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This dissertation was a qualitative, bounded case study of how graduates of the 

Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program perceive their education.  

The study included an exploratory survey and in-depth interviews. A literature 

review of embodied learning, adult and transformative learning theories, spirituality in 

whole person learning theory, and embodied consciousness provided the theoretical 

framework. Spradley’s semantic relations model was utilized to analyze the data. The 

researcher drew from the philosophies of Merleau-Ponty and Husserl to make meaning 

of the results through a theoretical lens of embodied consciousness.  

Five key findings were derived from the research: 1) All of the participants 

indicated experiencing a full integration of the education they expected to obtain based 
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on the objectives of the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute; 2) 

all of the participants believe that achieving mastery in the art of somatic coaching 

requires copious practice in developing an embodied presence; 3) all of the 

participants consider the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program highly 

influential to their sense of personal spirituality; 4) all of the participants cite 

embodied learning, the cornerstone of the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training 

program curriculum, as an effective technique in facilitating and supporting lasting 

transformation; 5) only those participants (15 out of 18) who revealed having 

contemplated consciousness draw a connection between their experience with 

embodied learning and their understanding of embodied consciousness. 

To summarize, the researcher found that embodied learning may support lasting 

transformation. All of the participants interviewed believe that embodied learning 1) 

stays with them more readily than cognitive learning, 2) is effective in helping 

individuals to transcend conditioned tendencies in order to bring about the conditions 

they desire, and 3) facilitates a deeper understanding of Self as well as a connection to 

others and the greater environment. Ultimately, embodied learning leads to somatic 

awareness, which supports somatic opening and the development of practices that 

bring about lasting transformation. The researcher suggests further investigation is 

necessary to understand the impact of embodied learning on adult learning curricula 

that foster the attainment of personal goals and the expansion of human potential. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

According to the International Coach Federation Global Coaching Study, 

undertaken by PricewaterhouseCoopers, life coaching is one of the fastest growing 

industries in the world (https://coachfederation.org/app/uploads/2017/12/2016ICF 

GlobalCoachingStudy_ExecutiveSummary-2.pdf). The International Coach Federation 

(2017) reports that the expected 2015 global revenue from the life coaching industry 

was $2.356 billion USD.  This value represents a 19 percent increase over the 2011 

estimate. IBIS World, a leading market research firm, states that in 2018 the life 

coaching industry reached $1B in the US alone, with the fluctuation in earnings being 

intimately tied to consumer confidence and the availability of disposable income 

(https://www.ibisworld.com/industry-trends/specialized-market-research-reports/life-

sciences/wellness-services/life-coaches.html). Regardless of such fluctuations, it has 

been established that an increasing number of individuals seeking guidance in personal 

transformation are hiring life coaches to help them meet their goals (The International 

Coach Federation, 2017). While the coaching industry grows and individuals spend 

their resources of time and money on specialized trainings, research is needed to better 

understand how graduates of coaching training programs perceive their education.  

Somatic coaching is a burgeoning field within the larger and more established life 

coaching industry (icfviriginia.org). Given an overarching paradigm shift toward 

complementary and integrated approaches toward education and training (Weil, 2009; 

Wilber, 2000), and a growing interest in embodiment (Palmer, 2008; Strözzi-Heckler, 

2014; Woodman, 1998), the focus of this dissertation rests on the perceptions of 
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graduates from a somatic coaching training program. As somatic coaching in situated 

within the greater life coaching industry, it is useful to examine personal and 

professional coaching in general in this research. Therefore, the following section 

provides a cursory overview of life coaching, which is also referred to as 

conversational life coaching, as well as somatic coaching. In addition, some of the 

similarities and differences between the two modalities are explored. 

Life Coaching. Life coaching is about “partnering with clients in a thought-

provoking and creative process that inspires them to maximize their personal and 

professional potential” (The International Coach Federation, para. 3). Training to 

become a life coach is focused on learning how to effectively listen and ask questions 

that bring about strategies for solutions from the client. This intellectual approach of 

querying clients allows them to identify their own blockages (A. Remig, personal 

communication, 2013; Rettinger, 2011). Cox et al. (2009) describe the process of life 

coaching as that which “involves structured, focused interaction and the use of 

appropriate strategies, tools and techniques to promote desirable and sustainable 

change for the benefit of the coachee and potentially for other stakeholders” (p. 1).  

Somatic Coaching. Somatic coaching has emerged, in part, due to the bridging of 

an emerging trend of Western spiritual questing (Gallup, 2000; Schmidt, 2012) with 

the newer perspective that the body is essential to personal transformation and in 

response to an increase of interest in self-improvement through coaching (The 

International Coach Federation, 2017; Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). Hanna (1988) 

introduced the term somatics into contemporary Western society in 1976, capturing in 
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a word “the body experienced from within, where we experience mind-body 

integration” (p. 4). Derived from the Greek somatikos, the term somatics refers to the 

experience of embodied awareness. “[Somatics] posits that neither mind nor body is 

separate from the other; both being part of the living process called the soma” 

(Strözzi-Heckler, 2014, p. 31) and indicates that such wholeness was already present 

in ancient Greek epistemology. In addition to communicating verbally with clients, 

somatic coaches take the intellectual approach of life coaching a step further by 

examining the physical and energetic information they observe or feel in their clients 

and by using body-based techniques to facilitate change (www.strozziinstitute.com). 

Similarities and Distinctions between Life Coaching and Somatic Coaching. 

Both life coaching and somatic coaching are distinct from psychological counseling, 

and all life coaches are trained to refer clients to therapists when warranted (A. Remig, 

personal communication, 2013). Training to become a conversational life coach is 

centered on learning how to effectively listen and ask questions that bring about 

strategies for solutions from the client (Cox et al., 2009). On the other hand, training to 

be a somatic coach includes an observation of “how life takes shape in the individual, 

and how the individual organizes himself toward life” (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014, p. 34) 

in addition to listening to his or her verbal messages before introducing “practices of 

attention, conversation, breathing, touch, movement, gestures, and awareness” (p. 34). 

Somatic coaching pioneer Richard Strözzi-Heckler clarifies how somatic coaching 

differs from conversational coaching in that:  
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it includes the physical world of sensations, temperature, weight, movement, 

screenings, pulsation, and vibrations, as well as images, thoughts, attitudes, 

yearnings, dreams, and language. Somatic coaching is also distinct from mind-

body-spirit coaching in that it doesn’t see these domains as separate but the human 

form as the unified space in which humans act, perceive, think, feel, sense, express 

emotions and moods, and with their spiritual longing. (p. 33) 

Practitioners maintain that conversational life coaching has aided many clients in 

developing an intellectual understanding of their issues and desires (A. Remig, 

personal communication, 2013). Nevertheless, somatic coaches believe that by 

focusing on what one is doing, as opposed to how one is being, the life coaching 

approach may fall short of teaching clients how to adapt holistically to whatever arises 

during the course of their lives (Strözzi -Heckler, 2014). It has been reported that 

increasing numbers of people are turning to somatic coaches (Blake, 2009; Strözzi-

Heckler, 2014) to help them clear self-limiting emotional blockages, which often 

manifest in a physical counterpart (Northrup, 2010), to more effectively meet their 

personal goals. Somatic coaching focuses on who the client is—their beingness—and 

incorporates in its methodology “the embodiment of universal principles and the 

cultivation of the Self, as well as the learning and embodiment of specific skills” 

(Strözzi-Heckler, 2014, p. 30). The intent of somatic coaching is “to train individuals, 

communities, and organizations to organize themselves muscularly, emotionally, 

socially, and spiritually to embody the ethic of environmental sustainability, of social 

equity, and the generative interpretation of conflict” (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014, p. 39-40).  
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A somatic coach, such as those trained by the Strozzi Institute, studies 

neuroscience, holistic practices, action-oriented communication, and mindfulness as 

he or she applies somatic bodywork alongside traditional life coaching conversation 

techniques (www.strozziinstitute.com). Given the increased market for personal 

coaching in general, and somatic coaching in particular, the training of coaches is of 

interest. Therefore, the primary goal of this research is to better understand the 

perception of educational experience in graduates of the Strozzi Institute’s somatic 

coaching certification program. 

The Strozzi Institute 

The Strozzi Institute is one organization among several accredited coaching 

schools and somatic training institutions (i.e., Georgetown University’s various 

coaching certifications, Generative Somatics, Leadership Embodiment, Newfield 

Network, Presence-Based Coaching, and more), which offers a somatic coaching 

training program that prepares graduates to be certified by the International Coaching 

Federation. As it was the first established somatic coaching training program in the 

US, the Strozzi Institute plays a foundational role in the industry. Therefore, in the 

interest of narrowing the scope of this dissertation’s research, this case study was 

bounded by somatic coaches who graduated from the Strozzi Institute. 

Founded in 1985 by Richard Strözzi-Heckler, the Strozzi Institute serves adult 

learners seeking leadership training with an emphasis on somatic, experiential, body-

based whole person education techniques at the core of its program. Bennett (2012), 

who has conducted the only doctoral research currently available on students of the 
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Strozzi Institute in the context of leadership, illuminates the diverse yet common 

origins for the development of somatic learning: 

Still in the somewhat nascent stage of development, somatics and somatic learning 

are difficult to define concisely and locate as a congruent field of theory and 

practice. The literature reflects that working through and with the body is 

referenced in various educational, medical, psychological, spiritual, and self-help 

contexts, including: bodywork/massage, meditation and mindfulness training, 

neural feedback, many Eastern philosophies and practices including yoga, Pilates, 

Feldenkrais, Alexander technique, humanistic, existential, and gestalt 

psychologies, dance and movement therapy, experiential and adventure-based 

educational experiences, and holistic education. Although diverse in their specific 

orientation and application, these fields all share the common belief that the body, 

mind, and spirit are inherently interconnected and utilize the body as a resource for 

learning, spirituality, wellness, personal growth and development, and diverse 

methods of healing. (Bennett, 2012, P. 124) 

The number of accredited somatic psychology programs in higher education (i.e., 

Naropa University’s Somatic Counseling: Body Psychotherapy, Pacifica Graduate 

Institute’s Specialization in Somatic Studies, both the Chicago School and Santa 

Barbara Graduate Institute’s Ph.D. programs in Somatic Psychology, the Hakomi 

Institute and Sensorymotor Psychotherapy, etc.) and somatic coaching trainings (i.e., 

Embright’s Body=Brain, Focus Leadership, Seven Stones Leadership, the Institute for 

Zen Leadership, etc.) is on the rise, congruent with the widespread interest in wellness, 

mindfulness, and other self-help topics (Bennett, 2012). This trend lends credence to 
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the need to conduct further research into the impact and efficacy of training for 

practitioners, and the Strozzi Institute, as a leader in the field of somatic coaching, is a 

logical choice upon which to focus. In establishing the institute, Strözzi-Heckler drew 

from a background in Aikido, the development of somatic training programs for the 

military, and advanced study of psychology, to collaborate with Fernando Flores who 

added “linguistic distinctions” to incorporate language into the philosophy of personal 

transformation (Bennett, 2012; Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). Flores maintains that the body 

reflects an individual’s reality, which is in alignment with Reich’s (1945) assessment 

of body armoring that develops from an emotional and mental response to life 

experience. The Strozzi Institute summarizes this process of embodiment in the 

statement, “The body doesn’t lie” (Strozzi Institute, 2018). 

The Strozzi Institute’s mission is “to produce leaders and organizations that 

embody pragmatic wisdom, skillful action, and grounded compassion, who can use 

conflict as a generative force” (Strozzi Institute, 2018). Reflective of Strözzi-Heckler’s 

intention to aid individuals in improving the process of managing conflict and crisis, 

he acknowledges, “when people are embodied, their actions reflect a care for life and 

they are more creative in their solutions to conflict and crisis” (Strozzi Institute, 2010, 

p. ii).  

The cornerstone of the Institute is embodied learning, which is an integral aspect 

of whole person learning. Whole person or holistic learning theory is grounded in an 

assumption that individuals learn on multiple levels including through the mind, body, 

emotions, and spirit (Bennett, 2012; Forbes, 2003; Miller, 2000). Embodied or somatic 

learning will be further discussed through a critical review of the literature on meaning 
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making in Chapter Two. For introductory purposes, it may be briefly defined as 

learning that is “experienced and occurs through and with the body (Beaudoin, 1999; 

Clark, 2001; Horst, 2007; Michelson, 1998; Strözzi-Heckler, 1997, 2007), thus 

conceptually uniting mind and body into one integrated system” (Bennett, 2012, p. 

11).  

In summary, the Strozzi Institute may be distinguished from other somatic 

coaching training programs in that this institution is grounded in the perspective that 

the body is the basis for learning and transformation and not simply an aspect of the 

educational experience. Bennett (2012) highlights the significance of this distinction 

by explaining that it originates from:  

the belief that one’s total history and experiences live in our bodies, including 

one’s past and present relationships, physical experiences, educational and career 

experiences, and so on. This history is exhibited in the way individuals “shape” 

themselves with their body, meaning the way one organizes the body through 

movement, thoughts, attitudes, emotions, posture, gestures, and language. (p. 138) 

Research Question 

• How do graduates of the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi 

Institute perceive their education? 

Rationale 

As more people and organizations seek the assistance of somatic coaches in their 

personal lives and in the workplace (strozziinstitute.com, 2018), the life coaching 
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industry will continue to grow (coachfederation.org). The Strozzi Institute is one of 

several organizations that offers a somatic coaching training program to address this 

increasing market need. At the time of this study, there has been very little research 

conducted on the perceptions of graduates of somatic coaching training programs 

despite the rapidly growing personal and professional coaching industry. Therefore, it 

is important to learn more about the impact of the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching 

training program on its graduates, which may in turn impact the curricula of other 

training programs. 

Definition of Terms 

Affect – a concept in the field of psychology concerning the emotions or feelings 

(Heron, 1992; Isen, 1984; Russell, 1980). 

Cognitive – pertaining to mind-based thinking, comprehension, and analysis (Dewey, 

1938; Michelson, 1998; Polanyi, 1966; Wilson, 2002). 

Consciousness – a state of being in which an individual has an awareness of him- or 

herself and the surrounding environment (Damasio, 2012; Finson, 1987; Meiring, 

2015; Slingerland, 2008). 

Embodied consciousness – the aforementioned state of awareness, consciousness, is 

felt through the body (Prinz, n.d.; Noë & Thompson, 2004; Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). 

Embodied knowing – a perspective that considers the body to be a primary site of 

learning, and that engagement of the body is a way to construct knowledge 

(Bennett, 2012; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999; Varela, Thompson & Rosch, 1991). 



 
 

10 

Embodied (or somatic) learning – the process of learning with and through the body 

during somatic practices and techniques (Beaudoin, 1999; Bennett, 2012; Clark, 

2001; Horst, 2007; Michelson, 1998; Strözzi-Heckler, 1997, 2007, 2014).  

Somatic – the inner experience of the body (Hanna, 1998; Strözzi-Heckler, 2014; 

Woodman, 1998). 

Spiritual – the deeply personal sense of a perception of greater meaning in life (Bucke, 

2009; Principe, 1983; Tisdell, 2008).  

Conclusion 

There is much work to do in researching how somatic coaches perceive their 

education. The aim of this dissertation is to better understand these particular 

perspectives among somatic coaches, who make up a relatively new, but growing, 

profession. In addition, it is hoped that this work may make a meaningful contribution 

to the ongoing discussion about transformative learning theory as it relates to lasting 

personal transformation. Such information may point to areas of need in the training 

and preparation of future somatic coaches. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

In this chapter, a critical review of relevant literature provides a context for 

understanding the theories and research that undergird this study of how graduates of 

the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute perceive their education. 

The researcher cast a wide net over Journal Storage (JSTOR), SagePub, and 

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) peer-reviewed journal articles, 

seminal textbooks and other books, Pro-Quest dissertations, Google Scholar, and 

personal communication in order to collect and analyze pertinent information.  

In preparation for this particular study, it was necessary to develop a broad 

understanding of: 

(1) Somatic coaching: an overview of somatic coaching, the origins and 

background of somatics and embodiment, the evolution of somatic 

coaching, and somatic coaching and transformation. 

(2) Meaning making: adult, whole person, and transformative learning 

theory; embodied learning; social constructivism; and the growing 

interest in spirituality in the West. 

(3) Historical and psychological perspectives on human development, 

the mind/body schism, and embodied consciousness.  

The expectations of this chapter are to illuminate the threads that connect 

embodied learning, the focus of the Strozzi Institute’s program, with various other 
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theories of interest to this study. These threads form the conceptual framework for the 

case study design, which is discussed in detail in Chapter Three. 

Somatic Coaching 

Introduction. In addition to exploring learning theories, the following section 

relies heavily upon literature derived from academic fields that integrate somatic 

theories, including philosophy, psychology, neuroscience, and wellness.  

