HOW TO COMMAND THE ATTENTION
OF SMALL GROUPS
A compendium of mindfulness techniques for FTDI tutors

B AC KG R O U N D & R AT I O NA L E
One of the hardest things a tutor needs to to do in order to be
an effective educator is to command the group’s attention.
This is a necessary condition for learning. If participants
are not paying attention then the lessons, no matter how interesting or valuable, are inevitably lost. Without commanding
attention, a tutor becomes like a prophet howling at the empty
wilderness.
This handbook provides FTDI tutors with mindfulness
techniques they can use to help them to command a small
group’s attention. These techniques came from my decades
of experience in meditation and embodied consciousness
practices.
The techniques in this compendium were pilot-tested at
UTS on 20 September 2018 in “Somatic serendipity: explorations of the conscious body” - a ‘Designing your own elective’
session for the 81524 Professional Practice subject.
At the request of one of the Somatic serendipity participants, I ran a follow-up workshop in 15 October 2018 at her
home in Marrickville and attended by two participants from
the pilot workshop with her friends and flatmates.
Instead of a two-hour self-contained Somatic Serendipity
workshop lesson plan in the appendix, I’ve abstracted some of
the techniques from the workshop and listed them as a compendium of techniques tutors can pick and choose from and
insert into the substantive contents of their tutorial sessions.
I’ve modified how the techniques are presented in the
lesson plan based on feedback I gathered from the pilot and
follow-up worskshop. For example, I received feedback that
‘Somatic Serendipity’ as a term was a bit cryptic. Hence, here
I’ve rephrased it to the more accesible term ‘mindfulness techniques.
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THE TECHNIQUES

S E T T L E T H E R O O M A S PA R T I C I PA N T S A R R I V E

W H AT

WHY

Clear an area in the room where you
and your group can sit on the floor to
form a circle. If it’s not possible to sit
on the floor then form a circle of chairs
for the participants to sit on.

By asking them to sit on the floor, you immediately set the context and reframe expectations.
This will not be one of those run-of-the-mill
tutorial groups where participants can just
tune out.

As each participant arrives, ask
them to take their pen and notebook with them, and find a space in
the circle to sit on. While sitting in
the circle and waiting for others to
arrive , ask them to start writing in
their notebooks what their expectations are for the session. Let them
know that they’ll be writing reflections all throughout the session. It
might then prove useful for their
self reflection to compare the notes
they write now with the notes they’ll
write during and after the tutorial
session.

Asking participants to start journalling while
waiting for the session to begin puts the participants in a reflective mood from the getgo.

As this will be a small group activity, sitting in a circle will enable you to have a direct
line of sight to each person. This sets the
intention that this will be session where you
will have your full attention on every participant, and each of them will be seen and heard
by you.

It also avoids participants being lost in
their devices or in mindless chatter with
others before the tutor even gets the chance to
start asking for their attention.
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CHECK INS

W H AT
When everyone’s arrived and seated in the circle, formally
open the session by thanking everyone for coming and giving a brief introduction on the purpose of the session.
Then start the check ins where the tutor starts with
a short prompt, i.e. the beginning of a sentence which is
then completed by each person in the circle either going
clockwise starting with the person on the tutor’s left or
anti-clockwise starting from the right. The tutor should say
the rule for check-ins is the first answer that comes to one’s
mind is the best answer. This makes the check-ins quick
and punchy.
It’s customary to start with the prompt: “My name is...”
followed by “I’m here because...” Body-based check-ins are
also useful like: “Right now I’m feeling...” which comes with
an additional explanation from the tutor that the answer
to this prompt should be based on what the participants
are feeling in their bodies. For example instead of saying “I
feel happy” which is quite abstract, participants could say
“I feel an expansion in my chest. Instead of “I feel stressed”,
“I feel a heavy load on my shoulders and constriction in my
stomach”.
It may also be useful to insert humorous prompts to put
the group at ease like “If my love life were a movie, it’s title
would be...” or “If I’ll reincarnate as an animal in the next
life, I’d be a ...”

