention for yourself. Your in-
tention could be grounded in the learning goals you have for our class or for all
of your classes. It may even encompass your social and academic lives. What do
you hope to accomplish today or this week as a writer and a learner?” I am silent
as I set my own intention and let students set theirs.

“Now that you have set it, remember to revisit your intention later today and
later this week. Use it as a guide for your behavior and a checkpoint for yourself.
When you are ready, slowly open your eyes.” I ask my students to freewrite for
a few minutes as a way to continue our observation of quiet mindfulness and
to begin directly applying it to our writing. In her freewrite, Megan questions
the form of her developing essay on body image dilemmas for young, female
athletes; she isn’t happy with the argument she has produced. She writes of her
intention to listen to her “gut” regarding what changes she needs to make to
her essay’s form instead of too easily allowing other readers to sway her choices,
a problem she has documented before. Johnny sets an intention to find a cen-
tral focus to his wandering thoughts, to put them “inside one of these focused
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breaths,” and Adam promises himself the freedom to explore his ideas instead of
just sticking with the first one he has. Adam notes that this is a social goal too
since he tends to be stubborn in his writing as well as in his daily living. After a
moment to find our voices, we begin the day’s lesson with renewed energy and
focus, plunging into our classroom work with mindfulness.

HARMONIZING BREATHING AND WRITING

I share a version of guided pranayama—the Sanskrit term for our meditative,
focused breathing practice—I've used in my writing courses in order to provoke
new ideas about how we might engage students’ writing bodies in our classes
and attend to the meaning potential of feeling. Western conceptions of the body
have often devalued and dismissed our feeling flesh. Tompkins’ early call in Me
and My Shadow to embrace the personal and embodied dimensions of our writ-
ing and her entreaty for us to give up the pretense of the disembodied and im-
personal voice in our writing and accept the real body, “the human frailty of the
speaker ... his emotions, his history” that supports the writing persona as well
as the “moment of intercourse with the reader—acknowledgement of the other
person’s presence, feelings, needs” (1987, p. 175) have since led to treatises on
embodied pedagogy, including Hindman’s Making Writing Matter and, recent-
ly, Kazan’s Dancing Bodies in the Classroom and Fleckenstein’s Embodied Lit-
eracies. Recent attempts to consider the writer’s materiality haven’t always taken
a global perspective, however, and have consequently remained silent on one of
the most viable ways of attending to the somatics of learning and the physicality
of writing: contemplative education. Drawing on an over 2,500 year-old history
of Eastern contemplative traditions, contemplative education approaches the
learner holistically, as a body-heart-mind, and utilizes contemplative practice to
transform traditional curricula. As such, contemplative pedagogies offer writing
studies concrete methods of engaging the body in education and a means of
developing writers’ mindful awareness of themselves and others as I assert in
previous chapters. Because of their ability to help students become contextual
thinker-actors and creative global citizens, contemplative approaches to learning
are rapidly growing in higher education (see, for instance, Simmer-Brown &
Grace, 2011).

In our own field, Moffett was an early adopter of contemplative education,
before it was even labeled as such, when he argued that “[w]riting and meditating
are naturally allied activities” (1982, p. 231). Despite growing academic interest
in contemplative education, few within writing studies have followed Moffett’s
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early inquiries, even as university culture becomes more and more permeated by
contemplative practice and education, what Zajonc calls the “silent revolution”
of higher education (2010, p. 91). This book has been organized around an ef-
fort to explore what kind of revolution contemplative education might bring to
writing studies. As I have outlined it, this so-called revolution might be summed
up by the term I coined in my introduction to explain the shift that occurs when
we ask students to engage in contemplative pedagogies: the embodied imagi-
nation. I have highlighted the consequences of becoming embodied imaginers
in my chapters as I explored how we might help students reclaim the mean-
ing-making potential of their bodies in both Chapter and Interchapter One.
In the second interchapter and chapter pair, I argued that seeing writing as an
embodied process and approaching student writers as writing yogis means that
we must approach the learning process differently too, and that conceptions of
situated knowledge can help us to do so. Not only does situated knowledge shift
our thinking from personal/social binaries to a more inclusive and connected
picture of knowledge-making, it also helps us respect the qualities of transfor-
mative openness and metacognitive insight developed by contemplative learning
and knowing. In this final interchapter, I will conclude my exploration of the
embodied imagination as a product of contemplative pedagogy by continuing
what I started in Chapter Three: looking at how the embodied heuristic of feel-
ing can help students become more reflective and generative writers.

As I've noted earlier, while I could go to any contemplative tradition to trans-
form my classes, I have chosen to use yoga to help teach my students rhetorical
awareness and mindfulness of living and learning. It is a commonplace among
contemplative educators that individual instructors must choose the practices
that guide our pedagogies based on our own practices and interests. My opening
points to the ways I intend to use this chapter to further explore an integrated yo-
ga-writing pedagogy that teaches students to embody the writing process with the
breath. I am drawn to yoga (which includes the exercises of postures, meditation,
and focused, meditative breathing), because it is, like composition, a praxis or
an applied philosophy. Because it is a practice of doing, much like writing, yoga
harmonizes well with the tenor of writing rhetorics. From this convergence, I will
argue that developing writers “emotional flexibility” by teaching them to engage
their feeling bodies through the practice of pranayama, or meditative, controlled
breathing, can not only enrich their felt experience of the writing process and the
physical ease and comfort with which they write but can also attune them to the
materiality of knowledge making. Students who use pranayama as a regular com-
posing ritual begin to appreciate the body as a site of learning and understand
writing as a somatic experience that occurs with and through the flesh.
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I will explore how students who self-consciously engage in these embodied
writing practices develop, in turn, a greater metacognitive awareness of the writ-
ing process, reflected in their writings abour writing. “Contemplative practices
are metacognitive attention-training ... research on learning establishes that since
meditation is metacognitive it supports ideal learning” (Repetti, 2010, p. 13).
Since yoga promotes metacognition, it follows that dramatic gains can be seen in
writing yogi’s writing about writing, a space ripe for the display of their thinking
and reflecting. In other words, as students breathe their way into writing, they
place new value on observing the writing process as it unfolds, documenting
and analyzing the felt experience of composing, which helps them become more
generative and reflective writers. Particularly, students’ increased mindfulness
and flexibility results in developed focus and advanced coping mechanisms to
deal with the negative emotions of the writing process. Because these emotions
are most likely to shut down the writing process and encourage our students’
procrastination, which can hinder the development of their thinking and their
drafts, we have a responsibility to attend to student emotion in our classrooms,
as [ argued in Chapter Three.