Somatic coaching falls under the umbrella of life coaching, which may be defined 

as a “collaborative solution-focused, result-oriented and systematic process in which 

the coach facilitates the enhancement of life experience and goal attainment in the 

personal and/or professional life of normal, nonclinical clients” (Grant, 2003, p. 254). 

Furthermore, coaches collaborate with clients, eschewing hierarchy, and guide them to 

access their own inner wisdom to become more self-aware and internally motivated 

toward their desired transformation (Claps, Katz, & Moore, 2005).  

Somatic coaching adds another layer to the practice of life coaching by including 

bodywork in the framework, aligning with Damasio’s (2012) description of the 

cyclical pattern in which brain-based thoughts evoke emotions that impact the body 

and, in turn, changes in the body influence the brain. Somatic coaches are trained to 

become aware of feeling states in the client (Rubenfeld, 2000; Strözzi-Heckler, 2014), 

tapping into shared information in the subtle bioelectromagnetic energy field 

surrounding the body, known as the biofield (Jain, 2015; Muehsam & Ventura, 2014; 

Rubik, 2002), to better understand their non-verbal and energetic needs. As somatic 

coaching is a newly emerging field, there exists a paucity of empirical research on its 
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effectiveness (Claps et al., 2005). It is the hope of this dissertation to help fill some of 

the gaps in this research by exploring how somatic coaches perceive their education. 

While life coaching may be a burgeoning field in the West, Jewish spiritual 

Mussar scholars have long been helping others to develop self-mastery with embodied 

coaching techniques. “Well before Freud and Jung, Mussar scholars noted the 

shadowy inner reaches of our spirit that keep us stuck. This is where the practices of 

visualizations, contemplation, and chanting are used. They are proactive processes that 

penetrate the intellect and operate on a deeper, resonant level” (Morinis, 2007, p. 258), 

which guide an individual toward self-transformation through leaving habitual 

reactions behind. Scherer (2012) argues the intent of Mussar is not to gratify desires, 

but to master them in order to reach loftier goals dictated by spirit.  

Similarly, the practice of yoga enables people to release unhealthy habits through 

embodied introspection (Satterfield, 2010); enhanced self-awareness; noticing of 

patterns of thought, emotion, and cognition; and calming the central nervous system to 

reduce stress and anxiety (Valente & Marotta, 2005). Some somatic practitioners 

believe that consciously choosing to practice healthy behavior will allow those choices 

to settle deep within the body/mind/spirit and become second nature (Morinis, 2007; 

Spigel, 2012). Such benefits are part of the brain-body, psyche/soma feedback loop 

that individuals can affect through regular practice, which may be enhanced by the 

guidance of somatic coaches (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). 

The Origins and Background of Somatics. The word somatic is derived from the 

Greek somatikos, which refers to the unified body-mind as a living process (Strözzi-
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Heckler, 2014). Drawing from this early civilization’s perception of the whole person, 

Hanna (1988) defines soma as “the body experienced from within, where we 

experience mind-body integration” (p. 4). The Strozzi Institute (2010) points to the 

seamless integration of the body, mind, and spirit and understands the soma to include 

the whole of the human experience from emotions to thoughts to action. 

Historically speaking, the practical reintegration of the psyche and soma in 

Western culture, discussed later in this chapter, came around the time Reich was 

introducing somatic psychology in the 1930s (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). Further, as 

some of the most influential phenomenologists contributing to the discussion on 

embodied philosophy, Merleau-Ponty and Husserl’s theories provide a framework for 

this literature review. They promoted a perspective in which meaning through one’s 

phenomenological perspective is primary and the subject of consideration secondary, 

or a shift from the ontic to the ontological. Strözzi-Heckler (2014) saw this as a move 

away from “objectified meaning, as found in the sciences, to the realm of meaning that 

is directly experienced through our bodies” (p. 32). He refers to the concept of 

embodiment as that which “draws a distinction from the objective body, which is 

regarded solely as a physiological entity, and the phenomenal body, which is not just 

any body, or simply a particular physiological entity, but the body as subject, as the 

center of our lived experience in the world” (p. 32). 

Varela, Thompson, and Rosch (1991) define embodiment as a “term that 

encompasses the body as a lived, experiential structure and the body as the context or 

milieu of cognitive mechanisms” (p. xvi). In regards to the inextricable psyche and 
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soma, researchers explain that the embodiment of reason arises from the structure of 

the whole of the human body and the ways in which individuals interact with their 

environment (Dewey, 1938; Heller & Surrenda, 1994; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999; 

Sellers-Young, 1998). This displaces the mind from the center of cognition and 

integrates all aspects of the kinesthetic, thinking, and affective domains of human 

learning. Strözzi-Heckler (1997) expounds upon these domains by including the ways 

in which individuals organize themselves muscularly, reflecting the patterns that make 

up their beingness, as part of an embodied history. Bennett (2012) recognizes that 

embodied learning embraces all of the aforementioned domains as “frames of 

reference for teaching and learning” (p. 62) and further discusses how an individual’s 

embodied history “influences one’s current ways of being, including the thoughts, 

assumptions, conditioned tendencies, attitudes, emotions, and actions and behaviors 

comprising one’s bodily experiences” (p. 62), which, in turn, increases self-awareness. 

Subsequently, “our reality is shaped by the patterns of our bodily movements, the 

contours of our spatial and temporal orientation, and the forms of our interaction with 

objects” (Johnson, 1987, p. XIX). 

The Evolution of Somatic Coaching. As explained in Chapter One, life coaching 

is a growing field in which coaches use inquiry to elucidate how clients act to achieve 

their goals. This conversation-based technique upholds the Cartesian psyche-soma 

schism through mind-based conversation focused on what individuals do (Strözzi-

Heckler, 2014). While this method has impacted clients’ ability to gain insight and 

self-knowledge, Strözzi-Heckler (2014) posits it lacks significant consideration of “the 
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whole of the person, the how of learning, the role of cultivating the self that allows 

one to be self generating, self-healing, and self-educating” (p. 30). He draws from 

neuroscientific studies to show how demoting the body increases physical and 

emotional health risks, stunts learning and evolution, and limits our capacity for 

relational and spiritual progress. Additionally, Blake (2017) recognizes that: 

Coaching, therapy, education, and other learning modalities often rest the bulk of 

their efforts on conversation, reading, writing, worksheets and other cognitive or 

linguistically-based forms of learning. By contrast, somatic coaching explores the 

physicality that inherently underlies one’s emotional experience, and introduces 

the possibility of creating lasting behavior change through dedicated practice. (p. 

5) 

Expounding upon Blake’s perspective, Strözzi-Heckler contends that “the 

institutionalized, rationalistic view that compartmentalizes our bodies, minds, 

emotions, spirit, and nature has arguably been a cause for the increase of violence, 

stress, isolation, and physical, emotional, and sexual trauma” (p. 12) in Western 

civilization. He believes that to consciously inhabit one’s body awakens an individual 

to the realities of internal and external oppression, thereby making change possible.  

Strözzi-Heckler (2014) has woven together the interrelated threads of history, 

philosophy, spirituality, and education in the development of somatic coaching. The 

foundation from which this development springs is the focus on an individual’s 

experience of being throughout life. “Transformation occurs when the being of the 

person is addressed. By working through the body Somatic Coaching represents the 
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next evolution in the relatively new discourse of coaching” (p. 30). With a 

methodology that focuses on universal principles, the cultivation of the Self, and the 

embodiment of transformative skills, somatic coaching differs from and augments 

conversational life coaching in that it incorporates embodied learning through “the 

physical world of sensations, temperature, weight, movement, streamings, pulsation, 

and vibrations, as well as images, thoughts, attitudes, yearnings, dreams, and 

language. Somatic coaching is also distinct from mind-body-spirit coaching in that it 

doesn’t see these three domains as separate but the human form as the unified space in 

which humans act, perceive, think, feel, sense, express emotions and moods, and live 

their spiritual longing” (p. 33). By “grounding self-development, healing, and skill 

acquisition through the body” (p. 5), Strözzi-Heckler aims to equip individuals with 

the ability to embody “pragmatic wisdom, grounded compassion, skillful action” (p. 

42). 

An Overview of Somatic Coaching. The guiding principle of the Strozzi 

Institute’s somatic coaching training program is that “a fundamental source of power 

for an individual, regardless of station in life, is the self, that is, who she is as a 

person” (p. 41). The core elements of the institute’s methodology are “somatic 

awareness, somatic opening, and somatic practices, which occur within a social 

context and are informed by nature and spirit” (p. 46). Adhering to overarching 

objectives, this methodology is geared toward teaching people to “organize themselves 

muscularly, emotionally, socially, and spiritually to embody the ethic of 
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environmental sustainability, of social equity, and the generative interpretation of 

conflict” (p. 39–40). 

A somatic coach will observe the physicality of clients to ascertain how their 

orientation to life has shaped their bodies. Strözzi-Heckler explains the phenomenon 

of shaping the body in that human “biology is organized to receive stimulus from the 

environment, we then shape ourselves to effectively integrate that stimulus in regard to 

safety, belonging, and dignity” (p. 75). Thus, a somatic coach is trained to identify 

where the client may benefit from “opening up and dissolving of the set of habits, 

behaviors, ways of being, interpretations of the world, emotional range (or lack of), 

and literal contractions that [they] have embodied” (p. 66).  

The practices that individuals engage in affect their psychology, physiology, and 

spirituality (Lipton, 2005). To facilitate a desired transformation, the coach will guide 

clients in “practices of attention, conversation, breathing, touch, movement, gestures, 

and awareness” (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014, p. 34). Strözzi-Heckler draws from the history 

of human development through adaptation, intuition, and social intelligence to 

understand how this legacy of life energy can be better utilized and to teach students 

about “living spiritual values while our feet are firmly on the ground” (p. 36). 

Awakening, increasing, containing, and completing comprise the four stages of the 

rhythm of this life energy that requires an increased capacity within the body in order 

to mature (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). Such changes are marked by the four stages of (1) 

current historical, (2) open unbounded, (3) the new shape, and (4) the embodiment of 

the new shape. The somatic coach is trained to assist clients in the process of 
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embodying their new shape by somaticizing their vision and commitments through 

embodied learning. Strözzi-Heckler describes how “once an awakening has occurred 

we go to the life of the soma to guide us to the balancing point between a suffocating 

attention and abandonment. If we work with the rhythm of the life, the seed will 

blossom in its right season” (p. 120). 

In regards to spirituality, Strözzi-Heckler (2014) advocates an embodied 

understanding of the life energy that forms the Self in order to experience non-self, or 

unity with all that exists. During the certificate program, somatic coach trainees are 

engaged throughout four levels of experience: “first, who are they in present time or 

‘what is’ about them; second, the historical forces that have shaped who they are; 

third, who is it they are becoming; and fourth, is there alignment of who they are in 

present time and what they are becoming, their vision of their life, the practices in 

which they are presently engaged” (p. 38). 

Somatic Coaching and Transformation. Embodied learning is foundational to 

the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program. This dissertation takes a 

look at embodied learning primarily through the lens of whole person and 

transformative learning theories in adult education. In regards to adult education, 

Olalla, as cited in Strözzi-Heckler (2014), asserts:  

The dominant epistemology of our times fundamentally reduces learning and 

knowing the exercises of a disembodied intellect. This way of knowing is at the 

heart of the huge crisis humanity is facing right now. Coaching was born as a 

reaction to that epistemology in order to take care of those issues. A deep and 
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lasting transformational learning requires in each of us a shift of the dynamic 

coherence of our linguistic, emotional, and somatic being. (inside cover) 

While the following sections contain more information on various learning theories, 

adult education, and cognition, it is relevant to acknowledge here that “the production 

of knowledge is a moment of social self-location, not transcendence, and one that uses 

all the cognitive, emotional, sensate, and muscular-neural faculties (Michelson, 1998, 

p. 226).  

As embodied learning is integral to whole person learning, which also features 

spirituality, incorporating spirituality into the discussion is relevant to somatic 

coaching training and is discussed in detail later in this chapter. Strözzi-Heckler 

(2014) believes that “the body becomes the field in which we contact the sacred” (p. 

99). Many researchers, writers, philosophers, and educators have focused on the body-

mind relationship within spirituality, including Berry (2002) who criticizes the duality 

of soma and psyche, assuring that they are intrinsically entwined and both of value. 

Berry warns of how “[t]he isolation of the body sets it into direct conflict with 

everything else in Creation” (p. 158) and that “nothing could be more absurd than to 

despise the body and yet yearn for its resurrection” (p. 161). Woodman (1998), too, 

has been an influential figure through her focus on embodied learning and its impact 

on spiritual life. Her perspective adds to the discussion on the fulfillment of human 

potential through the reintegration of soma (body/mind), psyche (mind), and spirit. 

Strözzi-Heckler (2014) maintains that: 
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the body is inextricably linked to the self and we can cultivate the self by working 

through the body. This working through the body for self-cultivation will 

eventually lead to the spiritual question of what lies beyond the self, and who is 

the self we talk about? The fundamental work of the somatic coach is to guide the 

person to feel and be with this animating force that makes them alive. This is life 

moving toward life. (p. 39)  

As embodied learning is the foundation for somatic experience in life, it leads to 

engagement with spirituality and, according to Strözzi-Heckler, “keeps us authentic 

and aligned around our spiritual aspirations and the issues of our everyday life” (p. 

100). 

Meaning Making 

This section provides an understanding of meaning making within the context of 

the various academic domains of theories about adult learning, which is greatly 

influenced by the social context in which it takes place (Merriam, Caffarella, & 

Baumgartner, 2007; Vygotsky, 1978). Meaning is understood to be a linguistic or 

cognitive classification, influenced by the culture within which one experiences 

internal and external aspects of living, which shapes and defines beliefs and behavior 

(Chen, 2001; Krauss, 2005; Lofland & Lofland, 1996). Meaning making is a subject of 

interest in adult learning research, in part, due to Mezirow’s (1994) concept of 

perspective transformation in which learning is defined as the “social process of 

construing and appropriating a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s 

experience as a guide to action” (p. 222-223). As a catalyst for meaning making, adult 
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learning has the power to transform students’ perspectives and influence their actions, 

and, therefore, shape the culture in which they live (Piercy, 2013).  

Through qualitative research, a researcher gains access to the mind of a participant 

(Lofland & Lofland, 1996) in order to obtain “knowledge of doing” (Krauss, 2005, p. 

764). As somatic learning is primarily concerned with being over doing (Strözzi-

Heckler, 2014), it is the hope of this dissertation to examine, through a qualitative case 

study, the ways in which research participants embody their meaning making. This is 

of particular concern in learning more about how somatic coaches perceive their 

education. 

Adult Learning Theory. Andragogy, or the methods and techniques for teaching 

adults, differs from pedagogy in that it is social and, ideally, democratic in nature and 

supports meaning making through drawing upon what Knowles (1984) has defined as 

four principles: the average adult’s development of a self-concept of interdependence; 

life-long experience; readiness to learn; orientation to learning marked by an 

immediate application of knowledge and internal motivation to learn. Additionally, 

adult learning takes place in a rapidly changing world of new technology, increased 

globalization, and more frequent interactions with individuals from different cultures 

(Bettinger, 2007). 

Merriam et al. (2007) present a current look at non-Western perspectives on 

learning as well as relevant aspects of feminist theory to allow for a discussion on the 

imbalance of power and allocation of resources in education. Strözzi-Heckler’s (2014) 

development of the somatic coaching curriculum at the Strozzi Institute has been 
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influenced, in part, by Eastern philosophy. That, combined with the understanding that 

embodied learning is part and parcel of feminist theories on education (Merriam et al., 

2007), is an important aspect of the research into learning theories in this section.  

There are many approaches to understanding the process of adult learning and the 

subsequent change of behavior it elicits. Schauffele and Baptiste (2000) observe that 

engaging in “repeatable strategies which are habitually acted upon in order to achieve 

what the subject perceives to be the best possible ends” (p. 451) is evocative of the 

way in which meaning making impacts the behavior of an individual. Piercy (2013) 

demonstrates how individuals conceive of “the best possible end” through a 

distillation of various learning theories: 

… the behaviorist recognizes the environment as the determining factor for the 

best possible end (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999). The cognitivist recognizes the 

natural abilities of ‘organization, logic and a priori principles of truth’ as the 

determining factor for the best possible ends (Schauffele & Baptiste, 2000, p. 451). 

The social constructivist maintains that people learn as they socially engage in 

dialogue and activities concerning common tasks or problems (Merriam & 

Caffarella, 1999). Situated learning theorists recognize communities of practice 

and social cognitivists recognize various personal factors such as physical, 

emotional, and cognitive as determining the best possible end (Schauffele & 

Baptiste, 2000). (p. 31) 

There is increasing interest in taking a holistic approach in the study of adult 

learning, and that is why Merriam, Caffarella, and Baumgartner (2007) have added 
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information on non-cognitive approaches to learning in their third edition of the 

seminal textbook Learning in Adulthood: A Comprehensive Guide. In an effort to 

evolve Mezirow’s (1991) approach to the theory of transformative learning, which is 

just one of several and largely holds a rational and cognitive perspective, education 

scholars like Merriam et al (2007) are widening the focus to include how an 

individual’s emotional and spiritual life impacts the learning process as well (Boyd & 

Myers, 1988; Dirkx, 2001, 2006; English, Fenwick, & Parsons, 2003; Kazanjian & 

Laurence, 2002; Jarvis, 2006; Barrett, Lewis, & Haviland-Jones, 2016; Lupton, 1998; 

Merriam, 2004; Tisdell, 2003; Yorks & Kasl, 2006).  

