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This meditative exercise is designed to help students focus on how each of their five senses 

contributes to their observations and perceptions of the natural world. This builds their field 

observation skills in ways they may not have previously thought about, but that many non-

Western peoples use on a daily basis to observe their surrounding environment and make 

decisions. Students also learn “box breathing,” a simple meditative exercise. 

 

Location: Outdoors location with little foot or vehicle traffic  

Time: 75 minutes 

Materials: stopwatch, index cards 

 

Box Breathing 

Box breathing is a calming and focusing technique used by therapists (for GAD, panic 

disorder, PTSD, and depression), Navy SEALS, martial artists, athletes, police officers, nurses, 

and others. Some medical practitioners recommend box breathing for COPD or other lung 

diseases that make breathing difficult. The exercise can also heighten awareness of your 

surroundings. 

 

Before beginning, make sure you are sitting upright with your hands relaxed, palms up and 

in your lap. If sitting in a chair, make sure that your feet are flat on the floor. Posture is 

important as it helps in taking deep breaths. 

 

1. Slowly exhale to a slow count of 4 out through your mouth. Consciously focus on 

getting as much of the air out of your lungs as possible.  

2. Hold your breath to a slow count of 4. 

3. Slowly inhale through your nose to a slow count of 4. Feel the air fill your lungs. Near 

the end you should start feeling the air move downward expanding your abdomen. 

4. Hold your breath to a slow count of 4. 

 

Steps 1-4 count as a single circuit. Repeat this for at least 5 minutes to get the full impact.  

Beginners might want to start with 4 circuits in one sitting.  

 

Sensing the Natural World Exercise 

Students should TURN OFF all smart phones and other technology for this exercise.  They 

should find a comfortable spot to sit on the grass, a bench, sidewalk, tree, etc. within hearing 

distance of the instructor. 
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 Ask student to close their eyes and focus on their breathing. In. Out. In. Out. 

 Lead students through 4 circuits of box breathing. 

 Ask them to focus on touch as they breathe in, out, in, out (repeat in and out slowly 

to lead breathing). 

o How does the ground beneath their legs, feet, backside feel? 

o How does the air feel on their face or other bared skin? The sun? 

o What other things can they feel? 

 Go silent for 2-3 minutes. Students should continue to focus on what they are feeling. 

 Bring students back to meditation, repeating in, out, in, out. 

 Lead students through 4 circuits of box breathing.  

 Ask them to focus on smells as they breathe in, out, in, out (repeat in and out slowly 

to lead breathing). 

 Go silent for 2-3 minutes. Students should continue to focus on what they are 

smelling. 

 Bring students back to meditation, repeating in, out, in, out. 

 Lead students through 4 circuits of box breathing.  

 Ask them to focus on taste as they breathe in, out, in, out (repeat in and out slowly to 

lead breathing).  

o Note that this one is likely going to be a little more difficult. They should stick 

their tongue out. Assure students that no one but the instructor will see. 

 Go silent for 2-3 minutes. Students should continue to focus on what they are tasting. 

 Bring students back to meditation, repeating in, out, in, out. 

 Lead students through 4 circuits of box breathing.  

 Ask them to focus on sounds as they breathe in, out, in, out (repeat in and out slowly 

to lead breathing). 

 Go silent for 2-3 minutes. Students should continue to focus on what they are 

hearing. 

 Bring students back to meditation, repeating in, out, in, out. 

 Lead students through 4 circuits of box breathing.  

  Ask students to open their eyes and focus on what they can see as they breath in, out, 

in, out (repeat in and out slowly to lead breathing). 

 o What colors do they see? Are most dominant? 

 o What objects do they see? 

  Go silent for 2-3 minutes. Students should continue to focus on what they are seeing. 
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 Bring students back to meditation, repeating in, out, in, out. 

 Lead students through 4 circuits of box breathing.  

 Finish. 

 

Optional 

If time allows and there is space (UMD Chapel Garden, Labyrinth, etc.), have students do a 

walking meditation for 2-3 minutes before finishing focusing on movement and the feel of 

the earth beneath their feet. 

 

Debriefing Post-Meditation 

 Hand out index cards to students and have them scribble some notes about what they 

observed/perceived during the exercise with their 5 senses. You might also want to 

ask them to reflect on how they felt before the exercise and after – emotionally, 

mentally, and physically. (10 minutes) 

 Bring students together as a group to discuss the following: 

o What did you notice/learn though sound? taste? touch/feel? smell? sight? 

o How did your non-sighted experience differ from your sighted experience? Did 

any sense in particular become sharper? 

o If you walked the Labyrinth (moved around), what did you experience through 

movement? How was this different from sitting in place? 

o How was this experiential exercise different from your "normal" noticing of the 

natural world? 

o What did you appreciate about this exercise? What made you uncomfortable? 

Why do you think you had these reactions? 

 

Reflection Essay 

For this assignment, please summarize what you learned about yourself, the natural world, 

and your experience of this place in a written response of 500-700 words. I've posted the 

prompts we used for class discussion below to get you thinking; however, you do not need to 

answer all of the questions in your response. 

 What did you notice/learn though sound? taste? touch/feel? smell? sight? 

 How did your non-sighted experience differ from your sighted experience? Did any 

sense in particular become sharper? 

 If you walked the Labyrinth, what did you experience through movement? How was 

this different from sitting in place? 
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 How was this experiential exercise different from your "normal" noticing of the 

natural world? 

 What did you appreciate about this exercise? What made you uncomfortable? Why 

do you think you had these reactions? 

 

In this assignment, you can certainly be creative in your writing. It can take the form of a 

standard essay about your observations like you would write for a science class or use a more 

creative essay form like you would use for an English composition course. It does need to be 

500-700 words long. I am looking for good spelling and grammar (the grammar can be 

creative if that is the overall form of your response). Have fun as you play with language to 

describe your experience and observations. 

 