To give sufficient space to students’ vocalizations of their feeling bodies, as
represented in the reflective, metacognitive writings they produced during our
class, like my other two interchapters, I will not focus primarily on students’
final products. Instead, in the pages that follow I am most interested in students’
attitudes and approaches toward the process of writing and how these change
when they self-consciously embody their writing practices. Yoga teaches us that
being on the path is what is important; the focus is always on the practice of a
pose, a meditation or a breathing sequence, and not simply the outcome. Even
so, there will be organic moments where students’ reflections will lead me to
their papers if only to underscore their changing ideas about writing. As will
become clear, students’ own reflective writings serve as a testimony that a focus
on process doesn’t preclude an interest in the texts our students produce.

While my opening depicts a healthy practice of pranayama, one easily ac-
cepted by my writing students and myself, this wasn’t always so. When I started
these breathing exercises with my students, I felt guilty. I worried that our breath
work would compromise our time to complete the day’s work. I was already
devoting class time to teaching various yoga asanas, or postures, and adding
another element seemed like it might encroach too much upon our learning
routine. Even though I was committed to integrating the contemplative prac-
tices of yoga in my classroom, I didn’t want my students to “lose” anything for
the sake of their inclusion. So at first, I kept a close eye on my watch and tried
to take attendance while I guided my students through their focused breathing.
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This multitasking seemed to validate any time “lost.” However, it problemati-
cally relied on a banking model of learning that implicitly valued multiplying
skills over changing attitudes and also encouraged a rather hapless application of
mindfulness—one that ignored the irony of attempting to cultivate awareness
of the present moment by dividing my attention rather than focusing it. If I
couldn’t stop multitasking, what right did I have to ask students to? Was my
move to take attendance while engaging them in pranayama any better than
their attempts to watch TV or check Facebook while writing assignments for our
class? Just as my students were slowly convinced of the effectiveness of mindful
breathing through continued efforts, our classroom breathing gradually taught
me the importance using contemplative practices in transformative as opposed
to additive ways.

I was already witnessing a transformation of the learning culture of my class-
room due to our practice. Breathing with my students was organically changing
the pace of my teaching from a sometimes-frantic push to just-get-one-more-les-
son-learned-reading-completed-writing-workshop-done to a more balanced and
measured tempo. While I still felt the urge to push forward as the semester rolled
along like a rock down a hill, I was learning the difference between acknowledg-
ing the presence of these urges and acting on them—much as I have learned to
label my thoughts as thoughts in order to put them aside during my personal
practice of sitting meditation. Indeed, the whole class seemed to adjust to our
measured pace by more frequently entertaining silence as a strategy for thinking.

I often noticed my students, perhaps in part following my lead, pausing to
reflect over ideas in comfortable, thoughtful silence. The silence that character-
ized our breathing exercises was spilling over into our other classroom practices,
such as the discussions upon which I build my lessons. When I was quick to
push students to talk before they were ready, they would often correct my lack
of mindfulness with the simple query, “Can you give us a moment to think
about this?” That this question was even directed to me by my students showed
a growing into engaged silence and a newfound respect for it in our classroom;
these queries were rarely, if ever, posed by students in my classes where such
mindful breathing was not a part. Pranayama, it seemed, was teaching us all how
important reflective, quiet thinking was in the writing classroom—and it was
reminding me how infrequently such “active” silence is allowed to reign. Before
bringing yoga and breathing to bear on the process of teaching writing, it didn’t
occur to me that students might need to be taught how to create generative and
reflective silence within the space of our classroom, a kind of silence I value in
my own writing process. This is a kind of silence students don't often enter-
tain—Tlargely because they don't have to since their teachers, peers or iPods easily
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fill in the void with voice. To construct a simple binary between the silence of
mindfulness and the mindless voices of digital technology is not what I am after,
but the increased volume and pace of our lives and, thus, classrooms is certainly
ever the more reason to find means of refocusing on the present moment and
reducing distractions, especially when we are engaged in the process of writing.

Since the beginning of that first semester of bringing pranayama into my
classroom, I have come to see time for reflective silence and breathing during
class time as equal in value to our time for discussion or in-class writing, and I
participate as fully as I can while still prompting my students.” Mindful breath-
ing and practiced silence, in other words, have become part of the work of my
writing classroom, reminding me and my students how important it is for writ-
ers to cultivate a habit of reflection and a writing life characterized by awareness
if we hope to use the writing process not only to communicate but also to learn
about ourselves and the world in which we live. The attentive awareness that
pranayama fosters applies equally to the goals of mindful living and also mindful
writing, the kind of writing that can support an education vested in the princi-
ples of social justice and feminist pedagogy. It also helps create a strong contem-
plative foundation when paired with the “yoga for writers” practices I outlined
in Interchapter Two.

EMOTIONAL FLEXIBILITY

Daniel Goleman is perhaps the best-known popular theorist of emotions
in education and the workplace. Of great interest to educators are Goleman’s
theories of emotional intelligence, defined as “master[y of ] the emotional realm”
(1995, p. xiii). In his book, Emotional Intelligence, Goleman claims lineage from
Howard Gardner’s theories of multiple intelligences but faults Gardner for fo-
cusing on cognitive elements in his categories to the exclusion of feelings. Go-
leman describes emotional intelligence, calling it a subset of Gardner’s person-
al intelligences, as an individual’s awareness of her own and others’ emotions
toward the ends of self-control and the management of emotional encounters
with others (1995, p. xiii). To prove the importance of emotional intelligence,
Goleman spends much time working through case scenarios to highlight the
benefits of addressing emotional abilities in the workplace and in education. He
believes emotional intelligence acts a corollary to IQ so that while the latter is
seemingly out of our control, working to “master the emotional realm” (1995,
p. xiii) provides “a better chance to use whatever intellectual potential the genet-
ic lottery may have given to [us]” (1995, p. xii). Within Goleman’s economic
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model, focused on traditional understandings of success in work and school,
emotions become a skill of the capitalist who seeks to profit as much from his
financial relationships as his personal ones.

While widely popular, Goleman’s term is too problematic for inclusion in
contemplative writing pedagogy. First, although he admits that the emotional
and the rational often work together in harmony, Goleman ultimately sees them
as “two minds” that work as “semi-independent faculties” (1995, p. 9), which
problematically gives the impression that comprehension can sometimes be de-
void of emotion. This separation stands in stark contrast to a contemplative
understanding of emotion as an organic form of our body’s energy so that we
can no more stop feeling than cease breathing (Iyengar, 2005, p. 82). Second,
Goleman’s theory tends to ignore difference and focuses more on promoting
assimilation in a cookie-cutter, male-dominated world. His is a world of capi-
talists seeking to gain as much ground as possible, which unfortunately reduces
emotional intelligence to the level of a commodity. Here, gender is ignored, of-
ten along with other factors of situatedness including class and race. Positioned
within patriarchal capitalism, Goleman’s term lacks attention to difference and
diversity and is fixated on singular self-control of emotions, which are in turn
feminized; he thereby constructs emotional intelligence as a site of masculinized
social control where the gains lie in “creating ‘smooth’ and efhicient worker rela-
tions” (Boler, 1999, p. 61).