A marker of achievement in the educational process is the ability to reflect 

critically through one’s current frame of reference (Mezirow, 2000). Merriam (2004), 

in recognizing the need for improvement in this area of adult learning, suggests the 

field of education “expand the theory of transformational learning to include more 

‘connected,’ affective and intuitive dimensions on an equal footing with cognitive and 

rational components” (p. 66-67). 

A hallmark of the complementary views of many researchers seeking to expand 

Mezirow’s theory is the predilection for a psychoanalytic approach, based on Jung’s 

depth psychology, which hypothesizes that transformative learning relies upon the 

transferring of information between the conscious and unconscious (Boyd & Meyers, 

1988). Dirkx et al. (2006) emphasize the value of research into how unconscious 

messages influence an individual’s perspective and are part of a growing interest in 

how both conscious and unconscious learning are significant in education (Dirkx et 
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al., 2006; Taylor, 2008). Mezirow (1991, 2000), himself, embraces the expanded 

perspective on his theory and calls for more study into the significant contributions of 

affect, intuition, and the imagination on transformative learning. 

Researchers note that adult education is changing its perspective on emotion and 

affect in the learning process (Bettinger, 2007; Dirkx, 1998; Merriam, Caffarella, & 

Baumgartner, 2007; Taylor, 2008). Once considered a detriment to rational thought 

and cognition, emotions are now perceived as having a beneficial role in education 

(Jarvis, 2006; Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007). Jarvis (2006) posits that 

“emotions can have a considerable effect on the way we think, on motivation and 

one’s beliefs, attitudes and values” (p. 102). In addition, emotions impact the 

physiology and are, therefore, integral to embodied learning (Lupton, 1998; Reich, 

1945; Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). 

Expanding upon Salovey and Mayer’s (1990) seminal research, Goleman’s (2006) 

contribution to the understanding of emotional intelligence, the awareness of personal 

and relational experiences of emotion that is integral to rational knowing, fostered a 

widespread embrace of affect in education. Gorton (2007), Nusbaum (2001), and 

Solomon (2007) apply a feminist theory framework to expand Goleman’s 

understanding of emotional intelligence by demonstrating the role of emotions in the 

acquisition of knowledge, the process of meaning making, and as a catalyst for action. 

Holistic or whole person learning theory emphasizes the emotional, mental, 

physical, and spiritual in an experiential educational experience during which an 

individual is aware of and affected by his or her environment (Heron, 1992; Yorks & 
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Kasl, 2002, 2006). Whole person learning theory informs transformative learning 

theory, in which learning through several planes of existence and awareness, ideally, 

shifts an individual’s concept of Self and relationship with the world-at-large (Dirkx, 

2008). In regard to an increase of interest in spirituality in the West, researchers are 

aware of this cultural influence on a shift in perspective about how valuable emotions 

are to the learning process (Dirkx et al., 2006; English, Fenwick, & Parsons, 2003; 

Kazanjian & Laurence, 2002; Tisdell, 2003). 

Spiritual but Not Religious. The number of Americans who consider themselves 

spiritual but not religious (SBNR) is increasing (Pew Research Center, 2012) and a 

trend toward non-religious spiritual questing is growing in the West (Schmidt, 2012). 

Given its historical context of development within Western civilization, widespread 

Christianity, and a culture of radical individualism, the American pursuit of personal 

spirituality has primarily been influenced by mind-based transcendence (Schmidt, 

2012) in which a person develops spiritual growth along a vertical path that 

emphasizes mental concepts and projections about the divine (Berman, 1989). 

Globalization has expanded the concepts of Western spirituality through the recent 

incorporation of aspects from Eastern philosophies, such as the martial arts, yoga, 

meditation, and mindfulness (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). This broadening of spiritual 

perspectives in the West to incorporate Eastern cultural and historical paradigms is 

shifting the culture’s dominant, ecclesiastical notion of the body as a temple for the 

Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19 New International Version) to include an understanding that 

the lived corporeal experience is integral to personal transcendence (Morley, 2008; 
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Merleau-Ponty, 1964). Tomm (2002) maintains that “spirituality is ensouled in 

embodied consciousness and facilitates transformation of both sensing and reflecting” 

(p. 9). As critical reflection is integral to the success of adult learning (Knowles, 

1984), it makes sense to incorporate bodily ways of knowing into a study that relies 

upon the theoretical framework of transformative learning theory.  

The Western Quest for Spirituality. The current trend of Western spiritual 

questing is part of a larger movement in the search for deeper personal meaning. As 

mentioned earlier, the number of people who consider themselves spiritual but not 

religious is increasing. In Restless Souls, Schmidt (2012) questions how the spiritual 

came to “be privileged over the religious by so many Americans, and what were the 

cultural implications of sanctifying that division” (p. xii) in the context of studying the 

evolution of spiritual life in the U.S. In considering the increase of interest in 

spirituality throughout the greater Western culture, Tupper (2009) theorizes that Euro-

Americans have awoken to the emptiness of material success and; simultaneously, 

they have become estranged from their familial religion, spurring the search for that 

which is of deeper meaning.  

Spirituality in Education. Whole person learning theory accommodates this 

SBNR trend by embracing the influence of spirituality, in addition to other factors that 

contribute to the development of the individual, in the meaning making process 

(Amman, 2003; Brockman, 2001; Chapman, 1998; Crowdes, 2000; Freiler, 2007; 

Forbes, 2003; Matthews, 1998; Miller, 2000). Bennett (2012) summarizes that whole 
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person learning integrates the “cognitive, emotional, manic (physical), and spiritual 

components of individuals within a comprehensive approach to knowing” (p. 10). 

In regards to the spiritual component of adult learning, Tisdell (2003) identifies 

that: 

1. Spirituality and religion are not the same, but for many they are interrelated. 

2. Spirituality is about awareness and honoring of wholeness and 

interconnectedness with all things. 

3. Spirituality is fundamentally about meaning making. 

4. Spirituality is always present (though often unacknowledged) in the learning 

process. 

5. Spirituality is about constructing knowledge through unconscious and 

symbolic processes. (p. 29) 

Finally, spirituality is an important aspect of whole person learning theory, which 

additionally supports an expanded perspective on embodied learning and social 

constructivism. 

Social Constructivism and the Pedagogy of Spiritual Transformation.  

Learning theorists recognize how an individual’s relationship with fellow students, in 

a particular setting, impacts his or her educational growth (Bandura, 1977; Forbes, 

2003; Heller & Surrenda, 1994; Lave & Wenger, 1991) and this is true of somatic 

coaching training as well (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). An influential figure in the study of 

group learning, Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of social constructivism touches upon 

Prigogine’s (1980) explication of the physics of self-organizing systems: a responsive 
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exchange of energy, matter, and information through which we cocreate the world 

around us. “The dialectical approach, while admitting the influence of nature on man, 

asserts that man, in turn, affects nature and creates through his changes in nature new 

natural conditions for his existence” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 60-61). 

Western culture is deeply influenced by the patriarchal system through which 

individuals have internalized “values of division, separation, and competition” 

(Brookfield, 1995, p. 3). Nevertheless, changes are occurring and are reflected in some 

institutions’ embrace of Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism; Gardner’s theory 

of multiple intelligences; Salovey, Mayer, and Goleman’s concept of Emotional 

Intelligence; and Zhao’s research on right brain learning, just to name a few influential 

figures in Western education. Zhao (2009) details six abilities to promote through 

learning: design, story, symphony, empathy, play, and meaning. Zhao defines these as: 

(1) design, the ability to ‘create something physically beautiful and emotionally 

transcendent’; (2) story, the ability to ‘fashion a compelling narrative’; (3) 

symphony, the ability to see ‘the big picture and be able to combine disparate 

pieces into an arresting new whole’; (4) empathy, the ability to ‘understand what 

makes their fellow woman or man tick, to forge relationships, and to care for 

others’; (5) play, the ability to laugh and bring laughter to others; and (6) meaning, 

the ability to ‘pursue more significant desires: purpose, transcendence, and 

spiritual fulfillment (pp. 65-67).’ (p. 149-150) 

The aforementioned abilities complement Goleman’s concept of emotional 

intelligence derived from Salovey and Mayer’s research, which emerged with 



 
 

30 

Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences and was expanded. Emotional intelligence 

includes the knowing and managing of one’s own emotions, being aware of the 

emotional state of others, having good self-motivation and the ability to develop 

strong relationships (Goleman, 2006). In addition, Damasio (1994) makes clear that an 

individual’s emotional life informs both implicit and explicit knowledge, which then 

prompts intuited decision-making. Polanyi (1966) further gives credence to such 

visceral inner knowing, or the tacit knowledge that is derived from intuition and 

beliefs, as having core value in embodied learning. Bennett summarizes that 

“sensations resulting in emotions provide a natural, body based bridge between 

feelings and cognition, exemplifying the notion of embodied knowing” (p. 12). 

Honing the ability to recognize and manage emotion is integral to embodied 

learning. Strözzi-Heckler (2014) declares that for coaches to be effective with a 

diverse group of people, “it [is] vital that they become skilled at knowing their own 

social conditioning and how this has influenced their shape, beliefs, ways of relating, 

and unconscious assumptions” (p. 91). As is the case with somatic coaching training, 

some researchers maintain that emotional intelligence training in higher education 

may better prepare individuals for life, whether it be through job satisfaction, personal 

happiness, marriage, parenting, community involvement, etc. (Kelly, Longbottom, 

Potts, & Williamson, 2004). In addition, Vandervoort (2006) asserts that increasing 

the number of emotionally intelligent people in society will improve the educational 

experience in formal settings and also have an impact on the social structure of 

communities. As emotions are both produced in and found in the body, the importance 
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of understanding how somatic coaches perceive an education grounded in embodied 

learning is clear. Additionally, it is valuable to understand the way in which somatic 

coaching training impacts an individual’s perception of his or her embodiment.   

The changes beginning to take place in Western education demonstrate that a shift 

has been set in motion to move away from the Cartesian mind-body schism that 

favored the left-brain function of intellect toward a more holistic social learning model 

in the classroom. Heron and Reason (1997) advocate for collaborative forms of 

inquiry through dialogue, stating how “the participatory worldview allows us as 

human persons to know that we are part of the whole rather than separated as mind 

over and against matter, or placed here in the relatively separate creation of the 

transcendent god” (p. 275).  

If the collaborative classroom may be seen as a microcosm of learning in the 

greater culture, this transformation is influenced by a paradigm shift from ego to 

collective consciousness (Bucke, 2009; Dass, 1980). Hill (2000) describes this 

emerging paradigm as having “(1) a more inclusive worldview and the formation of 

allegiances beyond the local, (2) an awareness of interdependence among humans and 

between humankind and the earth, (3) an ability to cope comfortably with ambiguity, 

and (4) a valuing of complexity and diversity” (p. 1). Dass (https://www.ramdass.org/ 

navigating-the-matrix-of-the-ego/) cautions that one must not dismiss the importance 

of the ego, however, as individuals “need the matrix of thoughts, feelings, and 

sensations we call the ego for our physical and psychological survival” (para. 1) since 

it helps one to decipher what one needs and wants from life and what to avoid.  
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Vygotsky (1978) asserts that “[t]he social dimension of consciousness is primary 

in time and in fact. The individual dimension of consciousness is derivative and 

secondary” (p. 30). Further, Leontiev (1981) suggests that “the process of 

internalization is not the transferal of an external activity to a preexisting internal 

‘plane of consciousness’; it is the process in which this plane is formed” (p. 57). These 

statements influence adult learning theories with particular emphasis on experiential 

education, an important characteristic of embodied learning. 

Sullivan Palincsar (1998) discusses four aspects of Vygotsky’s perspective that are 

essential to developmental analysis: “phylogenetic [evolutionary development], 

cultural/historical, ontogenetic [the entirety of an organism’s lifespan], and 

microgenetic [observations of cognitive development in the moment]” (p. 354). The 

latter, concerned with an individual’s immediate interaction with the environment, 

both interpersonal and sociocultural, informs a better understanding of an individual’s 

conditioned personality and his or her response to perceived changes in energetic 

resonance. Dirkx (2001) deepens the discussion by introducing that “recent studies of 

transformative learning reveal extrarational aspects, such as emotion, intuition, soul, 

spirituality, and the body, as integral to the process of deep, significant change” (p. 

68). With the acceptance of the holistic integration of body, mind, emotion, and spirit 

in the learning process, Vygotsky’s social constructivism expands the understanding 

of how individuals cocreate not only their learning experience, but also their 

experience of reality (Radin, Michel, Galdamez, Wendland, Rickenbach, & Delorme, 

2012).  
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Researchers focused on emotional intelligence acknowledge the growth of self-

awareness, or, simply put, an awareness of Self and others, that develops concurrently 

(Bar-On & Orme, 2002; Cherniss & Goleman, 2001). This awareness transcends the 

psyche/soma schism in that both the body and mind are collecting and processing 

information, allowing individuals to “work with their internal experience as a source 

of deep, experiential learning that leads to awareness of the Self as an embodied 

source of knowledge” (Bennett, 2012, p. 3). Integral to embodied learning, self-

awareness enables individuals to “identify their intrinsic emotions, thoughts, 

behaviors, values, ethics, and sense of spirituality” (Bennett, 2012, p. 230). 

As adult education continues to incorporate emotions, spirituality, and 

consciousness (English, Fenwick, and Parsons, 2003; Kazanjian & Laurence, 2002; 

Tisdell, 2003), new ways of knowing emerge. Through nerve impulses and chemical 

interactions, the body is both impacted and transformed by emotions (Dispenza, 2017; 

Judith, 2004) in the process of experiential education. Boyd and Myers (1988) and 

Dirx (2001, 2006) hypothesize that emotions are central to learning and the expansion 

of consciousness. Embodied learning, one such domain of knowing, is a burgeoning 

study of interest in adult learning theory and is discussed in more detail in the 

following section. 

Embodied Learning. Embodied learning is a component of whole person 

learning, which emphasizes a holistic education that takes place with and through a 

unified body/mind (Beaudoin, 1999; Bennett, 2012; Clark, 2001; Forbes, 2003; Horst, 

2007; Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007; Michelson, 1998; Miller, 1991; 
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Strözzi-Heckler, 1997, 2007). While it is not yet a theory, the concept of embodied 

learning draws from philosophy, education, psychology, neuroscience, and spiritual or 

religious studies (Bennett, 2012; Damasio, 1994) to better understand how the 

production of knowledge is influenced by the intersection of the linguistic, social, 

mental, emotional, and physical (Horn & Wilburn, 2005; Jarvis, 2006; Varela, 

Thompson, & Rosch, 1991). Heron (1992), including the intuitive and imaginative in 

his theory of personhood, and Freiler (2007), in an examination of embodiment, 

postulate that at the center of holistic learning lies the soma, which is foundational 

and, therefore, a primary source of knowledge construction. In agreement, Polanyi 

(1966) claims “bodily knowledge, or indwelling, as central to all acts of knowing” (p. 

16). 

Traditional postindustrial Western education currently maintains a reductionist and 

positivist perspective (Miller, 1991) that emphasizes learning through an objective and 

rational mind (Capra, 2002; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). This viewpoint reflects a 

Cartesian mind/body duality that does not give equal consideration to the soma as a 

source of knowing (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). This socio-historical schism both creates a 

preference for cognition and a disassociation with learning with and through the body 

(Clark, 2001; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999; Michelson, 1998; Taylor, 1997). By contrast, 

the field of somatics understands the psyche/soma to be a unified whole and 

recognizes that an embodied individual is “the source of our information by 

participating in our knowing and self-discovery” (Strözzi-Heckler, 1993, p. 9). For the 

purposes of this dissertation’s investigation into how graduates of a somatic coaching 



 
 

35 

training program perceive their education, grounded in embodied learning, it is vital to 

examine, in contrast, the origins of the mind/body schism and its continued impact on 

adult learning. 

Exploring the Psyche/Soma Schism. This section begins with a discussion of the 

fundamental separation of soma and psyche attributed to 17th century French 

philosopher and mathematician René Descartes. Descartes understood an individual’s 

nature to be that of immaterial thinking substance (Thompson, 2000), relegating the 

body to an accessory (Coyle, 2011; Walker, 1993). Strözzi-Heckler (2014) places 

Descartes’ ideology within the context of “a time of interminable war, religious 

persecution, and a social order based on superstition, belief, and magic” (p. 13) to 

better understand how he sought to overcome chaos with rationalization. Therefore, 

Descartes made a profound impact on the way in which people perceived and still 

view physical life and the non-physical mind as separate components of the lived 

experience.  