WHY
Check-ins enable the group to feel and know each other. It reinforces the intent
for the session to be interactive. Participants also said it felt good for them to be
seen and heard by everyone in the circle.
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If the room feels particularly heavy, the tutor can also
use the prompt “One thing I need to say to land in the room
is...” Examples of responses to this prompt could be: “that
I’m feeling concerned about my cat who is in the vet right
now” or “I had a hectic morning and now I’m feeling guilty
that I’m not fully present to this right now” or “I’m worried
about my enrolment for next semester”. Basically they say
any thing that’s keeping them from being fully present with
the tutor in the moment.

SETTING THE RAILS

W H AT
Layout the rules of engagement. For example: (1) Everything
in this workshop is voluntary. You will not be forced to do
anything you don’t want to do. If you wish to opt out of an
activity, simply step out of the circle, and come back in
when you’re ready to rejoin the group; (2) Keep what other
people say in the circle confidential. You can share your
own experience but don’t divulge other people’s experiences or what other people share in the circle; (3) Don’t be a
jerk; (4) take care of your own boundaries and respect other
people’s boundaries; (5) See for yourself, know for yourself,
and other content specific rules that apply to the particular
session.

WHY
People play full out when the rules are set clearly. By knowing
what they and other people can and can’t do within the circle,
people feel safer to participate fully and be more vulnerable
than usual.
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TUNING IN

W H AT

WHY

Ask participants to close their eyes and
put their attention on their breathing.
Breath normally in thru the nose and
out thru the nose. When breathing in
and breathing out, let the air make a
sound as it goes thru the wind pipe.
This is called throat friction breathing.
Tell participants if distracting thoughts
come, don’t focus and try to get rid of
them. Just let them come, let them go.

Breathing is both involuntary, and voluntary.
We don’t need to remember to breath, it happens naturally by itself. But at the same we can
put attention be more conscious of our breath.

Let this meditation go for 5 minutes
or so, then slowly tell participants to
put their attention back in the room,
hearing sounds, feeling their bodies on the chair. Then say that after
you click your fingers, when they’re
ready they can open their eyes.

By clicking the fingers between closed eye
meditation and other activities, we train our
consciousness to switch between inward focus
during meditation and focusing outward for
the group activities.

Thus conscious breathing can serve as the
link between our autonomic limbic brain and
our neocortex. Between our animal and rational brain.
These breathing techniques are akin to
a musician tuning her instrument before
a performance. Here the instrument is our
consciousness. To really do effective creative
work, we need to tune our consciousness first.
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PA U S E , R E F L E C T, W R I T E

W H AT
In between the substantive activities of the tutorial, you can
ask the participants to take two to three minutes to pause,
reflect on the activity they’ve just done, and write key take
aways in their notebook.
You can let the participants know that doing this not
only helps them remember key points for doing their assessments in the future, it also creates a valuable record of
how they’ve changed or not during the different learning
activities they’ve just gone through.
You can also encourage participants to take sketch
notes. Instead of just writing words and sentences, they
could also draw, and be more visual rather than analytical
in their journalling.

WHY
The pause between learning activities can be a powerful time.
They are best spent in silence so the participants can internalise what they’ve just learned. By asking participants to keep
quiet and write in between activities, the focus of the group is
maintained in an engaged mode.
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F I N D A PA R T N E R B Y WA L K I N G M E D I TA T I O N

W H AT
Whenever you need people to find a partner for a dyad
activity, you can ask the participants to stand up and walk
slowly around the space.
Ask them to practice the throat friction breathing as
they walk and really feel every part of their body as they
walk. Ask them to walk randomly, just like the Brownian
motion of molecules in water.
Then after a few minutes, they should slow down and
when it feels right stand in front of some one who’ll be their
partner for the intended activity. If you see people who are
standing alone, ask them to raise their hands so that they
could find each other and pair up.
Optionally, before starting the activity you can ask the
dyad to just pause look in each others eyes and breath. Just
see the human being, a multiverse of possibilities right in
front of them.