In my last chapter, I introduced emotional flexibility as a means of approach-
ing the work of feeling in contemplative pedagogy. Here, I suggest we trade
talk of emotional intelligence for emotional flexibility. Goleman’s term tends
to denigrate emotional awareness to the level of a commodity, which can be
deployed for capitalist gains. Because it refuses lineage from such troubled terms
and springs instead from a tradition of yogic mindfulness that parallels feminist
theories of connected and situated knowing, emotional flexibility is more hope-
ful and is self-conscious of embodied difference. Unlike emotional intelligence,
which works within a genetic range bestowed upon us by fate or divine will (Go-
leman, 1999, p. xii), I approach emotional flexibility as a skill that can be culti-
vated, taught and learned—ijust as flexibility is taught and developed in the yoga
studio. Indeed, by utilizing contemplative acts like pranayama as writing tools,
my students grow to become writing yogis of their thoughts and emotions. That
is, our classroom practice of mindful breathing helps my students develop emo-
tional flexibility they can use to become more generative and reflective writers
who are strong and resilient in the face of negative emotions and thoughtful and
compassionate in their attempts to understand and utilize the meaning potential
of feeling in their composing processes.
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Our feelings, whether inspired by the ideas and memories about which we
are writing, generated by the writing process itself, or produced by our body’s
responses and organic intelligence, energize our writing. I like how Iyengar, puts
it: “The very word, inspiration, meaning both to breathe in and to grasp a feeling
in the form of an idea, expresses the way the brain is charged during inhalation”
and reminds us of the body’s role in meaning creation (2005, p. 75). Iyengar
accounts for what we might call felt knowledge after Sandra Perl’s exploration
of felt sense, or the “body’s knowledge before it’s articulated in words” (2004, p.
1). If Iyengar accounts for the ways invention is embodied, he does so by linking
breath and emotion. According to yoga, focusing on the breath, prana or life
force and energy, makes us attentive to our feelings (and thus able to reshape
them). A focus on prana also stabilizes our mind by bringing it back into dia-
logue with our body, connecting us to the rest of the material world, in turn. In
the simplest terms, prana situates us. And because prana is never still but rather
flows between all material objects, this situatedness is dynamic. The very act of
inhalation confuses boundaries between self and environment, insisting on an
interrelatedness of all matter. Inhalation, therefore, literally opens us to new
possibilities and ways of being and thinking that are in constant flux, teaching us
patience in the face of change. Like catching our breath outside on a windy day
or grappling with the evolution of meaning over the course of successive writing
drafts, we must learn to be responsive to our ever-changing environments.

If situated knowledge, at its best, is attuned to the ways our social and mate-
rial placement locates us in the world in particular ways, then pranayama, or the
practice of focused breathing and awareness, represents how we both surrender
ourselves to our environments and how we also exert ourselves on these environ-
ments as we filter them through our bodies, changing them and ourselves. By
the deceptively simple act of breathing, then, my students learn to embody and
enact the reflective and reflexive inquiry at the heart of the embodied imagina-
tion and to apply this to their own writing processes. As embodied imaginers,
students join the social, emotional and bodily dimensions of knowing and of
making meaning. Approaching feeling through the contemplative means that
we understand it as, in part, sensational, a slowing heartbeat and steady hands, as
well as emotive and conceptual, such as feelings of peacefulness and receptivity
for the upcoming discussion and lesson.

Flexibility is the ability to bend without breaking; similarly, when applied to
our emotions, it is the ability to balance the weight of our emotional responses
and the need to accommodate others’. Yogis can only stretch as far as they can
maintain balance; stretching without minding our own positioning will cause us
to fall over. Mindful breathing helps us become aware of this need for balance
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and can teach us how to attain it through our bodies and exercise it in our men-
tal and physical activities. To find this balance, or to become emotionally flexi-
ble, we must learn to pair the movements of extension and expansion. Iyengar
explains that extension requires attending to our inner space and expansion re-
quires reaching out toward others and the unknown (2005, pp. 33-34). The
literal core of both acts is the center.

Respiration is a prime example of the coupling of extension and expansion,
learned at the level of our bodies. During inhalation, our lungs expand and we
bring the outside world into our body, allowing it to affect us, often in ways we
may not initially predict. As we take in a breath, we literally and metaphorically
take in and process the new, or that which we label as “other” because it exists
outside of ourselves. If “[i]nhalation engulfs the whole body, expanding from
center to periphery” (Iyengar, 2005, p. 75), then extension occurs in turn: “[d]
uring exhalation, the tide recedes, drawing back toward the center” (Iyengar,
2005, pp. 75-76). For as we exhale, we move inward to our center, refocusing on
the self, even as that self has been changed and shaped by the new breath circu-
lating within our inner body until it too is released and the process begins again.

Mindful breathing, or pranayama, becomes a practice and a tool for teach-
ing emotional flexibility in the writing classroom because it asks writers to pay
attention to how the body feels and what the body does in order to develop
writing habits that apply the strength and flexibility of the yogi to the writing
process. Simply put, flexibility is achieved when writers can practice both self/
inner- and other/outer- directedness and balance the two moves in their com-
positions and their composing processes. Here, the body is used as a hinge for
new ways of thinking about writing and new ways of doing writing, or actually
engaging in the process of composing. Instead of brains in vats, student writers
in this paradigm are best understood as writing yogis, as body-heart-minds who
use their physical beings as writing laboratories, or as lived sites for the practice
and research of the writing and meaning-making process (enacting the expecta-
tion invoked in my epigraph). Mindful breathing thereby becomes an integral
practice for instructors who want to forward embodied writing pedagogies that
seek to rejoin the meaning-making potential of both thinking and feeling as they
come together in the physical writing body. Imagining and enacting writing as a
situated and embodied process by attending to the breath specifically invites stu-
dents to think about how the body is integral to the composing process and how
the relationship between thought and emotion shapes the tapestries of words
and meanings writers create.