On November 10, 1619, Descartes recorded an experience that Burtt (1925) 

interprets as that which “can be compared only to the ecstatic illumination of the 

mystic” (p. 96), but it appears he was unable to reconcile the experience within his 

own pragmatic worldview. Berman (1989) further explains: 

It is also noteworthy that as a young man Descartes had been inspired by the 

writings of the great Renaissance magician Agrippa von Nettesheim. The 

following years witnessed Descartes’s growing hatred of sensory experience. “I 

then examined closely what I was,” he wrote in 1637, “and saw that I could 
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imagine that I had no body, and that there was no world nor any place that I 

occupied…” What he took away from his illumination was a commitment to mind, 

to mathematics, and finally to a mechanical universe. (p. 248) 

When Descartes (1637) declared mind and body distinct (Cottingham, Stoothoff, 

Murdoch, & Kenny, 1984-1991), it laid a foundation for some of the matter-oriented 

theories of Newtonian physics and the traditional Western allopathic biomedicine that 

divides the body up into mechanical parts while neglecting to honor the 

interdependence of body, mind, and spirit (Coyle, 2011; Lipton, 2005; Northrup, 

2010). From this time period, rationality reigned supreme, as Coyle (2011) 

summarizes: 

Newtonian physics, Cartesian philosophy, and Western religious thinking were 

foundational then and still influence both piety and psychological practice. A 

particularly limiting feature of this thinking is the rational tendency to isolate and 

analyze. It is as if healing is dependent on understanding, and in Western culture, 

understanding is most often sought through analytical thinking. (p. 28) 

The impact of this duality on the Western educational system has been profound, 

privileging the rational, objective, cognitive domain as dominant over the subjective 

domain of emotional knowing (Amman, 2003). Traditional institutionalized education 

is focused on developing the mind to prepare young individuals to fulfill the economic 

and political needs of the society-at-large (Bennett, 2012; Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). 

Some researchers believe that this is an outmoded educational model for “a globally 

interconnected world in which biological, psychological, social, and environmental 
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systems are all interdependent. To understand this world appropriately we need an 

integrated perspective which Cartesian thinking simply does not offer” (Capra, 1982, 

p. 35). Lakoff and Johnson (1999) guide the development of a new model by 

emphasizing that the “mind is inherently embodied, reason is shaped by the body, and 

since most thought is largely unconscious, the mind cannot be known simply by 

cognitive thought” (p. 5), thereby supporting the expansion of embodied learning.  

While Newtonian physics has contributed vastly to an understanding of 

mechanistic and electromagnetic processes throughout the universe; being 

deterministic, it cannot address how human thought becomes manifest in the physical 

world, including within one’s own body (Wolf, 1986). Furthermore, one must consider 

the observer effect, in which the wave tendency of matter becomes a particle only 

upon observation, and how it impacts changes in the body. Wolf (1986) clarfies that 

consciousness takes on a quantum role within the body; therefore:  

quantum consciousness is the observer effect in quantum physics. What this means 

is that the action of simply observing something alters the thing observed in a 

sudden and disruptive manner. This change is reflected in quantum physics by 

changing that which is probable into that which is certain. (p. xxv) 

Reich (1945) recognized this energy that permeates human life through his 

psychological research but did not have the quantum understanding of or language for 

how waves morph into particles. Therefore, he called the phenomenon orgone, naming 

what he believed was energy that suffused the universe and everything in existence 

(Wolf, 1986, Berman, 1989). Through Reich’s (1945) study of human nature, he 
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recognized that one’s body reflects the culture in which one develops and vice versa, 

which Berman (1989) explicates by saying, “our cultural history is encoded in our 

bodies” (p. 23). In addition, “[t]he way we hold our bodies—what [Reich] called the 

‘character structure’—‘is the congealed sociological process of a given epoch’, and 

that as a result, our bodies might be the key to the historical dramas we seek to 

understand” (p. 134).  

Reich was highly criticized for many of the controversial psychoanalytical 

techniques he developed during his lifetime, yet his theory of character structure 

remains in high esteem and has often been cited during the current resurgence of 

interest in somatics and body-based therapies. Throughout this shift in Western culture 

toward the reintegration of mind and body, scholars and researchers have illuminated a 

longstanding bias against the soma and, subsequently, the feminine (Berman, 1989; 

Coyle, 2011; Duerk, 1989; Eisler, 1987; Walker, 1985;), making it a possibility that 

this bias characteristic of the middle of the 20th century devalued Reich’s perspective. 

Duerk (1989) concurs: 

The wisdom of woman, gained through her identification with her body, with a 

goddess, and with the earth, was no longer revered, but ridiculed and rejected … 

once honored as prophetess and seer, woman was now scorned. Her instincts and 

intuition, through which she perceived the elemental energies in the cycles of 

nature and her knowledge of healing, were rebuked and humiliated. (p. 35) 

During the time period, the majority Western individuals were focused on 

religious ascension to a higher realm of existence and this mindset, along with the 
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ultimate abandonment of the body with its unending needs and its wildness of nature, 

fortified Descartes’ philosophical influence on the population-at-large. Furthermore, 

Orodenker (2007) explains that: 

Modern humanity’s insistence on the transcendence of deity, with the separation of 

spirit out of the manifest world, and the resulting desacralization of the body and 

the earth have created a technological world with pollution and an imbalanced 

ecology which may result in our planet becoming non-inhabitable for our species 

as well as others (Matthews, 1991; Woodman & Dickson, 1996). (p. 39) 

Strözzi-Heckler (2014) suggests that somatic coaching techniques, which enable 

clients to develop a better understanding of how honoring the body as integral to the 

mind and the spirit, may bring about a new relationship for individuals to themselves, 

others, and the world in which they live. 

As a philosopher of German Idealism, influential to Merleau-Ponty, Hegel (1770-

1831) worked to overcome philosophical dualities between “nature and spirit, 

receptivity and spontaneity, form and matter, the synthetic and analytic, conceptual 

scheme and content” (Merker, 2012, p. 154), and to seek to understand the interaction 

of the body’s inner world with the environment-at-large. Bruce Lipton (2008), an 

American biologist who maintains that “eternal life transcends the body” (p. 63), takes 

this invisible matrix wherein everything is interconnected down to the cellular level 

where “there is not one ‘new’ function in our bodies that is not already expressed in a 

single cell” (p. 7). In fact, Lipton found that the cell’s life is: 
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controlled by the physical and energetic environment and not by its genes … the 

environment serves as a ‘contractor’ who reads and engages those genetic 

blueprints and is ultimately responsible for the character of a cell’s life. It is a 

single cell’s ‘awareness’ of the environment, not its genes, that sets into motion the 

mechanisms of life. (prologue) 

In scaling up this observation, the whole of one’s somatic existence is influenced by 

and influencing the environment that surrounds and permeates one, in a scenario 

where no true boundaries exist (Wolf, 1986). As Bogue (2003) explains, “The 

distinction finally is not between external forces and internal sensations, but between 

invisible forces and visible bodies, the body of sensation rendering visible the invisible 

forces that play through bodies” (p. 125). 

A superficial questioning of perceived body boundaries leads to an understanding 

of how body image is not bound by the physical limits of the skin but extends far 

beyond. Lipton (2008) came to understand that it is the cellular membrane, not the 

nucleus, as was once thought, which controls the life of the cell. Therefore, as a 

newborn develops into early childhood and beyond, it is the social environmental that 

activates genes and affects the neural connections that produce mental activity (Siegel, 

1999), which may then be expressed through the use of language.  

Prior to the unexpected end of his life, Merleau-Ponty was working on a text in 

exploration of operative language, which differs from the cultivated language of a 

relationship between signs and meanings in that it “possesses meaning less than it is 

possessed by it, does not speak of it, but speaks it, or speaks according to it, or lets it 
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speak and be spoken within us, breaks through our present” (Merleau-Ponty, 1964, p. 

liii).  

Embodied learning is, by nature, experiential and relies upon the senses and 

emotions. It provides a base for the development of knowledge that is generated by the 

intuitive and conceptual—the presentational—and that which is conceptual and 

logical—the propositional (Bennett, 2012; Heron, 1992). An integral part of social 

constructivism and embodied learning, the experiential has been shown to enrich an 

individual’s emotional, cognitive, sensory, and intuitive contributions to meaning 

making in adult learning (Boud, Cohen, & Walker, 1993; Heller & Surrenda, 1994). 

Bennett (2012) summarizes multiple perspectives on how the experiential impacts 

adult learning theories, demonstrating the influence of the affective (Yorks & Kasl, 

2006), embodied (Clark, 2005), participative (Lave & Wenger, 1991), and social 

(Finger & Asun, 2001) dimensions. 

The current mainstream focus for education is learning through brain-based 

cognition (Capra, 1982; Clark, 2001). Nevertheless, whole person learning theory 

demonstrates an interest in embodied learning (Amman, 2003; Forbes, 2003; 

Matthews, 1998). Strözzi-Heckler’s (1983), somatic coaching training program 

presents an alternative to Cartesian duality in adult education. He explicates the 

shifting paradigm, stating: 

We tend to place high value on rational thought, achievement, and goal oriented 

action at the expense of that part of our experience that is not rational: namely 

feeling, intuition and emotion. The latter are sensate phenomena. They are 
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qualities that can only be appreciated through the medium of the body, which 

offers its information via sensation, often in very subtle ways. To work through the 

body is to work with our internal experience… So the body becomes a doorway to 

more refined states of awareness. (p. 16) 

It is clear that embodied learning embraces mind-based cognition as an integral 

aspect of holistic education. Bennett (2012) emphasizes that: 

humans are intrinsically thinking, physical, and spiritual beings; therefore, to 

achieve full potential, one must develop a healthy balance of these three elements. 

Learning through the body creates the potential to enhance this balance and offers 

adult education a means of supporting adult learners to a wider range of alternative 

learning methodologies and approaches. (p. 145–146) 

Perspectives on Human Development 

Embodied learning is integral to whole person learning, which unifies the psyche 

and soma. Thus, a firm grounding in the historical and psychological perspectives on 

human development aid in the understanding of how embodied learning may impact 

personal transformation.  

To illustrate how conscious experiences are lived through the body, researchers 

Dempsey and Shani (2013) assert that “phenomenology presents an especially 

compelling line of evidence in support of strong embodiment” (p. 605). Additionally, 

Berman (1989) contends that “ideologies arise when people feel they have no real 
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somatic anchoring” (p. 22). The concepts of embodiment and somatic anchoring are of 

interest to a study of graduates trained through embodied learning. 

As the reintegration of the mind and body is an integral aspect of embodied 

learning (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014), it makes sense to examine the ways in which 

humans diverged from a path emanating from the golden age of the Neolithic period 

and how one can learn from what was confiscated, obfuscated, and all-but-destroyed 

in the effort to preserve the hierarchy of a dominator society (Eisler, 1987). It is 

essential to understand, then, that the Goddess is integrated throughout transcendence 

and not simply the final outcome (Campbell, 2013); therefore, the Neolithic people did 

not have a relationship with the Goddess as modern individuals do with the god of 

their monotheistic religions. Instead, she was a “personification of power” (p. 14) and 

was a symbol of power within the individual, female or male. Campbell clarifies that 

“in such a system, you can have such a saying as comes from the Chandogya 

Upanisad: Tat tyam asi (Thou art that)” (p. 14). In this sense, the Goddess lived 

through the people, just as Tolle (2005) asserts, “Life is the dancer, you are the dance” 

(p. 115). And while the symbol of the divine feminine lived through both women and 

men in the Neolithic, woman, with her capacity to give birth, had primacy (Campbell, 

2013). Nevertheless, it is important to be wary of applying a Western civilization 

perspective of duality to the matriarchal cultures of Neolithic times whose artifacts 

and graves show a distinct lack of hierarchy in favor of a marked equality between the 

sexes, no evidence of slavery, and relevant societal engagement for both men and 

women of all ages (Eisler, 1987, Campbell, 2013, Walker, 1985). An aim of this 
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dissertation is to focus on how reintegration of the feminine aspect and its impact on 

an individual’s sense of his or her body may or may not impact men and women 

engaged in embodied learning for the purpose of personal transformation.   

The Feminine Aspect. Given Reich’s (1945) assertion that the body reflects the 

culture in which it develops, it is valuable to consider how Descartes’ early 

development in Western patriarchal culture influenced his relationship with his body 

as well as, more generally, what the body represented at that period in history. The 

body was associated with the feminine aspect present in all humans regardless of 

gender identity and the feminine had been feared, reviled, and suppressed for 

thousands of years; therefore, it makes sense that, in the West, “knowledge practices 

that characterize modernity began on the day that René Descartes severed his body 

from his head” (Michelson, 1998, p. 217). Descartes’ rejection of the body may be 

seen as a metaphor for society’s rejection of the feminine (Coyle, 2011). “Shapiro and 

Shapiro (2002) suggested that the body is often associated with the feminine. They 

saw feminist discourse as a way to reclaim the body. ‘The body-subject in rational 

discourse has suffered the effects of alienation in its denial of sensual existence and 

concrete social experience and it has truncated the knowledge of objective and 

subjective worlds’” (Lipson Lawrence, 2012, p. 10). 

Perhaps rightfully eluding a static definition, the feminine (a quality inherent in 

both sexes) is many things, including “diffuse awareness, instinctual knowledge, 

wisdom of the heart, its deep roots into the mysteries of soul and body, the emotional 

life, and the irrational sources of the creative process” (Hillel, 1997, p. xiii). “H. L. 
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Mencken describes feminine intuition as ‘superior intelligence, compounded of keener 

senses, more accurate powers of observation, quicker analysis, and perhaps better 

memory’” (Walker, 1985, p. 65). The feminine contains values such as peacefulness 

and compassion, which strengthen affiliation and the urge to nurture others (Eisler, 

1987), engendering “greater creativity, less social and sexual repression, more 

individualism, and social reform” (p. 139). Jung (1952, 1969) observed how Western 

individuals ascribe masculinity to heaven and femininity to earth and, indeed, the 

chthonic, or earthly, is concerned with birth, life, and death. Berman (1989) notes that 

it is the fear of death that causes great despair in those who would attempt to negate 

this aspect of the recycling nature of the Goddess altogether through adherence to a 

vertical religious structure that focuses on ascension toward the ultimate goal of 

everlasting life (Berman, 1989) in a realm known as Heaven. Tomm (2002) adds that 

“a discussion of spirituality invites debate between those who want to go up toward a 

higher reality and those whose search is downward or inward to the depths of their 

being” (p. 9). As part of whole person learning theory, which incorporates spirituality, 

embodied learning techniques guide one to focus inward on a horizontal path. A focus 

of this literature review is to better understand the interrelationship between embodied 

learning and its impact on spirituality through somatic coaching training.  

Somatic practitioners recognize that embodied learning techniques reintegrate 

mind and body, thereby transcending the limits of Western culture’s traditional 

education paradigm, and many believe embodied learning may have implications for a 
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shift in adult learning practices (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). Taking a futurist’s standpoint, 

Coyle (2011) states: 

A promise of an evolutionary leap beyond our current mental rational, externally 

directed, fragmented approach to life, holds the vision of a new movement inward, 

integrating our mental capacities with intuitive knowing. This evolution while 

involuntary is inevitable, because it follows the plan already inherent in matter. 

Through it we have the opportunity to be more aware as we embrace evolutionary 

consciousness. Such an evolution holds the promise of greater openness, 

inclusiveness, and receptivity – a reintegration of feminine values. It should also 

be the foundation for new attitudes toward the body and the practice of healing 

professions such as medicine and psychotherapy. (p. 122-123) 

In fact, feminist theory supports the notion of reality as that which is interrelated and 

interconnected, reflecting an inseparability of all in existence (Patel, 1994). Patel’s 

(1994) study of goddess culture in India demonstrates an understanding that the 

“principle of interconnectedness” and “interrelatedness of the elements to one 

another” (p. 74) is integral to embodied religions like Shakta-Hinduism. Patel’s 

findings may be applicable to other embodied practices and lends credence to 

exploring how feminist theory might influence the development of somatic coaching 

curricula. 

