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Finding Quiet within the Noise
How Japanese Traditions Can Help Today’s Students
By Linda Ensor

C

Mindfulness has become trendy around the world in recent years—
but in Japan, it’s been ingrained into the culture for centuries.
—BBC Travel

ontemporary society is beset
foster mindfulness can be taught as part
with physical and digital noise.
of understanding Zen Buddhism, similar techniques also have a rich heritage
News media supply a never-ending stream of sensational stories. Cellin contemplative Christianity dating
phones, computers, and video games
back to the early followers of the faith.
distract teens and adults constantly, and
Also, many Japanese who don’t practice Buddhism or aren’t even Buddhists
almost unlimited access to one another
learned mindfulness techniques that are,
through social media sites only increases
in a secular sense, virtually embedded
tensions between and among individuals. It is almost impossible to quell the
in Japanese culture. Additionally, such
noise, and the effects of it are detrimentopics lend themselves to interdisciplinary studies, and classroom instruction
tal to individuals and societies.
is easily differentiated based on the ages
In 2015, CNN conducted a study
with researchers at the University of
and readiness levels of the students. In
California at Davis and the University of
fact, these concepts and topics can be
Texas at Dallas to analyze the use of sodelivered to students on all grade levels,
cial media among thirteen-year-old stuwith age-appropriate modifications. A
dents. The researchers determined that
list of suggested teaching resources appears at the end of the paper.
“there is no firm line between their real
and online worlds.”1 Moreover, students’
Haiku
As soon as students understand the conparents are not immune to the effects of
cept of “syllable” and can count, they
technology, as many adopt their children’s digital habits and fall prey to the
can begin to compose haiku. That this
same tensions and anxieties that teens
type of poem has a regular form makes
do. Families are talking less and texting
it more accessible to budding writers.
more. People use technology, especially
More importantly, though, the tradition
cellphones, to maintain distances beof haiku includes attention to the present
tween them and others. Digital hyperwhile going beyond it. As Thomas Hills
connections undermine interpersonal
explains in Psychology Today, “A good
relationships, and, ironically, through
haiku captures something that transcends the moment, but which at the
these connections, people have become
Bashō meets two farmers celebrating the midautumn moon festival in a print from
more personally isolated. One result of Yoshitoshi's Hundred Aspects of the Moon. The haiku reads: "Since the crescent moon, same time can only be expressed ‘in the
moment.’ It is both inside and outside
this hyperconnectedness is an alarming I have been waiting for tonight." Source: Wikipedia at https://tinyurl.com/ybaph4l3.
the mind of the author and the reader.”2
increase in the number of young people
Writing haiku appeals to students because of its length (three lines,
and adults who suffer from depression and anxiety.
To combat this situation, many schools have begun to include “mind- seventeen syllables), and teachers generally find it easy to teach. Notably,
fulness training” in the classroom, either as distinct instructional units or although the form is revered in Japan and has become popular throughas specific classroom practices. Since some parents view such instruction out the world, there are only a few well-known haiku masters: Bashō, Issa,
as “teaching religion,” some schools have abandoned their “mindfulness” Buson, and Shiki. To introduce this form of poetry to students, then, teachapproach, either discontinuing established programs or refusing to im- ers can direct them to locate information on the history of haiku and the
plement them. Fortunately, however, teaching about traditional Japanese works of Bashō, Issa, Buson, and Shiki.
After students complete their research, they can write haiku of their
culture allows schools to avoid such concerns, as mindfulness practices
and techniques can be incorporated into instructional units without any own. In connecting mindfulness and haiku, the teacher might direct stuconnection to “religious instruction.” By introducing students to hai- dents to focus on the writing process as it occurs so that students can conku, the tea ceremony, and Zen gardening, teachers can expose students nect to their feelings and their environments. Their oral and/or written
to Japanese history and teach about Buddhism by infusing mindfulness reflections can address questions such as these:
instruction into lessons focused on Japanese literature and traditions. It
• What were you thinking while you were writing your haiku?
is important to reiterate to students that although learning techniques to
• How did you feel when you completed your poem?
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• How did you feel when you read your poem aloud?
• What did you want your classmates to get out of your poem?
As a closing activity, students write their haiku on cardstock and illustrate their poems. These can be displayed on the classroom walls for a
week or so and then bound into a book to be kept in the room for reference throughout the remainder of the school year. More importantly, it can
serve as a reminder of the beauty of quietness and reflection.