Emotional flexibility becomes a viable alternative to other pedagogical con-
cepts of emotion as it authorizes feeling at the same time it considers those
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feelings in the context of outside perspectives, ambiguity and possibility. Indeed,
traditional models of inquiry and critical analysis can be made stronger by being
coupled with feminist acts of emotional flexibility. Too often the structure of
“claim plus reasons” that rules academic argument seeks a kind of hollow closure
and encourages our students to “play it safe” with surface-level topics that may
or may not complicate, challenge or confirm embodied beliefs and values. Just as
often there remains little room for students to explore ideas threatening to their
identities, which are tied deeply to embodied beliefs and feelings. Within femi-
nist contemplative pedagogies, however, emotion becomes not simply a subject
of critical inquiry, but a process of inquiry itself. Teaching students to trace in
their writing the entanglement of situated feeling and thinking and encouraging
the development of emotional flexibility may prompt them to entertain new
viewpoints seriously without the threat having to divorce from their flesh by
capitulating to expert ideas or uncritically staying rooted in their own.

Even if it isn’t standard practice to pay attention to the breath during the
writing process, understanding meditative mindfulness as a primer for the learn-
ing process isn't as esoteric as it may have been even a few years ago. With the
proliferation of yoga retreats for writers and the rise of contemplative education
and organizations that promote mindful pedagogies in higher education such as
the Center for the Contemplative Mind in Society, many educators have accept-
ed the ways contemplation and mindfulness practice, such as meditation and
pranayama (which is a kind of meditation focused on the breath rather than on
a mantra), can be successfully deployed as part of a holistic learning process that
links the body and the mind. Appreciating the breath “as it is” while learning to
direct its energies toward where one wants it to be is pragmatic in the writing
classroom, in particular, because it teaches students that they must start where
they are, or that acknowledging their present reality is necessary to move forward
toward new embodied imaginings which unify the body’s desires and the mind’s
energies. On the page, these paired actions represent a fusion of the critical and
the creative that characterizes the most socially-viable and personally-fulfilling
kinds of writing our students can produce. Teaching mindfulness through the
breath cultivates an environment of well-being that benefits teachers too. As
Repetti notes, “[t]he professor who meditated with students is supporting not
only her students but herself against teacher burnout and other ills that threaten
motivation on a daily basis” (2010, p. 11).
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WORKING TOWARD EMOTIONAL FLEXIBILITY

Encouraging students to approach their writing processes as embodied
through the practice of pranayama, known to target the subtle body of emotions
in yoga, helps them attend to their physical and emotional responses to writing.
Mindfulness starts, after all, with the practice of paying close attention, a skill
we deem necessary for successful writing. While we already insist writers apply
such attentiveness to their subject matter, using the skills of close reading and
analysis, we might also include increased awareness of the feeling body as the
writing subject and the material origin of meaning. One way to respect the body
as an epistemic origin is to become more aware of and responsive to our feelings
as writers—“gut’/ ideational, psychological and physiological.*® Pranayama asks
writers to develop this corporeal orientation and trains them to attend to feeling
via the breath.

Flexibility is literally the ability to bend without breaking; similarly, when
applied to our emotions it is the ability to balance the weight of our emotional
response and the need to accommodate others’. Yogis can only stretch as far as
they can maintain balance; stretching without minding our own positioning will
cause us to fall over. Likewise, I previously qualified emotional flexibility by in-
sisting it included two complementary skills that encouraged equal application
of reaching within and without in order to maintain harmony between balance
and stretching. Here, I argue that the practice of mindful breathing engages
student writers in and brings them through the paired skills of emotional flexi-
bility, extension and expansion, which I developed in my last chapter. In Light
on Life, Iyengar explains that extension requires attending to our inner space, or
our center, and expansion requires reaching out from our center toward others
and the unknown. The literal core of both acts is the center; extension moves
inward to the center and expansion moves outward from the center (Iyengar,
2005, pp. 33-34).

These acts of emotional flexibility, needed to engage in an embodied rhe-
torical process, share much with what feminist Nira Yuval-Davis has recently
called the “rooting” and “shifting” functions of transversal politics. Yuval-Davis
credits feminists in Bologna, Italy for the cultivation of this democratic, feminist
political practice based on three interlocking concepts: standpoint theory’s re-
minder that because differing viewpoints produce varying bodies of knowledge,
any one body of knowledge is essentially unfinished; that even those who are
positioned similarly may not share the same values or identifications; and that
notions of equality need not be replaced by respect for difference but can be
used to encompass difference (Yuval-Davis, 1999, pp. 1-2). What I like about
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Yuval-Davis’ terms, “rooting” and “shifting” is their bent toward movement and
their reflection of the skills of flexibility and awareness I approach from a yogic
mindset. From Italian feminists Yuval-Davis introduces the concept of rooting
as a reflexive knowledge of [one’s] own positioning and identity” and shifting as
“put[ing] [ourselves] in the situation of those with whom [we] are in dialogue
and who are different” (Yuval-Davis, 1999, p. 3). Extension and expansion are
the writing yogi’s terms for rooting and shifting; flexibility is only achieved when
we can practice both self/inner- and other/outer- directedness. That these acts
are recursive and complementary insists on the importance of first understand-
ing ourselves by locating our center so that an acceptance of where we are at any
given moment is necessary to reach out toward the new.

This kind of centering isn’t solipsistic since the very process of rooting in our
center teaches us to shift toward an outside world of which we recognize we are
a part, connected by our very materiality. This is because yoga sees all matter,
prakrti, including that which makes up the body and the mind, as connected,
exchanging dualities between body/ mind and self/other for a much more com-
plicated understanding of intersubjectivity and connected beingness. From this
viewpoint, acts of both extension and expansion are situated within a personal
body but teach this body to be simultaneously inner-directed and outer-directed
as it becomes aware of its connected nature by drawing within and reaching
without. The emotional flexibility created by honing the skills of extension and
expansion realize Haraway’s behest that “[w]e need to learn in our bodies ... to
name where we are and are not, in dimensions of mental and physical space we
hardly know how to name” (1991c¢, p. 190) and may begin to name these spac-
es. These terms are also reflective of feminist themes of empowerment in ways a
traditional vocabulary of emotions in education are not.

Mindfulness of and concentration on the breathing process can teach stu-
dents valuable, practical lessons they can immediately apply to their writing. As
we breathe, my students and I become more balanced in body and heart as well
as in mind. Equanimity within the paradigm of mindfulness is best understood
as a compassionate and balanced response, a meeting of extension and expan-
sion, not an absence of feeling. Mindful breathing teaches students to embody
this process of rooting in the center and shifting from the center, creating within
them emotional flexibility they can apply to their writing. Receptivity and root-
edness, like inhalation and exhalation, are parts of a whole process, necessary in
equal measure for balance. Mindfulness of and concentration on the breathing
process can teach students valuable, practical lessons they can immediately apply
to their writing. In particular, students learn through our breathing exercises
that effective writing sessions begin with responsiveness to their current feelings,
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which may position them as more self- or other-centered at any given moment.
Only they can target which of our breaths will balance their emotional states,
which is why the choice of breath documented at the start of this essay is so
important. On an immediate and instrumental level, the choice of breath gives
students a reason to become aware of their current energy level as well as how
this relates to their receptiveness to the writing process. Students realize that
they are faced with writing deadlines to begin drafting a new essay regardless of
how energized they feel after a full day of classes and welcome ways of revving
up their energy levels, no matter how atypical these methods may seem at first.
As students begin to embody the lessons learned through mindful breathing to
their thinking about writing, this developed equanimity translates into a more
open engagement with outside sources and alternate viewpoints.