An Interconnected Web of Life. Descartes was a few centuries shy of benefiting 

from Merleau-Ponty’s both grounded and expansive observations on the inseparability 
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of body and mind. Pointedly, Merleau-Ponty’s asserts that “thought and expression are 

simultaneously constituted” (Balazic, 2003, p. 116) and that: 

The body expresses total existence, not because it is an external accompaniment to 

that existence, but because existence realizes itself in the body. This incarnate 

significance is the central phenomenon of which body and mind, sign and 

significance are abstract moments. (p. 126) 

Merleau-Ponty has done much to reintegrate the soma and psyche that Descartes 

split in two. The theories of quantum physics, too, help one to shed a separatist, 

mechanistic vision of the world and oneself. In addition, de Beauvoir (1908-1986), as 

referenced in Bowman, reminds one to incorporate the female body and the aging 

body into the discussion of a somatic-spiritual awakening and its impact on the 

expansion of embodied consciousness, transcending the limitations of Western society 

that emphasize the experience of white male able bodies in the prime of life (Bowman, 

2010). According to Lipton (2005): 

The reality of a quantum universe reconnects what Descartes took apart. Yes, the 

mind (energy) arises from the physical body, just as Descartes thought. However, 

our new understanding of the universe’s mechanics shows us how the physical 

body can be affected by the immaterial mind. Thoughts, the mind’s energy, 

directly influence how the physical brain controls the body’s physiology. (p. 95) 

Recalling Reich’s attempts to understand the play of energy, Wolf (1986) explains 

the psychoanalyst’s theory on a bioenergetic level in that an individual’s sense of Self 
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permeates down to the cellular, including the muscle cells, and is a living 

demonstration of how the body is an externalization of the mind. “Enough tense 

muscles can create a ‘body armor’ as means of protection—a kind of externalized 

ego” (p. 27), a situation that Berman (2013) reiterates by saying, “restricted movement 

goes hand-in-hand with a restricted mind” (p. 247). Furthermore, Wolf (1986) goes 

beyond describing the biological fact of calcium ions flooding the muscle’s sarcomere 

(the basic unit of striated muscle tissue) and the subsequent breakdown and rebuilding 

of “myosin bridges in the actomyosin molecules” (p. 31) (the filaments that form 

striated muscle tissue), during moments of intense stress, to elucidating how Freud’s 

theory of the unconscious may actually be “the same consciousness that enters in the 

observer effect of quantum physics mentioned earlier. What we call our minds may 

exist throughout our nervous systems and even in our muscle cells” (p. 31). 

Furthering the concept that consciousness suffuses the entire body, Dempsey and 

Shani (2013) suggest that to “simply identify the mind with the brain seems to commit 

another Cartesian sin, namely, treating persons as self-contained, and, as it were, 

autonomous units which are in some fundamental sense detached—or detachable—

both from the body proper, and the environment in which they are embedded” (p. 

591). Indeed, researchers postulate that cognition has been found to permeate the 

whole of the body and is defined by Neisser (1967) as “all the processes by which the 

sensory input is transformed, reduced, elaborated, stored, recovered, and used” (p. 4). 

The ways in which the nervous systems process this sensory input lays the foundation 

for the brain to “construct and revise spatial, temporal, and causal representations of 
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an external world,” (Tibbets, 2014, p. 361) therefore, literally branching out into the 

environment and representing the metaphysics of the mind.  

Whole person learning theory, which includes embodied learning techniques, 

seeks to incorporate these complementary elements in its intention to realize the 

wholeness of human experience. 

Bohm (1980) and Wilber (2000) indicate that the realization of an 

interconnectedness with all that exists in the universe represents an integral aspect of 

spiritual awakening in the modern world. To glimpse their perspective, it is useful to 

start by piecing together a progressive understanding of human development by 

examining aspects of ancient societies that have impacted communication and 

learning. 

Language. Walker (1985) reminds us that the symbolic and cultural are one and 

the same: “Most of the contents of our minds come to us through words and the 

images that words project” (p. 10). Even though it is imperative to remember that 

“words are no more than signposts” (Tolle, 2003, p. x), a cursory exploration of the 

origins of language complements our understanding of relationship-to-mother, both 

physical and divine. Therefore, it is relevant to look to Merleau-Ponty, who is 

“credited with showing the body is the crucial source of all perception and action, the 

ground of all language and meaning” (Bowman, 2010, p. 6).  

Merleau-Ponty identifies “bodily pre-reflection intentionality” (Levin, 2016, p. 

183) as the foundation for language, which he understands to be generated by 
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expressive physical movements (p. 188) and “not simply a means of transmitting 

thought” (p. 189). In support, Gallagher, as sited in Levin, surmises it is language that 

generates thought: “Gesture as language may serve as communication with others, but 

it may at the same time accomplish something within ourselves, capturing or 

generating meaning that shapes our thought” (p. 189). Finally, Berman (1989) 

incorporates precommunication into the discussion of language, citing Merleau-

Ponty’s interest in how one’s “intentions play across the body of another, and vice 

versa” (p. 37). Therefore, it may be advantageous to examine verbal and non-verbal 

language along with the energetic communication that takes place throughout 

relationships, whether one is in proximity to another or not, to better understand how 

these may factor into the case study inquiry of somatic coaches and their perception of 

embodied learning. 

Embodied Consciousness 

Although consciousness alone has not yet been definitively defined, there is 

general agreement that at the most basic level, it involves the sensations of thought, 

emotion, and awareness in the human spiritual experience within a world of physical 

form (Bucke, 2009). Generally speaking, a distinction exists between discursive (the 

verbal articulation of experience) and practical (sensory-based knowing and doing) 

consciousness (Winchester, 2016) that embodied consciousness may transcend.  

While it would be beneficial to discuss at length a definition of consciousness that 

encompasses an understanding of nonlocal cosmic consciousness in which conscious 

energy is realized in all of matter; for the purposes of this literature review, the 
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meaning of consciousness herein is both the simple definition of the awareness of 

one’s surroundings as well as a responsiveness to any perceived needs for survival that 

exist in all living entities (Jones, 2014). Jones (2014) explicates that “consciousness is 

not the unique province of humankind. It is in the world all around us as spiritual 

energy, though the level of interaction with and response from the components of the 

natural world varies” (p. 14). 

Damasio (2012) posits that the brain, by developing a sense of Self through the 

mind of awareness, creates consciousness. The mind-constructed Self, not a thing but 

a process, may be described as “a focussing [sic] of the material organism that it 

inhabits” (Damasio, 2012, p. 180), which moves through advancing stages of 

development from basic information gathering to the presence of knowledge. Damasio 

also believes that the body is the “foundation of the conscious mind” (p. 20) and has 

shown how the brain develops a map of the body that is constantly being modified 

based on one’s experience in the world. Additionally, Damasio notes that brain-based 

thoughts evoke emotions that impact the body, but also that changes in the body can 

influence the brain in a cyclical pattern. This perspective provides a ground from 

which definitions of embodied consciousness can be explored more thoroughly and 

adds validity to the study of how somatic coaches perceive their education through 

embodied learning. 

Meiring (2015) underscores the importance of not locating consciousness solely in 

the brain, but emphasizing the embodied sensing that integrates thought, feeling, and 

meaning. This state of integration among early humans and throughout Eastern 
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philosophies is well established. Echoing the ancient knowledge of Eastern embodied 

practices and recalling Damasio’s cyclical body-brain consciousness, Pagis (2009) 

summarizes that the body is the “main channel for influencing the mind” (p. 272). 

Finally, Finson (1987) introduces a feminist understanding of consciousness as the 

increasing mental and emotional awareness through phenomenology characterized by 

bodily and social engagement, paving the way for a discussion of the incorporation of 

the feminine in spiritually-centered embodied learning throughout this literature 

review. 

Embodied consciousness takes into account bodily sensations as they evoke 

feelings and moods derived from human perception of what transpires in the body 

(Prinz, n.d.). Prinz (n.d.) recognizes that “to have a conscious experience of the self 

includes awareness of the body. It includes awareness of actions, posture, and the 

internal patterns of bodily changes that we experience as emotions and moods” (p. 13), 

exactly those attributes a somatic coach is trained to read in his or her clients. Somatic 

practitioners recognize that if an individual’s perception of his or her body is 

characteristic of self-consciousness, then “it is also plausible that experiences of the 

body contribute to the sense of ownership that inheres in ordinary perceptual 

experience” (p. 14). 

In the West, it is customary to view mind and consciousness as separate from body 

and brain, yet Slingerland (2008) reminds one that “the mind is the body, and the body 

is permeated through-and-through with mind. Consciousness, under this 

understanding, is not a mysterious substance distinct from matter, but rather an 
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emergent property of matter put together in a sufficiently complicated way” (p. 378). 

And yet, conventional neuroscientists, who align with a materialist orientation, 

understand the brain to be the locus and generator of consciousness and believe that 

when the brain dies consciousness will also vanish. Beauregard and O’Leary (2007) 

counter this materialist orientation, stating that “no single brain area is active when we 

are conscious and idle when we are not. Nor does a specific level of activity in 

neurons signify that we are conscious. Nor is there a chemistry in neurons that always 

indicates consciousness” (p. 109). Despite their many advances in understanding the 

human body, materialist scientists may be bound by reductionism and therefore unable 

to account for the body-mind experiences of religious, spiritual, and mystical 

transcendence. To address this conundrum, postmaterialist scientists, those influenced 

by quantum mechanics, are investigating the possibility that the brain is a transmitter 

for non-local consciousness in much the same way a television set receives signal 

frequencies in the radio spectrum (Sheldrake, 2012; Thunderbolt Project, 2014).  

In their attempts to situate consciousness in the body, Noë and Thompson (2004) 

claim that “the substrates of consciousness—in particular of visual perceptual 

consciousness—seem to cut across the brain-body-world divisions” (p. 26); therefore, 

consciousness is not limited to the mind, but is both material and immaterial. Critical 

of the situated experience standpoint (that which is bound to cultural, social, and 

physical contexts) as well as the enactive view of consciousness, which “holds that the 

conscious experiences caused by sensory encounters with the world depend on motor 

responses” (Prinz, n.d., p. 8). Prinz remains open to the possibility of embodied 
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consciousness only if it is supported by rigorous empirical data, calling for further 

studies into the phenomenon. Finally, Nunez (n.d.) is thoroughly in support of a theory 

of embodied consciousness, maintaining, “Our thoughts and concepts are ultimately 

realized through our embodiment” (p. 141) and that “thought, mind, and cognition are 

thus genuinely embodied (p. 141). Prinz (n.d.) defines embodiment as that which 

“sometimes refers to views according to which mental capacities involve internal 

states and processes that control or respond to the body. Put loosely, on one use of the 

term, a mental capacity is embodied if it depends on bodily mental representations” (p. 

7).  

Bucke (2009) distinguished three realms of consciousness: simple consciousness 

(found in animals), self-consciousness (human’s ability to use reason, foresight, and 

imagination), and cosmic consciousness (a natural progression in human awareness of 

the order of the universe). The latter is most relevant to the work of this dissertation. It 

is toward cosmic consciousness that French philosopher Pierre Teilhard de Chardin 

(1961) believed humankind is evolving—toward a state he called noogenesis that 

encompasses spirituality and the way in which it will ultimately infuse every aspect of 

life—just as humans have evolved from the aforementioned simple consciousness to 

self-consciousness over thousands of years in existence. Given the Western interest in 

spirituality and the way in which whole person learning theory embraces spirituality in 

the learning process, it is relevant in the study of how somatic coaches perceive their 

education.    
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The Brain’s Role in Consciousness. Science does not yet have the answer as to 

whether the brain is a “computer, an aerial, or both,” reflecting the complexity of a 

question posed by Decuypere (1999, p. 197) and others. Welch (2012) argues that the 

brain, with its physiological and neurological ability to attune to various energy 

resonances and frequencies, may be seen as both a receiver and a transmitter of 

information. Welch’s perspective, coupled with Muehsam and Ventura’s (2014) report 

that “the human body is able to distinguish at the molecular level between two 

different internal states: eudemonic well-being, derived from ‘striving toward meaning 

and a noble purpose beyond simple self-gratification,’ as compared to hedonic well-

being, that which is derived from ‘positive affective experience’” (p. 50), indicates 

that humans are “energetically wired for transcendence” (Welch, 2012, p. 229). 

Considering consciousness from a purely scientific standpoint first, Siegel (2007) 

believes that understanding the brain as an open system capable of “chaotic states of 

activation” (p. 140) is essential to the study of its electrical patterns of activity related 

to consciousness. Incorporating an understanding of how the brain creates unified 

meaning, Freeman (2000) expounds upon his own hypothesis of the brain’s function in 

consciousness, explaining that: 

A global spatiotemporal pattern in each hemisphere is the principal correlate of 

awareness. The interactive populations of the brain are continually creating new 

local patterns of chaotic activity that are transmitted widely and that influence the 

trajectory of the global state. That is how the content of meaning emerges and 

grows in richness, range, and complexity… So the whole hemisphere, in achieving 
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unity from its myriad shifting parts, can sustain only one global spatiotemporal 

pattern at a time, but that unified pattern jumps continually, producing the chaotic 

but purposeful stream of consciousness. (p. 232) 

Hill (2001) helps one to see beyond traditional scientific research that relegates 

consciousness to brain function and allows for the possibility of a spectrum of 

psycho/spiritual/material energy in generating learning theories for adult education. To 

that end, individual existence extends beyond the body’s physical boundaries and is 

characterized by one’s relationships to others and the environment. Therefore, human 

development is both personal and universal. Through his neuroscience-based research 

on social learning, Lieberman (2013) demonstrates that one’s perception of mind and 

body is structurally separate in the brain, yet, as social creatures, humans overcome 

that limitation by relying on their hearts and intuition to make the decisions that 

promote group harmony.  

The human ability to draw from heart wisdom (Lieberman, 2013) is even more 

developed in many adult learners, about whom Cohen (2005) hypothesized “use both 

hippocampi to make logical choices guided by intuition” (p. 77) and are more 

experienced at sensing non-verbal communication within the group so characteristic of 

the fluctuations in energetic resonance. Trained to perceive non-verbal cues, somatic 

coaches are educated to guide clients in learning how to more readily access heart 

wisdom. 

Chopra (1994) describes the emotional/hormonal feedback loop that shapes one’s 

physical experience and underlies the rationale for mind-body medicine in the 
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understanding that thoughts create form through driving chemical changes in the 

brain. Shapiro (2006), through her experience in providing massage therapy for 

clients, observes, “I began to see that the mind is reflected in every part of the human 

body, that through the body we can get in touch with the issues that we have been 

repressing, denying, or ignoring in the mind” (p. 3). In extrapolating from that 

observation, Shapiro recognizes each human is an essential component of the web of 

existence that is continuously in flux and recreated anew through the mutual 

dependency of living organisms. 

New findings in neuroscience clarify that emotions are culturally specific and, 

therefore, learned interpretations of physical cues become wired into the brain’s neural 

circuitry (Feldman Barrett, 2017). Pert (1997) considers emotions to be on par with 

material substance and described their cellular counterparts as the manifestation of the 

mental into the physical. 

Humans have been curious about the nature of consciousness from time 

immemorial (literally time out of mind) and, in the West, Minot’s (1902) definition of 

consciousness as a “device to regulate the actions of organisms to accomplish 

purposes which are useful to organisms and are thus teleological” (p. 1225) indicates 

the prevalent materialistic, reductionist view of consciousness as something humans 

can use to get what they want as opposed to something that suffuses their lives with 

meaning. With globalization and the influx of Eastern philosophy, the Western 

perspective on consciousness is shifting from that of what consciousness can do to 

how it enables people to be (Morley, 2008). The reemergence of the divine feminine 
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allows for a fuller understanding of consciousness and human perceptions of reality 

(Tomm, 2002). In fact, Woodman, as cited in Orodenker (2007), calls for a new 

definition of consciousness that includes the feminine and entails:  

(1) a way of being that honors the individual and the soul, (2) a connectedness 

with nature and the natural rhythms of the earth, (3) a consciousness that honors 

intuition, (4) a consciousness that recognizes sacredness and matter, (5) a 

consciousness that allows for paradox, (6) a connectedness and honoring of one’s 

instinctual nature which includes the body, (7) a way of being that is allowing and 

receptive, and (8) a way of being that focuses on relatedness. (p. 3)  

Consciousness can be perceived by oneself and others as a fluctuation of 

awareness that expands, and sometimes contracts, based on the somatic and 

psychological understanding of one’s orientation in time and space (Bucke, 2009). 

While the infinite world around us and the infinite world within us may appear distinct 

from one another that is an illusion created by one’s perception of experiences in what 

seem like separate, yet interconnected realms (Wilber, 2000). A function of higher, or 

more expanded, consciousness is the ability to sense the unity underlying the illusion 

of polarities (Temple-Thurston & Laughlin, 2012) in one’s conditioned perception of 

reality. Welwood (2002) identifies three different levels through which one 

experiences reality: “the surface, conceptual mind; through the subtler body-mind 

knowing; and at the deepest level, through unconditioned, non-conceptual awareness” 

(p. 12). 
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The expansion of embodied consciousness and the experience of awakening are 

synonymous. Humans awaken to their true selves and to their conditioned patterns of 

thinking that lead to physical manifestation in the world of matter. Kabat-Zinn (2018) 

defines mindfulness as that which “arises through paying attention, on purpose, in the 

present moment, non-judgmentally” (https://www.mindful.org, para. 2). Participants 

of Kabat-Zinn’s eight-week Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction program undergo a 

rotation in consciousness that promotes a refined relationship with their bodies, 

thoughts, and the external environment so that the effects of the program reach the 

whole organism (Moyers, 1993). The relatively recent growth of interest in 

mindfulness in Western individuals and institutions portends the development of 

theories for embodied consciousness as the fields of consciousness studies and somatic 

coaching expand. 