WHY
Asking people to stand up and walk can bring back life and
recharge the room after the energy has been spent for the previous activity.
The walking, breathing meditation, and staring at each others’ eyes also tunes in each participant into each other so that
when they do the activity, they can have a more intense focus
on the shared activity between them.
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CLOSE OUT

W H AT
In the same way that you opened the
circle with check-ins before the activity began, you should close out the
circle after the activities are concluded.
Prompts you could use include:
“One thing I learned today is...”; “One
thing I’m going to take away today and
practice at home is ...”; “I’m grateful for
...” or “One thing I’ll share with others
who were not in this tutorial would
be...”
If there’s time, you could also
include a rose, thorn, buds feedback
in the close out. The prompt for this
would be: (1) “One thing I like about the
session just concluded is...”; (2) One
thing I didn’t like ...”; and (3) “One thing
that has amazing potential for improvement would be...”

WHY
This gives participants an opportunity to distil
what they learned from you during the session.
It brings a satisfying sense of completion
when a circle is formally closed out.
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APPENDIX
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81524 PROFESISONAL PRACTICE AT THE CUTTING EDGE

Designing your own elective
Elective name:
Somatic serendipity: explorations of the conscious body
Students running the session (student names and student ID):
Oliver Damian, 02110423
Description of the elective (maximum 100 words):
The human body is a most wondrous gift to us from 3.5 billion years of evolution.
Yet many of us simply hover and never fully land in our bodies. In this 2-hour
elective, I will teach you some of the techniques I’ve learned in my decades of
meditation and embodied consciousness practice so that you too may use the
wisdom in your body to make decisions that could help you find your place in the
world.
Proposed duration and preferred location (e.g. collaborative classroom, BCII
4th year space, etc.)
Collaborative Classroom in Bldg 5, 1230PM to 230PM
Learning objectives of the session:
Teach participants techniques that would help them use their body as a source of
truth, inspiration, and creativity.
How will you attain feedback on this session?
I will ask participants to quickly write down their experiences in their notebooks at
certain points in the workshop.
There will be a ‘close out’ reflective session at end where I will ask participants:
‘What’s one thing you learned today that you’re gonna take home with you and
how will you use it in the next few days.
I will make available a ‘rose thorn buds’ wall where participants can stick post it
notes with the corresponding feedback about the workshop as a whole.

1

2

Class plan:
- Participants should wear clothing that would enable them to sit on the
floor/carpet.
- Participant must bring a small note book and handwriting instrument.
- If participants want to build their own dowsing rods that they can use at home,
they should bring: 2 metal clothes hangers (the cheap ones you get for free from
the dry cleaners) and 2 ball point pens whose ends can be screwed off.
- And those that have them should bring pliers that can be used to cut and bend
the metal coat hangers.
Time
1230-1245

Activity
- Participants to quickly write how their
feeling at this point in time.

Resources required

- Check-ins. Prompts: ‘my name is...’, ‘I
came to this elective because...’, ‘If my
current love life is a movie, its title
would be...’, ‘Right now I’m feeling...’
and ‘One thing that would help me land
in the room...’
- Rules of engagement: (1) everything
in the workshop is voluntary, optional;
(2) confidentiality; (3) take care of
yourself and uphold your boundaries in
real time.
1245 - 1300

- Throat friction;
- Life flow breathing;
- Quick closed eyes meditation;
- Participants to quickly write how their
feeling at this point in time.

1300 – 1315

- Walking meditation
- Partnered breathing
- Participants to quickly write how their
feeling at this point in time.
- Vision spaces
- Dowsing demo and workshop

1315 - 1330
1330 - 1345
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- dowsing materials as
listed above.

1345 – 1415

- Fear Inventory
- Hot seats
- Participants to quickly write how their
feeling at this point in time.

1415 – 1430

- Close out. Prompt: ‘One thing I’m
leaving with from this workshop is: ‘
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