For instance, when the class I follow in my opening narration first atctempted
pranayama together, many students assumed that they were anxious simply be-
cause they were in class, so they used longer exhalations to calm themselves. They
chose their breath based on what they anticipated feeling as opposed to listening
to their bodies. As a result of using calming breaths when they were more tired
than anxious, some of my students complained of sleepiness after our inaugural
pranayama practice. As my student Johnny stated, “I found the breathing calm-
ing and relaxing, but almost too much to the point where I was lulled to sleep.
I came out of the exercise feeling relaxed, but also with a strong urge to go to
sleep.” After a few more attempts, Johnny learned to “check in” with his feelings
before choosing a breathing pattern. He noted in his blog that he stopped using
long exhalations by default and began, instead, to analyze his feelings and scan
his body. Johnny started working with the three-part inhalation to create energy
and, therefore, engagement with his environment; after listening to his body,
he found that was what he most needed. In navigating the consequences of his
choice, Johnny learned two lessons: first, that he needs to pay attention to his
body if he hopes to be an effective learner and writer, and second, that under-
standing and navigating his feelings is part of the work he must complete to this
end. His breath became a means for these recognitions.

Johnny’s experiences should also remind us that remaining open to new
ideas is a task a peacefully attentive mind can handle with greater acuity than
a foggy, sleepy one. Johnny’s classmate, Ryan, reiterated this conclusion in his
blog, stating that the three-part energetic breathing, “gives me ideas for writ-
ing, or simply refreshes me after hours of writing. After [breathing] breaks, I
feel energized and usually have better ideas more readily than before breaks.”
Ryan links these “better ideas” to “the positive energy ... the deep inhalations
did give me .... Now I'm not going to lie to you, it wasn’t a miracle cure. I
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didn’t suddenly burst out full of energy, ready to conquer the world. But it
did help.” While not a “miracle” this “positive energy” was indeed a motivator.
Ryan called up energy through his breath, channeling prana to give him the
excitement, endurance and ideas he needed for writing.

In his comments, Ryan is likely referring to the effects of physiological
coherence, which has been shown to result from contemplative practices like
meditative breathing. “Correlates of physiological coherence include a regular
heart rhythm, decreased sympathetic nervous system activation and increased
parasympathetic activity and increased heart-brain synchronization (the brain’s
alpha rhythms become more synchronized to the heartbeat” (Schoner & Kelso,
1988; Tiller, McCraty & Atkinson, 1996; quoted in Hart, 2004, p. 31). In oth-
er words, the effects of the physiological coherence brought on by pranayama
include the calming energy of focus as opposed to the jittery energy of caffeine
since attentive breathing harmonizes the body and drops levels of anxiety. As
Ryan’s and Johnny’s testimony highlights, students often begin to appreciate pra-
nayama from an practical orientation rather than a philosophical one; the energy
that mindful breathing gives them is a quality of our practice they value imme-
diately—once hooked by practicality, deeper meanings have time to take root.

For instance, as Johnny’s corporeal awareness grew as a result of practicing
pranayama, he realized along with Ryan how breathing could not only help him
monitor his states of feeling, but how it could also help him reshape those feel-
ings. Johnny began to question the role of his entire body during our breathing
exercises and after a few weeks, he relates increasing success in using pranayama
as a writing ritual to how receptive he is to his full being and not only his breath
while performing it:

As we continued to practice the breathing exercises my goal
has been to channel the exercises into becoming relaxed and
energized at the same time. While I tried to adhere to all the
instructions of the breathing, ... I found myself still coming
out the exercise more sleepy than I had entered .... With the
last two practices I have felt myself become more and more
relaxed and at the same time energized during the class exer-
cise. I think I can attribute it to paying particular attention
to my posture during the breaths .... Before I think I would
allow myself to unintentionally slouch, or relax in the chair,
contributing to my continued sleepiness from the morning.
While focusing extra on my posture, I think I have been able
to gain more from the exercise .... Writing after, I not only
felt relaxed, I felt balanced.
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My student’s comment about posture is important for the ways it links the
breath, body and mind together as they form his states of receptivity and root-
edness. In slumped postures that allow the body to turn inward, Johnny found
himself feeling so rooted he wanted to distance himself entirely from his envi-
ronment through sleep. But when he concentrated on opening his body while
focusing on breaths that continued this action, he felt energized and more con-
nected to the community of our classroom and receptive to the learning process.
These actions can explain why he feels a sense of emotional balance that he can
take into the writing process after our practice.

As his teacher, I could see the effects of Johnny’s growing mindfulness taking
place in his blogs. Johnny’s blogs at the beginning of the semester, those that
correlate with a breathing practice that drew him further inward, were much
more focused on pleasing himself as a writer. For instance, he states in these his
intention of “getting out [his] true thoughts” as a writer and learning to have “no
reservations about what I am writing.” Later, as he attunes himself to his body
and learns better emotional balance, Johnny’s blogs contain more interest in
audience and state his attempts to make his papers “easier to read for the reader”
while still remaining interesting to him. While some of these growing concerns
may be attributable to the workshops and peer reviews that were a part of our
class, Johnny is also certainly embodying new attitudes about writing that grew
as a result of composing with pranayama.

By the conclusion of our course, these lessons of balance and harmony per-
meated not only students’ practical applications of the breathing exercises but
also the ways they thought about the writing process. In a final class reflection,
Mark noted that prior to our class he was reticent to open up to others. Mark
isn’t referring to shyness but rather a self-confessed inability to deeply listen to
his classmates and to reflect on their differing viewpoints. He accounts for the
new openness he felt at the conclusion of our course as an effect of his embodied
awareness of the writing process developed through breathing exercises that en-
gaged him in the acts of expansion toward others alongside extension toward his
center.’’ Mark notes, “I can sense that in some ways I've grown more open ....
Yoga and breathing meditation have helped my focus and made me more open.
Hopefully both have made me a better, more intelligent person.” The growth my
student accounts for is holistic; in learning to balance his writing body and the
outside world, he has grown flexible enough to respect his own ideas as well as
to remain open to his audience and environment. The flexibility learned through
yoga thus “becomes more than a physical attribute; it is transformed into a living
metaphor” (Cohen, 2006-2007, p. 15). Mark senses that this growth is a gain
for his “intelligence” which would give greater authority to his writing as well as
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his ezhos, making him a “better” person and therefore, we can conclude, a more
believable and persuasive writer.