Dass (1980) reminds individuals that a key to existing in pure awareness is to 

notice when the mind is identified with the objects of awareness instead of being at 

one with their environment. When people are mired in “patterns of grasping and 

fixating, which cause the same thoughts and reactions to occur again and again and 

again” (Chodron, 1997, p. 174), an expansion of consciousness can awaken them to 

the ways in which they are blindly projecting the world around them and allow them 

to cease mindless behavior in order to choose to create with intention. Walsh (1999) 

posits that “if we will heal the body, we must first imagine it well. If we would heal 

the planet, we must first envision peace, not as an abstract wish but as a practical 
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reality” (p. 13). Somatic coaching draws from this wisdom by placing emphasis on 

both personal and planetary healing (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014).  

The contemporary tools of science may be limited in their application toward an 

understanding of the ineffable, consciousness and spirituality, and this poses a need 

for the development of new tools and scientific methods that may be able to capture 

results that will help people to better understand themselves and the world around 

them. Tomm (2002) maintains that traditional “epistemological questions of ‘How we 

know what we know’ and ‘What counts as evidence?’ will be answered differently as 

we move away from the empiricist model in feminist theory-building to include 

religious experience as evidence in knowledge claims” (p. 23). The same could be said 

for the spiritual experience of the expansion of embodied consciousness through 

somatic coaching; however, it is important to guard against the pitfalls of New Age 

thinking and its “undeveloped, noncritical, unrealistic, generalized devotion to the 

positive at all costs, which appears to be entirely inappropriate in a world where 

positive and negative coexist” (Welch, 2012, p. 230).  

This literature review takes into consideration how New Age and Neopagan 

tendencies to privilege nature above rationality, romanticize the feminine, see non-

hierarchical systems as a panacea, place excessive emphasis on the Self and 

experience, and demonize the human failings of Judeo-Christian religions (Kinane, 

2013). The literature incorporated in this review is a blend of science and mysticism; 

therefore, it works to overcome that duality by bridging the gap through investigating 
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a wide-spectrum of sources to better understand how somatic coaches perceive their 

education.  

Consciousness and the Biofield. Once a dubious concept, 

psychoneuroimmunology—the intrinsic connection between the brain, immune 

system, and human emotions—is now well established in medical literature (Rubik, 

2002). Following in its footsteps is the revelation that the biofield—a subtle 

bioelectromagnetic energy field surrounding the body—is paving the way for 

bioelectromagnetic medicine. Indeed, researchers are beginning to study how EMFs 

(electromagnetic fields) and sound energies can “‘sing’ with stem cells, and even with 

non-stem adult somatic cells to reprogram cell gene expression and fate, activate 

natural repairing abilities, and counteract cellular aging processes, paving the way 

toward unprecedented strategies of regenerative medicine” (Muehsam & Ventura, 

2014, p. 41). 

Already the Western medical industry has invested heavily in the mapping of the 

biofield (Jain et al., 2015), a subject of Eastern philosophical interest dating back 

thousands of years in India and China. Rubik (2002) defines the biofield as: 

The endogenous, complex dynamic electromagnetic (EM) field resulting from the 

superposition of component EM fields of the organism that is proposed to be 

involved in self-organization and bioregulation of the organism. The components 

of the biofield are the EM fields contributed by each individual oscillator or 

electrically charged, moving particle or ensemble of particles of the organism (ion, 

molecule, cell, tissue, etc.), according to principles of conventional physics. The 
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resulting biofield may be conceived of as a very complex dynamic standing wave. 

(p. 710) 

Muehsam & Ventura (2014) maintain that “cytoskeletal structures are dynamic 

modulators of subcellular, cellular, and intercellular information that coordinate 

biological regulation across the atomic/molecular to organismic levels, giving rise to 

the notion of the field of dynamic bio-information or “biofield” (p. 41). As a person’s 

biofield extends beyond the physical body, it naturally overlaps with others present, 

sending and receiving nonverbal information. Rubik (2002) explains such 

bioinformation is akin to the field of wireless communication present in an 

individual’s electronic devices: 

From a nonmechanistic viewpoint appropriate for living systems, information is 

neither energy nor matter in itself, although energy or matter is its carrier. 

Information is that which exists only in relationship, and similar to energy, always 

involves at least two entities, a sender and a receiver, and it depends on the 

context. Information for a living system is that which “informs;” it conveys 

meaning, although the meaning to the organism may not always be conscious. (p. 

713) 

Rubik explicates the characteristics of the biofield, as it is comprised of the: 

Complex, extremely weak electromagnetic field of the organism hypothesized to 

involve electromagnetic bio-information for regulating homeodynamics. The 

biofield is a useful construct consistent with bio-electromagnetics and the physics 
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of nonlinear, dynamical, nonequilibrium living systems. It offers a unifying 

hypothesis to explain the interaction of objects or fields with the organism and is 

especially useful toward understanding the scientific basis of energy medicine, 

including acupuncture, biofield therapies, bio-electromagnetic therapies, and 

homeopathy. The rapid signal propagation of electromagnetic fields comprising 

the biofield as well as its holistic properties may account for the rapid, holistic 

effects of certain alternative and complementary medical interventions. (p. 703) 

According to Muehsam & Ventura (2014), “all life exists within a sea of 

vibration” and “rhythm, with vibrations at the atomic and molecular levels and within 

biochemical reaction rates (p. 40). And, as the human brain is physiologically and 

neurologically capable of tuning into the various vibrational resonances of bio-

information across the subcellular, cellular, and organismal, and environmental levels, 

healing, too, is affected by the rhythm of energy (Muehsam & Ventura, 2014; Rubik, 

2002; Welch, 2012; Nelson & Schwartz, 2005; Warber, Cornelio, Straughn, & Kile, 

2004). Evidence of spiritual healing in Eastern medicine and spiritual philosophy in 

general has prompted Western researchers to study energy flow in the human body, 

also known as qi, chi, or prana, that requires existing and developing technologies to 

detect (Jones, 2014) in an attempt to better understand nonlocal consciousness. “The 

nonlocal consciousness of this nonmaterial spiritual energy field is held by an 

increasing number of scientists and philosophers to be primary to the material world of 

our senses” (p. 21) and therefore worthy of greater investigation. Exploring how 
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somatic coaches perceive their education is a valuable piece of the puzzle in gaining a 

greater perspective of the interplay between consciousness and embodied learning. 

Jones (2014) clarifies the quantum field: energy that underlies all subatomic 

particles in which the “masses of particles constantly interchange and transform 

according to the mass-energy ratio derived by Einstein and the wave-particle theory of 

de Broglie. The zero-point field [or quantum field] is responsible for the non-locality 

properties of the quantum world, that is, they are independent of space and time” (p. 

21). Within this larger conception of the quantum field, the human biofield reflects the 

“complex, nonlinear, dynamic, self-organizing” (Rubik, 2002, p. 704) characteristics 

of living systems, “according to the principles of nonequilibrium thermodynamics of 

open systems and chaos theory” (p. 704). 

Putting the biofield in this larger context will help to elucidate its meaning and 

significance to the field of somatic coaching. As living systems, like the Earth, human 

beings are constantly “exchanging energy with information at multiple levels of 

organization with their surroundings in order to maintain themselves” (p. 704). Rubik 

summarizes the characteristics of a merging of general systems theory and the 

principles of self-organization, citing that: 

(1) living systems are open systems exchanging energy, matter, and information 

with the environment in order to develop and maintain themselves; (2) open 

systems such as organisms that orchestrate flows of matter, energy, and 

information through themselves are self-organizing systems, far from equilibrium; 

(3) such systems dissipate energy in order to maintain themselves (dissipative 
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structures) as quasi-stable macroscopic structures in space-time; (4) open systems 

typically display dynamic steady states that are quasi-stable or oscillate around 

steady-state values; (5) significant perturbations in living systems’ dynamics can 

lead to disease and eventually death. (p. 705) 

Finally, the contribution of fractal geometry and the mathematics of evolutionary 

systems has shown that there is a nonlinear dynamic system underlying physics, 

biology, mathematics, and engineering, which shares the same dynamic yet consists of 

different subcomponents (p. 706). Even small fluctuations in the systems’ dynamics 

can have significant impacts, as Muehsam and Ventura (2014) explain that “changes 

in the rhythms and modes of interaction of subcellular oscillators can result in 

remarkable modulation of gene expression and cellular dynamics, playing an essential 

role in states of wellness and disease” (p. 41). It is well established that behavior 

modification impacts health and well-being, and the emergent field of somatic 

coaching helps to ground this knowledge in the experience of the body by encouraging 

healthier practices on a mental, physical, emotional, spiritual and energetic level 

(Strözzi-Heckler, 2014).  

The biofield may be made up of more than electromagnetism and also include a 

“non-physical mental component that carries the information of intention and the 

psychic realm (Savva, 1997, 1998)” (Rubik, 2002, p. 709). Of note, and perhaps 

unsurprisingly, those who scored higher on the Openness to Spiritual Beliefs and 

Experiences scale, a questionnaire that asks about individuals’ beliefs about 

spirituality as well as whether they have personal experience with psychic phenomena 
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(Schwartz & Simon, 2007), also scored higher in biofield awareness accuracy (Nelson 

& Schwartz, 2005). The biofield is measured through electrodermal testing, vascular 

autonomic signal response, applied kinesiology, stimulation of acupoints, reflexology, 

and evidence from both geobiology and bio-electromagnetics (Rubik, 2002). Many 

studies have been conducted on energy healing techniques such as Reiki and 

Therapeutic Touch to evaluate their efficacy. In such sessions, the practitioner and 

client each have their own responsibilities in what is intended for the appointment. 

Much like a somatic coach conducting hands-on work, the practitioner is essentially a 

somatic channel for universal energy and uses his or her training to direct the flow of 

energy toward the client. “The entire process enables the holistic healing of the client, 

potentially in mental, physical, spiritual, and emotional aspects of themselves” 

(Warber, Cornelio, Straughn, & Kile, 2004, p. 1112).  

The capacity to sense information in the biofield varies among people, but can be 

cultivated (Nelson & Schwartz, 2005) during somatic coaching training. A physics-

based understanding of matter as energy allows individuals to see that all material 

beings are encompassed by a biofield and “certain specific channels of flowing or 

moving energy” (Warber, 2004, p. 6). Therefore, for more highly attuned individuals 

the social learning experience will be mental, emotional, physical, and energetic. 

Additionally, “recent studies of transformative learning reveal extrarational aspects, 

such as emotion, intuition, soul, spirituality, and the body, as integral to the process of 

deep, significant change” (Dirkx, 2001, p. 68). Somatic coaches share with clients 

their understanding of the four distinct stages of the rhythm of energy, which involve 
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awakening, increasing, containing, and completing (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014), to 

facilitate the ability to consciously move energy through one’s body. 

As previously stated, Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of sociocultural learning, in which 

an individual first learns from others and then integrates that knowledge into his or her 

own mental structure, and the zone of proximal development, which delineates when 

students can learn on their own and when they cannot, is pertinent to embodied 

learning. In light of Vygotsky’s theories and the aforementioned recent studies on the 

transmission of subtle energy from person to person, it makes sense to postulate that 

there may be an energetic zone of proximal development in the collective biofield. 

This energetic zone would expand or retract based on the emotional intelligence of, 

and subsequent resonance or dissonance with, others in the group. If this is the case, it 

most certainly supports the understanding of how spiritual awakening through the 

body for one individual will likely have an impact on the group, both through that 

individual’s education of others as well as the energetic transmission that takes place 

when the student or client is in his or her presence. This information is of interest to a 

study into how somatic coaches perceive their education as well as to the curriculum 

development for somatic coaching training programs. 

Intuition and Spirituality. Buchanan and Hyde (2008) draw from the conclusions 

of Bosacki (2001), Elton-Chalcraft (2001), and O’Murchu (1997) to define the 

spiritual in terms of connectedness with Self, other beings, the environment-at-large, 

and the transcendent. de Souza (2004) adds that this relationship to all that exists can 

be construed as spirituality through a person’s expression of that unity. Therefore, 
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when it comes to learning through spiritual experience, the act of expression becomes 

an important part of integrating the lesson. Roy (2005) pieces together Dewey’s (1916 

[1944]) focus on the centrality of experience in learning, James’ (1976, 1983) 

understanding of the mind’s stream of consciousness, and Bergson’s (1992) 

perspective that “experience is an irreducible and unbroken continuity” (Roy, 2005, p. 

444) in learning to demonstrate the value of intuition, a “phenomenological and 

behavioral correlate of implicit learning (Lieberman, 2000, p. 126), and consciousness 

in education. Lieberman (2000) draws from a review of neuropsychological, 

neuroimaging, neurophysiological, and neuroanatomical data to determine the 

important role of the caudate and putamen in the brain’s basal ganglia play in the 

process of intuitive learning.  

Historically, the development of intuition has not been an important focus of 

Western education, yet scientific data increasingly undergird the value of how 

intuition positively impacts the learning experience (Noddings & Shore, 1984). Once 

humans more widely recognize that “theoretical constructs represent non-observable 

elements within a complex intellectual structure that specifies how observable stimuli 

in specifiable conditions are transformed to produce one or more measurable 

outcomes” (Cacioppo, 2004, p. 120), educational institutions may place greater value 

on phenomena like intuition. Similarly, the transpersonal, linked to intuition and 

spirituality, is enjoying a resurgence of attention through brain-based and 

phenomenological research into its impact on human development. This dissertation’s 

literature review takes into consideration how the incorporation of an emphasis on the 
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development of intuition and personal spirituality in a largely experiential training 

program may impact graduates’ perception of their education.  

 To build upon an understanding of consciousness and the interconnectedness of all 

things, the spiritual may be considered an “aspect of humanity that refers to the way 

individuals seek and express meaning and purpose in the way they experience their 

connectedness to the moment, to self, to others, to nature, and to the significant or 

sacred” (Fenwick, 2011, p. 1). Even as it is accepted that much of consciousness and 

spirituality remain ineffable, there are tools for measuring electromagnetic changes in 

the brain during consciousness-related activity. In one such study, brain imaging of 

meditating Carmelite nuns demonstrated that, during intense concentration at a 

moment when the nuns reported a “sense of having touched the ultimate ground of 

reality, experience of timelessness and space looseness, feelings of positive affect, 

peace, joy and unconditional love and finally a sense of union with humankind and the 

universe” (p. 6), there was stimulation of the brain areas responsible for emotional 

awareness, somatovisceral changes due to feelings of joy and unconditional love, and 

perceptions of both spiritual reality and the dissolution of body image. Therefore, 

evidence of the transcendent, for which researchers often lack adequate language to 

describe, may be measured in the brain, although this does not conclude that it exists 

purely in the brain.  

 The term spiritual awakening is used throughout this literature review, since the 

spiritual is an integral aspect of whole person learning theory. Nevertheless, Welch 

(2012) and Rowan (2005) demonstrate that it lacks a certain specificity and would be 



 
 

70 

accurately replaced by transpersonal, characterized by the sacred, numinous, and holy. 

“A transpersonal experience is an experience of the fleeting state of consciousness, 

and not a general way of being in daily life,” (p. 230) nor is the transpersonal a 

religious experience. In seeking justification for the use of the term spiritual 

awakening through the body in this literature review, it is noted that spiritual 

awakening is a commonly used term among spiritual teachers and somatic coaches 

(Spigel, 2012). Indeed, many spiritual mentors and somatic coaches perceive 

themselves to be in a more regular, rather than fleeting, state of heightened or 

expanded consciousness (www.awaken.com) and it is their perception with which this 

literature review is most concerned. 

Transcendence through Embodied Consciousness. Anderson and Morgan 

(1994) remind individuals that, beyond shelter and protection from the elements, 

“Maslow views the most important tasks of adulthood to be those involved in 

becoming a ‘transcender,’ that is, a self-actualized person who has achieved a quality 

of being associated with higher levels of spiritual growth (Maslow, 1970; Maslow, 

1983)” (p. 116). For Maslow (1973), such higher levels of spiritual growth denote the 

expansion of consciousness that occurs through mystical experience and is 

characterized by that which is “intrinsically transcendent, unbounded and unifying” (p. 

440). It is certain that Western ideologies of the mind/body split influenced Maslow’s 

philosophy, but the concept of transcendence is generally ascribed to that which is 

spatially higher and separate from the earthly realm. Embodied learning techniques 

and practices create a connection between immaterial transcendence and the expansion 
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of consciousness through the body, fortifying the bridge between science and 

metaphysics. 