Tea Ceremony

The image of a Japanese woman dressed in a kimono kneeling on a mat
and pouring tea is one that most people know. In fact, such a scene is
among the first to come to mind when someone mentions Japanese culture. Hot green tea, silk kimonos, and tatami mats seem distinctly Japanese, although the tea ceremony is not unique to Japan—China and Korea
have their own versions of this rite. Yet the formality and quietness of this
ceremonial event reflect the traditional culture of Japan well and serve to
introduce Western students to its traditions.
The Japanese tea ceremony is rooted in Zen Buddhism, and its use
of ritual supports mindful behavior. For many students, the careful and
deliberate attention to details throughout this formal procedure may pose
challenges initially: there is nothing rushed or random in the tea ceremony.
Before the tea is served to guests, the host carefully prepares for all aspects
of the event: selecting and arranging the flowers, setting the table, seating
the guests, and brewing and serving the tea. The process has been precisely followed for centuries, and what today’s students experience should be
similar to the purposes of a traditional Japanese tea ceremony: the cultivation of a feeling of respect for and connection to the other guests and
an appreciation of the present. According to Zen Buddhism, the universe
can be wholly experienced by drinking a single bowl of tea, since the participant surrenders himself or herself to the present and shares tea with an
unselfish, caring spirit. For students, the methodical preparation of the tea
reveals the importance of attention to details and the significance of being
“present in the present,” fostering mindful behavior.
Holding a tea ceremony in the classroom is appropriate for students on
all grade levels, although the pacing of the experience should be adjusted
to accommodate students’ attention spans and maturity levels. As students
are introduced to a traditional Japanese ceremony, they are encouraged
to act purposefully and focus on the present. They participate in a quiet
event that fosters a sense of strong connection to others and allows them
to act mindfully while learning about Japanese history and culture. At the
close of the tea ceremony lesson, students can participate in some type of
reflection orally, in writing, or artistically to reinforce what they learned
from their experiences.

Zen Gardening

Like the tea ceremony, Zen gardening is rooted in Japanese culture and the
Buddhist tradition. The purposes of this exercise are to evoke feelings of
tranquility and peace, and foster a strong sense of connection to nature and
other people. Rocks and sand or gravel are used to represent the essence
of nature, and the swirling lines have a calming effect on the mind. As students learn about Zen gardening, they can create their own in shoeboxes or
other small containers. Once they finish their gardens, they can share them
with their classmates and reflect on how they felt and what they learned in
the process. Throughout the school year, students will be able to look at
their gardens and, if they need to relieve stress, rake the sand or gravel and
experience a sense of tranquility again.

Conclusion

Learning about other cultures helps students of all ages. As they explore
the traditions of other countries, they grow intellectually, emotionally, and socially. Moreover, they benefit personally from participation in

A maiko (an apprentice geisha, or female entertainer) does a ryūrei-style tea where a table and
chair are used; visible from left to right are the fresh water container, caddy, bowl, and iron pot.
Source: Wikipedia at https://tinyurl.com/ya5ztbtl.

Part of the garden at Ryōan-ji (late fifteenth century), the most abstract of all Japanese Zen
gardens. Source: Wikipedia at https://tinyurl.com/y9zjonl9.

activities that foster tolerance, patience, and calmness. Such is the goal of
using lessons rooted in the Japanese traditions of haiku, the tea ceremony, and Zen gardening to support mindfulness in the classroom. These
lessons also address nationwide educational standards in English/language arts, world history, and the arts. Additionally, they accommodate
the different learning modalities of the students and allow for differentiated instruction. Kinesthetic learners will enjoy the hands-on nature
of creating small gardens, illustrating haiku, and participating in the tea
ceremony. Visual learners will respond to the aesthetics of the gardens,
the balanced staging of the tea ceremony, and the arrangement of the
syllables and lines in their haikus. Auditory learners will appreciate the
class discussions related to each topic, the power of the short poems being read aloud, and the quiet sounds associated with the tea ceremony.
Regardless of their individual learning styles, as students participate in activities that require them to focus on the present and work deliberately,
they become more connected to the world around them. They also learn
how to cope more effectively with stress and noise as they find tranquility within their frantic, hyperconnected digital worlds and discover within
themselves the strength required to address difficult situations. This may
prove to be one of the most meaningful and profound learning outcomes
that students realize in their school careers. ■
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