What is interesting in Mark’s reflection is his simultaneous attention to his
developed “focus” on the self and the writing task at hand as well as his openness
to others and foreign ideas. By noting both together, my student is actualizing
the complementariness of extension and expansion. That he goes on to state in
the same blogged reflection, “The learning that has occurred so far this semester
because of our practice [of yoga and writing] has driven me to not take ideas and
experiences at face value,” testifies that he applied the lessons from our breathing
practice to his writing. The strongest writing Mark produces, according to his
blog, dialogues his “own ways” of being with “new ways of thinking.”

Mark embodied this discovery with his final class paper, which he chose
to write about deviance on campus. In his first draft, he argued that while
underage drinking was an activity in which many college students participat-
ed, students who abstained would not be automatically socially ostracized for
their decision. He spoke from his own experience of occasionally abstaining at
parties when he had a big test the following day (he drank at other times). In
talking with classmates about his ideas however, Mark encountered another
student who passionately disagreed with him since she had indeed felt excluded
because of her decision to abstain entirely from underage drinking. While Mark
entered my class disdaining the practice of peer review because he felt his peers
could in no way help him write a better draft, by the end of our class he sought
out an interview with the student who disagreed and, without my prompting,
used her as a source in his paper. He also asked me if the two of them could
peer review with each other (I usually assigned pairs). Mark’s final draft was a
powerful mediation between his original arguments and his classmates’” dissent-
ing opinions. In it, he included his classmates” opinion that he didn’t encounter
ostracization when abstaining because he was already accepted as a “drinker”
in his social circles: “I discovered that the barrier [between my experience and
my classmate’s] ... was due to the bond alcohol creates between drinkers.” Led
by his breath, Mark didn’t simply learn the power of using experience as evi-
dence in his academic writing; he understood the necessity of analyzing his own
experiences and putting them in dialogue with others’ in order to build the
most socially- and personally-responsible knowledge, knowledge that respects
multiple “ways of being.” As this example illuminates, these acts of emotional
flexibility are metacognitive acts, acts of thinking about thinking, about writing
and about being in the world.

Of course, for some students learning to take in less from the outside is cru-
cial to their development of balance as writers. These students have overextended
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themselves in the past by being too receptive, causing them to lose their center as
writers. These are the students that plead with us to read their ideas and tell them
if they are “right” and ask us to just tell them “what we want” because they’ll do
whatever it takes to get an “A,” if we could simply quantify that for them. In the
past, I've found such students to be simultaneously some of my best writers and
the hardest to teach because what I “want” is for them to take risks and to uncov-
er their own views in their writing and not to regurgitate what they think mine
are. Such unquestioning receptivity is a common problem for students used to
echoing the thoughts of others and not investing the time to work through their
own ideas either because they haven't prioritized their own thinking in fear of
risking a “good” grade (preferring instead the “safe” essay) or because they are
afraid their thoughts won't be merited against those of their teachers’ or those es-
poused by other “experts.” Writing that embodies the risky business of seriously
considering another’s ideas by taking them in and testing them against personal
experiences and feelings is normally avoided. But, breathing exercises can help
cultivate a mind more perceptive of the need for balance and can support a
pedagogy that asks students to engage with their experiences. Mark’s classmate,
Megan explained that her balance directly resulted from what she learned from
our breathing exercises and how she felt about her writing produced after these
exercises: “Emotionally, ’'m much more attached to what I write. I give very
personal essays now in a way that I never did beforehand. I give essays that while
reading back on [them], I don't feel alienated by [them]. I feel like they a part of
me.” Writing has become a means of developing self-awareness for this student.

Unlike Mark, Megan worried almost exclusively about her imagined audi-
ence. In early blogs, Megan wrote that it would be a sign of growth if she could
begin to incorporate her own experiences and ideas in her writing and worry less
about pleasing others and accommodating anticipated criticisms from her au-
dience. After a semester of using pranayama to motivate and sustain her writing
and increase her mindfulness, Megan did learn to become more responsive to
her own concerns as a writer, according to her final, blogged reflection on her
changed attitudes toward the writing process:

This semester, my views on what it means to grow as a writ-

er have drastically changed. Prior to [our class], writing was
about pleasing an audience. Now, I have been searching more
for what I care about and WANT to write about. I've also
been focusing a lot more on my writing for exactly what it is.
There’s less comparison to the writing of those authors we read
in class, and more comparison between my old writing style
and new style. I think this is perhaps my greatest realization,
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because to grow as a writer means not to grow in the world as
a writer, but to improve upon oneself and climb your own lad-
der ... I think that emotionally, I've got[ten] a lot more relaxed
about writing through breathing, and that is growth.

Indeed, Megan’s mid-semester writing marked a transition point for her as she
found a link between the breaths she used to give her calm and confidence for
her composing process and the voices she incorporated within her writing. For
a mid-semester revision assignment, she wrote a triple-voiced narrative instead
of a traditional, claim-driven argument because she felt it better represented her
ideas, even if it risked shocking her audience—including me, her teacher. The
essay that resulted was an extremely powerful one that narrated the extreme
pressure female athletes face to stay thin and yet remain strong, a paradox my
student explored with an academic researcher’s voice and intermittently spoke
back to with two additional voices: her own personal voice, which examined the
changing thought process and confusions of a growing teenager, and the voice
of popular culture as depicted by singer Rhianna’s song, “Question Existing.”
The song both asks and genders the question of what it means to be judged for
performance and image and champions living for oneself. The paper Megan
produced thus embodied for her a lesson of claiming an authoritative voice so
that I'd argue that while my student might not be able to write a multi-voiced
narrative in her biology class, what she will have learned about rhetorical flexibil-
ity and the link between form and content will transfer to other classes, making
her writing stronger there as well.