Tomm (2002) seeks to revision transcendence as a “space which is created through 

interaction and which is shared horizontally by all the participants” (p. 9). She uses as 

an example Goddess energy with its “chaotic power which ingresses into the 

structured categories of thought and reflects the multi-dimensionalities of self and 

corresponding situations of relatedness” (Tomm, 2002, p. 9). Further, Tomm discusses 

the erotic energy that transforms as a cornerstone of feminist spirituality, the focus on 

which grounds transformation in the physical plane to merge transcendence and 

immanence toward a more holistic spiritual evolution. 

Coyle (2011) draws from a plethora of Eastern philosophies to explicate how the 

body is vital energy and spirit and that embodiment is the merging of spirit and matter. 

This state of embodiment is reached through “shifting attention from the external form 

of one’s body and from thoughts about one’s body … to the feeling of aliveness 

inside” (Keleman, 1999, p. 52). To do so is easier said than done for many in Western 

culture who have been raised to view the body as adornment, a commodity, or that 

which must be kept in line.  It may take a shift in perception to fully inhabit one’s 

body, and Bolen (1995) advocates the adoption of Goddess consciousness as one 

method to assist one in perceiving the sacred dimension in all of matter, especially 

one’s body. 

German Philosopher Edmund Husserl’s (1859-1938) perspective on bodily 

experience as the transcendental ground, German philosopher Martin Heidegger’s 
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(1889-1976) understanding that “culture is grounded in somatic affectivity” (Morley, 

2008, p. 152), and French philosopher Merleau-Ponty’s belief that the “perceiving 

mind is an incarnated mind” (p. 152), all point to the bodily perception of the world as 

the “foundation of all rationality, all value, and all existence” (p. 152). Given the 

limitations of language to articulate the primacy of bodily experience, Merleau-Ponty 

had been working on developing “new ontological nomenclature” (p. 152) just prior to 

his death in 1961. He accomplished a great deal, however, in seeking to redress 

existing ontological dualism, so that while: 

much Western rationalist philosophy views the alterity between such dialectical 

opposites as an unbridgeable chasm or separation, Merleau-Ponty reverses this 

dualistic reasoning by articulating this alterity as itself the corporeal ‘hinge’ 

between thing and idea, subject and object, even self and other. (p. 152–153)  

Therefore, the cornerstone of embodied consciousness that fortifies this literature 

review is supported by Merleau-Ponty’s theory of “‘flesh of the world’—a conception 

of embodiment that is no dualist ‘temple of the soul’ but a perspective of the human 

body as the very source of divinity itself as much as it is a science of nature” (p. 155-

156). To better analyze how graduates of a somatic coaching training program 

perceive their education, it is of value to understand how an individual shifts his or her 

concept of body/mind/spirit or soul during embodied learning. 

Conclusion 

Ultimately, the notion of Self and Other, the separation of body and mind, even 

what is perceived as solid matter, are all culturally-specific illusions that may be 
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overcome by a conscious return to orienting oneself kinesthetically instead of visually 

and embracing the wisdom that one is unified with all that exists as influential 

participant in the web of life (Berman, 1989; Wilber, 2000). Lipson Lawrence (2012) 

underscores the value of embodied learning as a form of decolonization in that it 

makes way for the “liberation of subjugated knowledge” (p. 77). Including a basis for 

spiritual education and feminist theory is paramount to a study on how somatic 

coaches perceive their education through embodied learning. Welwood (2000) 

believes that beyond becoming self-reflective, it is the individual who develops the 

ability to be trans-reflective that will find him or herself existing in unity 

consciousness. Welwood elucidates that: 

Before becoming self-reflective, we remain identified with thoughts, beliefs, 

feelings, and memories arising in consciousness, and this identification keeps us 

imprisoned in conditioned mind. With reflection, we can start to free ourselves 

from these unconscious identifications by stepping back and observing them. Yet 

as long as we are stepping back, we remain in a state of divided consciousness. A 

further step would be to go beyond reflection and, without falling back on pre-

reflective identification, become at one with our experiencing—through 

overcoming all struggle with it, through discovering and abiding in the deep, silent 

source from which all experience arises. This third level of the dialectic, which 

takes us beyond conventional psychological models and philosophical 

frameworks, is post-reflective, in that it usually follows from a groundwork of 
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reflective work, and trans-reflective in that it discloses a way of being that lies 

beyond divided consciousness. (p. 111) 

It is interesting to note that Welwood uses the term “stepping back,” since a somatic 

coach may encourage a client to move within, similarly beyond reflection, to the 

“deep, silent source” that Welwood describes. While it may not be possible to 

accurately demonstrate the educative process that moves back and forth from material 

to immaterial, the learning experience has profound impact and value on the one 

perceiving and receiving the information (de Souza, 2004). In fact, “thinking 

(cognitive), feeling (affective) and inner reflective/intuiting (spiritual)” modes of 

learning are necessary if “learning is to ‘go beyond the surface’ and be experienced as 

transformative” (Buchanan & Hyde, 2008, p. 310), as is the case with the somatic 

coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute. 

This literature review examined somatic coaching, meaning making, and historical 

and psychological perspectives on human development, the mind/body schism, and 

embodied consciousness. It is the hope of this dissertation that the critical review of 

these works has developed a more thorough background of the aforementioned for a 

case study into how graduates of the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi 

Institute perceive their education. In addition, it is expected that this overview will 

provide context for better understanding how consciousness intersects with embodied 

learning. As Prinz (n.d.) states, “Recent work on self-consciousness has focused on 

awareness of the acting body, and work on the unity and function of consciousness 
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may move in the same direction” and that a “complete theory of consciousness will be 

an embodied theory” (p. 17).  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The main purpose of this study was to better understand how graduates of the 

somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute perceived their education. 

This chapter provides justification for the exclusive use of qualitative inquiry as well 

as an overview of the theoretical framework of phenomenology. The foundational 

perspectives and values of phenomenology are discussed, with particular emphasis on 

an understanding of embodiment, developed through the later works of German 

philosopher Edmund Husserl and French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty. In 

addition, this chapter explores the methodology of qualitative inquiry with an 

idiographic approach, undergirded by a constructivist paradigm. Finally, presented 

here is an outline of the research study design, which includes how participants were 

selected and the step-by-step procedures that were taken for data collection, storage, 

coding, and analysis. 

Overview of the Research Study 

The researcher’s interest in this study began with a desire to learn more about 

people’s experiences of significant and lasting healing, transformation, and spiritual 

awakening through the body. This led to an exploration of the field of somatics, and 

the discovery that training is available for individuals wishing to coach others who are 

seeking this particular form of transformative learning. Therefore, the researcher 

decided to narrow her focus to how somatic coaches perceive their training and its 

influence on their work. She has chosen graduates of the Strozzi Institute, which has a 
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strong philosophical foundation and a sizable number of graduates, as an ideal 

participant group. 

Research Question 

• How do graduates of the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi 

Institute perceive their education? 

Only a small percentage of traditional life coaches currently integrate techniques 

that address the needs of the body for transformation into their practice with clients 

(Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). As Western society continues to promote modalities that 

work to reintegrate the mind and body (i.e., yoga, mindfulness, energy therapy, 

complementary alternative medicine, etc.), the question of how somatic coaches are 

impacted by their own training is of increasing importance. 

Justification for the Exclusive Use of Qualitative Research 

Although the curriculum of the Strozzi Institute is clearly described, the research 

that would explicate how it might impact the adult learners who are being trained has 

not yet been conducted. In the previous chapter, the researcher provided a foundation 

of literature from the subject-at-hand and related fields that have an interest in the 

phenomenon of bodily experience in learning, transformation, and the expansion of 

consciousness. Doing so situates this study within established academic domains, 

provides a context for its purpose, and adds to the growing knowledge about embodied 

learning (Merriam, 1998). It is the hope of this dissertation that its qualitative study 

will lead to a better understanding of how somatic coaches perceive their education 
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through a bounded case study involving in-depth interviews among other methods of 

data collection. The complexity and specificity of case study research is well suited 

toward inquiries that revolve around how individuals perceive a phenomenon and 

allows the researcher to probe deeply into the participants’ meaning making (Patton, 

2002; Yin, 2003). “Knowledge is within the meanings people make of it, is gained 

through people talking about their meanings, is laced with personal biases and values, 

and evolves, emerges and is inextricably tied to the context in which it is studied” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 19). To collect such subjective impressions, qualitative inquiry—

with its ultimate goal of better understanding human meaning making (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 1994; Merriam, 1998; Robson, 2002)—is the essential method for this study. 

Finally, it is an aim of this study to contribute to a rationale for incorporating best 

practices in adult education curricula, reflecting how the purpose of improving current 

educational practice is in alignment with the objectives of qualitative research 

(Maxwell, 1996). 

Theoretical Framework 

Phenomenology. As mentioned in Chapter One, the foundation of 

phenomenology, as both a method and philosophy, lies in the process of seeking the 

basic nature of a phenomenon (Van Manen, 2016; Creswell, 2014). The researcher has 

drawn upon the later works of Husserl, who emphasized the experience of 

consciousness embedded in the corporeal, and Merleau-Ponty, who sought to 

understand “the human body as the very source of divinity itself as much as it is a 

science of nature” (Morley, 2008, p. 156).  
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Husserl coined the term phenomenology, referring to the science of pure 

phenomena (Eagleton, 1983). A student of German philosopher, psychologist, and 

priest Franz Brentano (1838-1917), Husserl studied the inner experience of 

consciousness (Holloway, 1997). After the decimation of much of Europe at the end of 

World War I, Husserl worked to make sense of human experience and “sought to 

develop a new philosophical method which would lend absolute certainty to a 

disintegrating civilization” (Eagleton, 1983, p. 54). Husserl understood that an 

individual experiences the internal world, permeated by consciousness, as reality and 

it is there that he or she makes sense of things in the external world (Eagleton, 1983; 

Fouche, 1993). Later, one of Husserl’s most influential students, fellow German 

philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), expanded Husserl’s notion of the lived 

experience to an existence within the world of matter (Schwandt, 1997). Additionally, 

Merleau-Ponty was influenced by and influential to the work of Heidegger through his 

own exploration of what it means to be embodied as a conscious being in the physical 

world (Vandenburg, 1997).  

Methodology 

Phenomenological Analysis. The methodology of phenomenology historically 

avoids a “tendency toward constructing a predetermined set of fixed procedures, 

techniques and concepts that would rule-govern the research project” (Van Manen, 

2016, p. 29). In fact, phenomenological researchers are well advised to allow the 

method to be discovered in response to the inquiry. This is a result of the origins of 

phenomenology: Husserl’s turning toward lived experience and Merleau-Ponty’s 
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“relearning to look at the world by reawakening the basic experience of the world” (p. 

31). That said, phenomenological studies benefit from a theoretical framework that 

guides the methodology, such as setting procedures to follow like conducting in-depth 

interviews that help the researcher collect rich descriptions of the phenomenon 

(Creswell, 2007). This study has incorporated two phases of a case study: an 

exploratory survey and in-depth interview.  

Phenomenological analysis comes from the philosophy of phenomenology, which 

is concerned with the meaning an individual attaches to a phenomenon (Ormston, 

Spencer, Barnard, & Snape, 2014). A phenomenological study focuses on the essence, 

or structure, of an experience (Merriam, 2009). Phenomenological analysis is an ideal 

framework for a study of graduates' perceptions of their training to be somatic 

coaches. According to Smith et al. (2012), phenomenological analysis methodology is 

governed by two axes: uncovering the meaning of a phenomenon through examining 

interviewees’ rich descriptions of life and asking pertinent questions that elucidate the 

underlying essence of the lived experience. In this study, the researcher has examined 

how somatic coaches perceive the training they received at the Strozzi Institute and 

how those experiences influence their current practice. 

Constructivist Paradigm. A constructivist paradigm, or worldview, adopts the 

perspective that individuals learn by actively constructing their subjective 

understanding of objective reality (Vygotsky, 1978). In this case study of somatic 

coaches’ perspectives, it was assumed that multiple realities would emerge from 

interviewing different participants. In understanding the importance and reliance of the 
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study on participants’ views, and because all of the participants are adults, a 

constructivist paradigm is fitting. Hatch (2002) discussed the process of the researcher 

and participants constructing the study’s findings together, which is emphasized in a 

constructivist paradigm.  

Purposive Sampling. Hycner (1999) asserts, “the phenomenon dictates the 

method (not vice versa) including even the type of participants” (p. 156). Therefore, 

the researcher worked with the Strozzi Institute who sent an email on her behalf to 403 

of its alumnae throughout North, Central, and South America, Europe, and Asia. To 

identify and recruit participants for this study (Babbie, 1995; Grieg, Taylor, & 

Vanobbergen, 1999; Schwandt, 1997) who have lived experience with the 

phenomenon to be researched (Kruger, 1996) is integral to the findings. From the 48 

respondents, the researcher searched for a diverse group of somatic coaches willing to 

engage in an in-depth interview and found 18 volunteers.  

Epoche, Journaling, Bracketing, and Horizonalizing. The researcher of a 

phenomenological study will likely share experience in a similar field of work as the 

participants. As such, it is understood that a researcher may not be detached from his 

or her assumptions and should not pretend to be removed (Hammersley, 2000), but use 

specific tools to avoid any overlap in the data. Mouton and Marais (1990) 

acknowledge that researchers “hold explicit beliefs” (p. 12) and that those, too, can 

inform the findings. This research study was undertaken to, primarily, gather data 

regarding the perspectives of research participants about the phenomenon of their 

training to be somatic coaches. The researcher separated her personal assumptions 
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through the use of journaling, bracketing, horizonalizing, and epoche (Moustakas, 

1994). 

Embodied learning, which is integral to whole person learning and forms the 

cornerstone of the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program, involves the 

mind, body, emotions, and spirit. (Bennett, 2012; Forbes, 2003; Miller, 2000). As 

consciousness, spirituality, and religious experience have permeable and overlapping 

boundaries, Morley (2008) maintains that investigation into the lived experience 

necessitates a method that is unbiased toward belief systems, yet, as previously 

mentioned, works with the fact that bias is inherent in qualitative research and can be 

addressed through bracketing. Miller and Crabtree (1992) discuss an expanded form of 

bracketing by which the researcher brackets his or her preconceptions in order to enter 

into a subject’s lived experience and “use the self as an experiencing interpreter” (p. 

24). Ultimately, bracketing allows researchers to put aside their assumptions and 

personal feelings to reach as close to an unbiased perspective as possible (Moustakas, 

1994; Creswell, 2014). Creswell (2003) adds, “this introspection and acknowledgment 

of biases, values, and interests (reflexivity) typifies qualitative research today” (p. 

182).  

There are a variety of ways for the researcher to reduce his or her prejudgment. 

Husserl, aware of this issue, referred to the putting aside researcher suppositions as 

epoche, which is Greek for abstaining. Through the practice of epoche, a researcher 

can be aware of the need to allow “things, events, and people to enter a new into 

consciousness, and to look and see them again, as if for the first time” (Moustakas, 
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1994, p. 85). One of the ways in which researchers can utilize this awareness is to 

record and process their personal biases, regarding the phenomena to be studied, in a 

journal. This has been helpful in bracketing the study’s topics in order to narrow the 

focus on the research at hand. The researcher also drew upon horizonalizing, a 

technique through which all statements are considered to have equal value, in order to 

organize horizons into themes and then into textural description (Moustakas, 1994). 

Finally, the researcher was able to more effectively employ “imaginative variation” (p. 

98) by elucidating the conditions that underlie experiences in order to outline the 

structural aspects of the study. Ultimately, the textural and structural components were 

integrated to form a holistic description of the phenomenon (p. 100). 

Feminist Theory. As mentioned in Chapter Two, the entire field of consciousness 

studies is rife with philosophies born from Western civilization and grown in the 

shadow of a Cartesian mind/body split and, as such, this research study design 

necessitated influence by feminist scholarship (Lipson Lawrence, 2012) to reintegrate 

the psyche/soma in the research process. Feminist theory is integral to the structure of 

robust qualitative inquiry; therefore, the researcher drew upon feminist research 

methods to balance “objectivity with subjectivity, in process as well as content” 

(Anderson & Braud, 2011, p. 136). It is especially important to note that grounding 

this interpretive qualitative study in the lived experience of actual somatic coaches 

allows for readers to resonate with the narratives in a personal way (Creswell, 2007). 

Intention for the Research. When it comes to intention setting, Braud emphasizes 

the “desired outcome (goal) rather than the means (process) of actualizing that goal” 
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(Anderson & Braud, 2011, p. 175). His concern is that focusing on the means might 

cause a researcher to choose an incorrect process in attempting to realize the goal. 

Therefore, it was important to reflect the participants’ multi-dimensional experience in 

the interview questions, arising from a phenomenological framework, on how somatic 

coaches view personal transformation in addition to exploring their perceptions of 

their training. 

Patton (2002) describes how the different phenomenological traditions have a 

common focus on “how human beings make sense of experience and transform 

experience into consciousness, both individually and as shared meaning” (p. 104). 

Anderson and Braud (2011) bring a heartfelt sense of responsibility to 

phenomenological research, asserting how researchers must work for the greater good. 