Every new language gives us new ways of thinking, and yoga does this for my
students who are able to revisit and “re-see” the writing process as embodied by
framing it within the terms of their bodies, emotions, movements and breaths.
But what they gain isn't simply a new language, and what we gain as teachers
isn't simply some Sanskrit to include in our professional writing; instead, these
acts help us to talk with students in new ways about what it means to develop a
writing practice, and how they might cultivate awareness of themselves as writers
and meaning-makers and what the physical process of composing entails. That is,
the embodied practice of pranayama urges students to plan generative, body-con-
scious methods of approaching writing and learning tasks, gives them a method
of monitoring themselves as they move through their writing and provides a sup-
portive system of stop-point evaluation more interested in intrinsic growth than
extrinsic success, particularly in the form of grades. This shouldn’t be surprising
since pranayama is a means of metacognition itself, as it engages writers in learn-
ing to develop a conscious relationship to cognitive and emotional states that
allows them to reflect on and to redirect their patterns of thought and feeling.
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BREATHING IN Focus, BREATHING OuT NEGATIVE EMOTIONS

Breathing not only teaches us balance by unifying the energies of self and the
world but also helps us to concentrate on the present moment and to be attentive
to our embodied needs in it. Meditation, whether on the breath, an intention or a
mantra, has long been known to increase our powers of focus and concentration.
As Iyengar states, “[w]atching the flow of the breath also teaches stability of con-
sciousness, which leads to concentration .... The power of concentration allows
you to invest your new energy judiciously” (2005 p. 72). By paying attention
to our breath, my students learn to focus the energy of the physical and mental
body, which can result in more productive writing sessions wherein they feel in
greater control of the distractions that surround them. The stronger their powers
of attention, the more likely it is that they will stay motivated to continue writing
and the less likely they will be blocked by stress or anxiety.

While these are lessons individually felt, they are collaboratively learned. Be-
cause students do not always arrive on time to class and because we start with
our breathing exercises, we've had to learn as a class how to deal productively
with the interruptions not only caused by other loud classes heard through the
thin walls of our room but also by our own members entering the room after
we've started. When we first started our breathing exercises, my students would
open their eyes to see who had entered; later in the semester the majority re-
mained focused on their breath, a demonstrable effect of their learned attentive-
ness. Not responding to distraction is an act of agency and of choice that many
students hadnt considered prior to the class. Our age of multitasking and my
students’ almost absolute reliance on technology hides the choice; the cell call
may go unanswered and the blinking Facebook message ignored. Sam noted in
her blog that before our class, she never thought about the importance of focus
during writing, but that now she understands it and attributes her success to our
practice of pranayama: “1 would have never guessed that yoga ... could help a
person focus as much as it has for me. My new writing habits are definitely more
productive that the ones in the past like watching TV and Facebooking.” Part
of what students are learning during these classroom moments is the difference
between contemplative beholding what happens around us (noting the noise
caused by a late classmate and then letting it go) and attaching to these events
(peeking our eyes open to observe the entering classmate).

Students can apply these lessons to their own bodies as equally as to other
bodies and their environments. Because breathing rejoins our body and mind
and urges them to work together for a common purpose, it is a helpful practice
for writers who find their own bodies sources of distraction when attempting to
focus—a common problem. One of my students, Steven, said this:
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Through the last few weeks, I have been able to concentrate in
English a lot more because of the breathing exercises. At first,
I had a lot of trouble concentrating. My nose always itched,
or I had to cough, or something like that. But after the first
few times I learned to tune this out and concentrate on my
breathing .... I am amazed at the changes that have taken
place in my writing since I started this class. I now see writing
as a lot more physical and I can really jump right into it with
the right combination of breathing exercises and habits. I
always look forward to using these methods while I write

papers.

Deciding what distractions are enabling versus those that are disabling is a strate-
gy students tell me they often use to stay focused on their writing when working
in loud dorms or heavily-populated libraries on campus. Even in the library,
where many of my students go to escape from the noise, is distracting for many.
Some of my students were worried about peer judgment if they used pranayama
in these public spaces: “I didn’t like doing [breathing exercises] in the library at
first, where I write most of my papers, because there are a lot of people there.
I don't like closing my eyes, thinking about my inhalations, when others are
around.” The usefulness of the breathing exercises, however, tended to win out
over the fear of peer judgment: “I don’t mind [breathing exercises in the library]
anymore, | just do it; I figure no one cares if I close my eyes for a minute. I mean
there are people taking naps in the library, so really a breathing exercise isn't
that weird or out of the ordinary there. I feel much more concentrated after the
exercise so I'll do it in the library.” The sheer number of students who reported
performing pranayama in the library and other public spaces on campus testi-
fied to me just how much they valued the practice. Pranayama also encouraged
students to re-evaluate the moments of the writing process when they weren’t
breathing. Another of my students, Cindy, noted in a blog entry that she took
to listening to classical music on her iPod as a way of maintaining her mindful
and peaceful state after completing breathing exercises. Cindy states that she
“learned how important it is to develop and maintain focus this semester and to
be aware when focus is lost. I didn’t do this before.” As a result, Cindy had come
to my class with much frustration over writing. She was able to finally dispel this
frustration through her breath.

Pranayama teaches writers that where the breath is, the heart will be as well.
Cindy’s response illuminates how the inability to focus can become both the
cause and the source of the negative emotions of the writing process. If emotion-
al stress pulls the body and mind in separate directions, then these moments of
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appreciating the breath teach students that to alleviate such stress, it is necessary
to rejoin the body and mind; the breath becomes a vehicle for this. Iyengar tells
us that “[t]he breath, working in the sheath of the physical body, serves as a
bridge between body and mind” (2005, p. 73). Developing skills to channel the
breath in hopes that the mind will follow can help writers cultivate successful
strategies for navigating the demands of the writing process, demands that are
often emotional and anxiety-producing for our students (and ourselves). Breath-
ing mindfully can create positive feelings and cultivate a quieted and calmed
consciousness, ready to create and problem-solve. We know this instinctively
as we unconsciously take deep breaths before walking on stage, and we are even
culturally reminded of the ways conscious breathing promotes focus when a
friend encourages us to “just breathe” when we are in the midst of a trying situ-
ation, wondering what course of action to take.

Learning how to use the breath to refocus their emotional states is important
for students who rush from one class to another, hardly giving thought to the
ways their performance in one will impact their successful learning in other.
For instance, leftover anxiety from a test taken in the class before mine can chip
away at my students’ concentration, leaving them to fret more over the correct-
ness of their answers on that test than to learn a new reading or writing strategy
during our time together. One of my students noted that these stressors, “like
[his] math test ... fall away when we breathe at the start of class,” allowing him
to apply a fresh mind and calmed emotional state to our classroom work. “After
each exercise, it’s like all my concerns for other classes evaporated for a while,
and I could focus solely on English class. I feel not totally, but somewhat relaxed.
It’s a good start for the class and writing.”

My student might be alluding to the ways pranayama helps develop mind-
sets that encourage awareness and acknowledgment of feeling in ways that are
enabling rather than disabling. This is an applied skill of emotional flexibility.
These “motivational mindsets” contain “scripts for dealing with competence-re-
lated setbacks” and “beliefs about the malleability of abilities as well as strategies
and scripts for how to cope with inevitable setbacks associated with learning new
and challenging things” (Roeser & Peck, 2009, p. 129). Feeling itself is not un-
wanted in the writing process, since with feeling comes motivation; what is dis-
abling is when negative emotions like stress and anxiety overwhelm the writer.
Because emotional flexibility centers on balancing inner and outer pulls, it can
help writers “avoid reactive attachment [to feelings and thoughts] ... allow[ing]
us to observe the contents of our consciousness rather than simply being ab-
sorbed by them” (Hart, 2008, p. 33). In the end, this override of unthinking

reactions to feelings doesn’t so much invalidate their importance as it allows
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students to better understand them, and greater intimacy breeds emotional ma-
turity.

For example, instead of just seething with anger, the contem-
plative mind may allow a little more space between the anger
[or other emotion] and us. We might both have our anger
and also notice it—“Look at me being angry, what’s that
about?”—rather than simply being lost in the anger. (Hart,
2008, p. 33)

As students learn to first notice and them accept emotions, they become more
metacognitively attuned to themselves, which can significantly impact their be-
havior and can encourage development of adaptive writing strategies that posi-
tively transform the process.

Intimate awareness of our feelings is therefore a key step in developing an
emotional flexibility that will allow writers to develop coping strategies and mo-
tivational mindsets that help them overcome negative feelings. Highlighting
how this process works by attending to the breath, Boris shared the following
story on his blog:

Today I was feeling really down on myself and felt as though I
needed some type of pep talk. After going through the breath-
ing routine on my own, I actually was able to re-energize my-
self. Afterwards, the work that I had done was so rewarding
that I feel motivated to continue writing. Sometimes if I get
myself in a slump I need to remember that just one exercise
can help me feel better, help me to be able to focus on home-
work, and to make me want to continue. This is what’s so
good about the yoga I do, it has a day to day use ... [making
me] emotional[ly] and mentally flexible.

Boris finds a source of resilience and “emotional and mental” flexibility through
pranayama. Meditation and yoga has indeed been shown to “promote the con-
struction of attributions to malleable source of difficulty and adaptive source of
coping, particularly when confronting setbacks” (Roeser & Peck, 2009, p. 129).
It is this adaptive coping Boris alludes to when he uses breathing as a soothing
and calming exercise, much like a private pep talk. As in the discussion of anger
above, my student is able to step back from his depressed mood which seemingly
leaves him devaluing his abilities as a writer to ask, “What's up with that?” An
alternative to seeking out assurance from another, an act that may be stilled by
embarrassment, is a conscious channeling of positive energy using his breath.
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‘This work to transform his mood increases his motivation such that my student
feels emotionally-rewarded by the writing that follows.

These examples from our breathing practice show how yoga helps writers dis-
place negative emotions and embrace self-compassion, which is a quality upon
which the contemplative arts are built. In their article on the usefulness of con-
templative pedagogy, Roeser and Peck argue that teaching students to exercise
self-compassion helps them “take a kind, non-judgmental, and understanding
attitude toward [themselves] in instances of pain or difficulty rather than being
self-critical” (Roeser & Peck, 2009, p. 129). Given that so many of my stu-
dents describe the writing process as painful and emotionally dissonant, such
an attitude is essential in our composition classrooms. My students’ testimonies
embody the additional benefits of self-compassion for writers including great-
er feelings of confidence and competence and an increased, intrinsic desire for
growth and improvement. Indeed, college students who exhibit self-compassion
focus more on their learning and improvement as opposed to their performance
in comparison to others. Studies have shown that students who have developed
self-compassion are more likely to approach setbacks with a positive mindset
and to correlate academic failures less with their sense of self-worth. Self-com-
passion is specifically correlated to students’ understanding of moment-to-mo-
ment fluctuations in perception, taught by breathing exercises, and their in-
creasing ability to become aware of habitual responses in order to redirect them
and “create a calm and clear mental context from which to act” (Roeser & Peck,
2009, p. 130).

It is this calm and clear context my students describe: “I definitely used
breathing exercises to help calm myself down. I get so stressed and generally I
use crying as a release for the stress but in this case, it was breathing exercises that
helped me to calm down and get my focus back when I got too overwhelmed. 1
think it worked ... only one instance of tears!” And, “I used the breathing exer-
cises to stay calm when things were not coming together as quickly as I planned.
I knew that I was on the home stretch of finishing my portfolio so when I went
to the library to finish up little things and compile it in the folder I thought it
was only going to take me two hours, but it ended up taking me six.” A longer
than expected revision process, however, wasn't enough to derail my student: “I
began to get frustrated knowing that I had other stuff I wanted to get done too,
but instead of freaking out and getting frustrated like I did in the past I took
deep breaths in and tried to stay calm.” Breathing gives my students the ability
to override their habitual and negative responses to feelings of stress and anxiety
and helps them find control in their emotions, allowing them to redirect the
energy of their feelings in more positive ways.
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Attending to the energy of the breath attunes us to the flow of our emotional
states because it requires us to be in the present moment and to judge ourselves
less harshly as a result. In the end, increased compassion and mindfulness results
in growth, according to my students:

Using the breathing techniques, I think that emotionally, I
got a lot more relaxed about writing, and that is growth. To be
able to accept something as imperfect because it doesn’t have
to be perfect yet is growth. To be able to know that you can
improve in the future, and to be able to find your own flaws
and then smooth them over is growth ... yoga helps to allow
me to sit and concentrate and not need to constantly move. It
allows me to sit. And write. And put my body into the paper.
I can use all my senses to their fullest, and I can use myself
and my ideas and my inclinations to truly write a good paper,
one that shows my growth.

Acts of emotional flexibility are directly applicable to the writing process
and can be learned through the practice of pranayama. Appreciating the breath
“as it is” while learning to direct its energies toward where one wants it to be
is pragmatic in the writing classroom, in particular, because it teaches students
that they must start where they are, or that acknowledging their present reality
is necessary to move forward toward new embodied imaginings which unify the
body’s desires and the mind’s energies. Students who accept the duality of ex-
tension and expansion, learned first at the level of their bodies by means of their
breath, more easily accept change and are therefore more likely to see writing
as a process and complete multiple, global revisions; students who can better
cope with ambiguity are more likely to respond productively to their classmates’
opposing viewpoints, may be more open to multiple perspectives in other writ-
ings, more accepting of the situatedness of knowledge claims and less likely to
ignore such complexities in their own writing; students who are able to face
with coping strategies the negative emotions called up by writing will not only
spend more time and energy on their writing but will also take more risks in
their writing, leading to increased learning. On the page, the paired actions of
extension and expansion represent a fusion of the critical and the creative, which
characterizes the most socially-viable and personally-fulfilling kinds of writing
our students—and we—can produce.
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