“If we want to help create a kind world, a generous world, a peaceful world, a 

beneficent world to all creatures that inhabit our beautiful blue globe – as researchers 

and scholars we must first become the qualities of kindness, generosity, peacefulness, 

and beneficence we want. As a ‘tribe’ of researchers and scholars, we must not follow 

the dictates of political and industrial agendas, but rather lead in dedication to the good 

of all that lives” (p. 316–317). It is the hope of this dissertation that this research study 

will elucidate how somatic coaches perceive the experience and influence of their 

training, and, perhaps, also help with future curriculum and practicum development to 

ensure the best preparation of facilitators for this important work. 
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Approach to the Qualitative Study 

Qualitative Inquiry. The research design for this study, to investigate somatic 

coaches’ perception of their education, is qualitative inquiry. “Drawing from diverse 

related concepts and fields of practice, somatic [embodied] learning is a learning 

construct that currently lacks a conclusive, comprehensive theory and reflects multiple 

modes of practice. Given its constructivist view of knowledge as a subjective 

experience to be understood through the participants eyes, qualitative methodology 

offers the researcher the opportunity to add to the theoretical base of this domain of 

learning” (Bennett, 2012, p. 90). 

The researcher used qualitative research tools and methods, guided by a 

phenomenological perspective that arose out of the discipline of philosophy. The tools 

and methods used in this design included an exploratory survey and a bounded case 

study with semi-structured interviews for collecting data. Such a multiple methods 

study provided validation of results and triangulation across several sources of data 

from survey results, interviews, and theoretical findings demonstrating both consistent 

and contradictory results (Mertens, 2010). Further, research subjects reviewed and 

approved of interview transcripts before the researcher began the analysis stage. This 

member-checking ensured the most accurate comparison and analysis of the 

information to gain answers to the guiding research question. 

Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010) recommend blending and integrating various 

methods of inquiry as that ensures a deeper understanding of the complexity of 

exploring human perception of a phenomena and lends greater accuracy to findings. 
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To capture the complexity of the perception of lived experience the research design in 

this qualitative study utilized an exploratory survey, which led to the bounded case 

study that relied on qualitative inquiry through semi-structured in-depth interviews.  

Case Study. Often used in exploratory research, the case study is not a research 

method per se but a tool that illustrates phenomenology. Savin-Baden and Major 

(2013) posit that augmenting phenomenological research with a case study “creates an 

altered and synergistic version of the approach, making the approach … more holistic, 

particularistic, contextual, descriptive and concrete” (p. 157). Information collected 

from this case study was idiographic in that it focused on individuals without any 

reference to a comparison group (Anderson & Braud, 2011). An idiographic study is 

one in which the researcher “simply wishes to learn whether certain phenomena or 

experiences exist, to learn more about how they might have occurred in specific 

individuals or circumstances, and to describe these phenomena or experiences 

accurately and fully” (p. 86). The researcher was well aware that this case study of 

somatic coaches’ perspectives will not be generalized to a larger population. Rather, 

its aim was to increase understanding of the central phenomenon of how these somatic 

coaches perceive the training they received and its influence on their practice. 

Creswell (2012) indicated that useful qualitative case studies include a variety of types 

of data to acquire an in-depth understanding of the case. The case study was bounded 

by 35 (complete) survey respondents and 18 in-depth interview participants in total 

and limited to somatic coaches that had graduated from the Strozzi Institute’s somatic 

coaching training program at least one year ago. 
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Outline of Proposed Research Steps. This qualitative case study was conducted 

in two phases: an exploratory survey (see Appendix D) and semi-structured in-depth 

interviews (see Appendix E). This case study generated pertinent material for 

interpretation, coding, and analysis. 

Exploratory Survey. An email solicitation (see Appendix A) inviting graduates to 

participate in the study was used as a guide by the Strozzi Institute course manager to 

craft an email that was circulated to 403 recipients to draw a purposive sample of 

survey respondents. Forty-eight respondents completed a consent form (see Appendix 

C) prior to filling out the survey. The multiple-choice answers on survey questions 

were randomly ordered to minimize the possibility of participants choosing specific 

answers due to question placement. The results from the 35 complete survey were 

specific to this study and are not generalizable. A sample of survey respondents were 

invited to participate in an in-depth interview. Prior to each interview, the researcher 

sent a confirmation email to the willing participant.  

Interviews. The nature of in-depth interviews allows for the researcher to “enter 

into the other’s perspective … In order to find out what is in and on someone’s mind, 

and to gather their stories” (Patton, 2002, p. 341). In-depth interviewing fits well with 

reporting participants’ experiences through narrative, which underscores the need for a 

qualitative analysis that seeks to broaden the field of inquiry by exploring subjective 

experience (Murray, 2003). Semi-structured interviews offer both structure and 

flexibility (Hatch, 2002; Creswell, 2009; Merriam, 2009) in order for the researcher to 
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be responsive to participants’ needs as well as guide the inquiry toward uncovering the 

essence of their lived experience.  

Offering an incentive to interviewees can increase the likelihood of participation in 

the research process. Hatch (2002) emphasizes creating a sense of value for the 

participants and that “giving back something of substance needs to be considered as 

qualitative projects are planned” (p. 66). This may indicate compensation of some sort, 

in this case participation in the survey yielded a chance at receiving a gift card, but it 

also means making sure the participants know that their contribution may have an 

impact on the preparation and efficacy of future somatic coaches and bring a greater 

understanding of their perceptions into the field.  

As interviewing ten participants is sufficient in reaching data saturation (Boyd, 

2001), the researcher conducted in-depth interviews with 18 somatic coaches to allow 

for the complexity of multidimensional perceptions of lived experience, in history and 

the belief systems that inform somatic education, to emerge (Creswell, 2007). In 

addition to producing valuable findings, it is the researcher’s hope that the participants 

in the study may also benefit from an opportunity to reflect on their perceptions 

through a respectful interview that honors their expertise and encourages openness 

during the discussion (Creswell, 2007).  

It is important to note the impact the researcher had on the investigation, even 

while working to keep the focus on the participants’ responses within a particular 

context (Creswell, 2007). Husserl (1931) discussed the challenges in bracketing “all 

previous habits of thought, [to] see-through and break down the mental barriers which 
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these habits have set along the horizons of our thinking” (p. 43). In order to maintain 

the validity of the data collection, the researcher journaled about her own 

presuppositions and used bracketing prior to conducting the interviews.  

Given the researcher’s professional background and training, it is likely that she 

and the research participants have an interest in somatic education in common. The 

researcher's familiarity with important semantic and contextual information aided in 

establishing a sense of trust at the outset of the interview process (Rubin & Rubin, 

2011), offered some ease in using commonly shared terms and definitions, and 

provided the researcher with opportunities to begin the discussions with a social 

conversation in order to establish a sense of comfort for all involved (Moustakas, 

1994). Such interests in common, however, are not necessary in order for any 

researcher to conduct the study. 

The researcher drew from a guiding conceptual framework of teacher training 

program qualities, adult learning theory, and the actual philosophy and curriculum of 

the Strozzi Institute to structure her interviews. The structure of the open-ended 

interview itself contained two parts: the guiding qualitative interview questions and 

the consistent demographic interview items. Both parts include an interview ID that 

corresponds to the actual participant in order to protect his or her identity. The form 

that links participant names with their IDs is being kept in a secure location separate 

from the rest of the data. The open-ended interview questions were designed to 

elucidate the essence of the participants’ lived experience and perception. They were 

guided by the three pillars previously mentioned and relate to learning commitment to 
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the profession, mastering proficiency in practice, and creating an impact on clients. A 

final research question was included with each interview exploring how the 

participants perceive their training could have been improved to empower and enable 

their learning and practice.   

As it took some thought and reflection to recall the experience of training, the 

primary interview questions were emailed to the participants in advance of the formal 

interview. Written permission from the participants was collected prior to the digital 

recording of the interview. Transcription took place as soon as possible after each 

interview (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). Anonymity was and will be protected by keeping 

separate the identification of the survey respondents and interviewees from their 

recorded responses.  

During the semi-structured, in-depth interviews, the researcher was cognizant of 

adhering to an average of 30 to 45 minutes of time allowed. To set the tone of the 

interview, the researcher verbally assured participants that all exchanges were and will 

be confidential and that data are being kept in password protected files. After a 

discussion resulting in answers to the primary question(s), the researcher asked for 

specific suggestions to contribute to the ongoing success of training facilitators in each 

interviewee’s respective fields.  

It is recommended that the researcher completes all interviews before performing a 

cross case content analysis for emergent themes in order to avoid pitfalls in creating 

meaning (Seidman, 2006). Therefore, once all the materials were transcribed and 

approved of by the participants, the researcher analyzed the data for patterns and 
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thematic content. Approval of the transcription is an essential aspect of member-

checking (Mertens, 2015; Creswell, 2014). Participants were told in advance that their 

comments and changes would be incorporated into the final version of the transcript in 

order to ensure that the emergent themes are accurate representations of their views. 

The researcher also offered the participants an opportunity to check on the accuracy of 

the findings as this serves to strengthen the validity of the study and reduce any 

researcher bias.   

The researcher reviewed the transcripts multiple times, making notes and 

comments, in order to more accurately see themes emerge from the content. In 

keeping with the idiographic paradigm, the researcher bracketed the results from each 

interview prior to analyzing the next participant’s responses. The researcher used 

Anderson’s (2007) thematic content analysis by writing down meaning units in order 

to categorize them into emergent themes until a set of themes could be identified 

within all the interviews transcribed and member-checked. From there, the researcher 

was able to uncover connections, patterns, and contrasting elements among the 

emergent themes. “An interweaving of analytic commentary and raw extracts (p. 110) 

is the interpretive phenomenological analysis product of both the researcher’s 

interpretation and the research lived experience of the participant” (Smith at al., 2012, 

p. 58). 

Instrumentation. The survey questions sent to potential participants were vetted 

through a cognitive interview process shared with several critical readers in order to 

understand how the potential respondents may “perceive and interpret questions and to 
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identify potential problems that may arise in prospective survey questionnaires” 

(Drennan, 2003, p. 57). The multiple-choice answers on survey questions were 

randomly ordered to minimize the possibility of participants choosing specific answers 

due to question placement.  

Data Coding and Analysis. An in-depth interview “is literally an inter-view, an 

exchange of views between two persons conversing about a theme of mutual interest” 

(Kvale, 1996, p. 1). It provides an opportunity for the researcher to set aside his or her 

presuppositions and truly see the world from another’s point of view. In addition, the 

researcher benefits from using imaginative variation (Moustakas, 1994) in order to 

elucidate the essence of the meaning before beginning to identify the textural and 

structural themes that can be integrated into an analysis of the whole phenomenon. 

Hatch (2002) identifies data analysis as “a systematic search for meaning” (p. 148) 

that requires the right questions be asked to make adjustments in how one collects 

future data and to improve the integrity of the research. As mentioned, the interview 

transcripts were reviewed multiple times, keeping in mind the process of 

horizonalizing that gives equal value to all statements (Moustakas, 1994). Codes were 

developed to address both the conceptual framework of phenomenological analysis 

and the research questions themselves (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). The researcher used 

different colors to designate codes, and, eventually, be able to sort them by topic and 

alphabetically.  

By collecting data from diverse sources and through a variety of methods 

(Maxwell, 1996), triangulation included the exploratory survey and in-depth 
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interviews. Member-checking was part of the research by requesting that interview 

participants read and amend their transcripts for accurate reporting. The researcher 

journaled about and bracketed biases as well as reread the data and data analysis to 

minimize inferences and ensure that the findings came from the pure research (Gay, 

Mills, & Airasian, 2012). Finally, the researcher integrated an understanding 

developed through writing the literature review into the study’s findings, related the 

research to his or her personal and professional goals, and shared how the study 

impacts the greater good.   

 Ethical Considerations and Protection of Human Subjects. This research study 

carried no known risk of harming participants. The consent form explained the 

voluntary nature of participation and that withdrawal from the study at any time would 

have no negative consequences. The researcher complied with all Institutional Review 

Board criteria at Plymouth State University to make certain that all human subjects 

were, are, and will be appropriately protected. Every effort has been and will be made 

to protect participant identity and uphold confidentiality. 

Research Study Limitations 

The analysis of phenomenological research relies on subjective interpretation, 

albeit guided and contained by proven tools and methods. Nevertheless, lived 

experience is numinous and therefore presents particular challenges in conveying the 

meaning of a phenomenon. When it comes to describing somatic experiences, which 

include the perceptions of mind, body, and spirit in words, that challenge is magnified. 

Polkinghorne (1989) elaborates that such challenges include how “(a) the continuous 
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flux of consciousness’ content is fleeting and cannot be inspected under a microscope; 

(b) there is access to the finished content of consciousness and not the integrated 

working levels of abstractions, perceptions, imaginations, remembrances, controls, and 

awareness; and (c) the act of reflecting—by researchers on their own or by subjects on 

their experience—effects a change in awareness” (p. 46). These hard-to-pin-down 

aspects of phenomenological research are part of why the case study approach is an 

effective method of qualitative inquiry. Semi-structured interviews allowed for the 

researcher to sense where responses needed more questioning to elicit a deeper truth. 

The benefits of case studies have a flip side; however, and those are general 

limitations that include the inability to generalize the results to a larger population, the 

need for bracketing researcher presumptions, and the unlikelihood of replication. More 

specific limitations of the case study are discussed in the following paragraphs. 

Survey limitations. The exploratory survey was designed to inform the qualitative 

interview questions as well as provide the triangulation of multiple sources of 

qualitative data. It may be assumed that the survey respondents were more likely to be 

individuals with positive perspectives about their training, although that is not certain.  

Recalling the Past. The piecing together of one’s memory of lived experience is 

complex and relies upon the participant’s reconstruction of thoughts, emotions, bodily 

sensations, and spiritual senses. An in-depth interview provided an opportunity for 

somatic coaches to recreate their lived experience, but was naturally limited to their 

awareness and level of consciousness in the present moment and at the time of the 

event(s) being recalled.  
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Validity. Using multiple strategies for establishing the validity of the research 

helped garner the respect of a reader. The researcher journaled about and bracketed 

any biases, triangulated the data, provided a rich description of the phenomena, and 

used member-checking to support the validity of the research. While it is always 

possible for the researcher to make inaccurate conclusions (Maxwell, 1996), she 

worked to assure that the “findings correctly mapped the phenomenon in question” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 100).  

When it comes to providing insight into their lived experience through an in-depth 

interview, somatic coaches discussed their perspective as it was informed by the 

cognitive, physical, emotional, and spiritual planes of existence. Much of their 

reflection became data that are non-empirical and challenging to analyze, yet truly 

valid. Anderson and Braud (2011) call for an expansion of the definition of empirical 

to include “inner experiences, which are private and therefore unobservable by the 

external observer” (p. 3). This reality may compromise the trustworthiness of the 

research for certain readers. Trustworthiness relies on “internal validity, external 

validity, reliability, and objectivity” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 218). Merriam (2009) 

presents a guide to address trustworthiness in three parts: credibility, consistency, and 

transferability.  

Credibility of Research. As is the case with qualitative studies, the data in this 

research study have not been collected to be replicated, but to rely on their 

dependability and consistency (Guba and Lincoln, 1998). The researcher used multiple 

methods to collect data, including surveys and semi-structured interviews, all of which 
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supported the dependability of the case study. In addition to using qualitative inquiry 

methods that support dependability, Creswell (2012) and Marshall and Rossman 

(1999) underscore the value of triangulation of multiple data sources, document 

review, and member-checking to more accurately gather participants’ perceptions and 

increase credibility. As a key component of trustworthiness (Creswell, 2012), 

credibility is about internal validity (Merriam, 2009).  

Consistency. Consistency supports the reliability of a study. As “reliability refers 

to the extent to which research findings can be replicated” (Merriam, 2009, p. 220), it 

will be an additional challenge to a phenomenological study of somatic coaches’ 

perceptions and its idiographic approach. That said, the findings were consistent based 

on the researcher’s analysis of the data collected through detailed techniques, therefore 

adding dependability to reinforce consistency.  

Transferability. Marshall and Rossman (1999) deem research from a single case 

to be insufficient for generalizability or transferability; therefore, the collection and 

analysis of thick, rich descriptions of experience offsets this problem (Maxwell, 1996; 

Merriam, 1998). Nevertheless, as this study was idiographic in nature and will not be 

generalizable to a greater population, the external validity of the research was not the 

best benchmark for its value. The researcher addressed transferability by providing a 

detailed description of the setting for the qualitative inquiry and the overall case, 

exploring how graduates of the Strozzi Institute perceived their education, which 

should suffice (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009). 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

Overview 

Introduction. The primary question guiding this case study research was to 

understand how graduates of the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi 

Institute perceive their education. Data were collected through an exploratory survey, 

which gleaned information beyond demographics to include respondents’ perspectives 

on somatic education, why they chose the Institute, and their background in and 

understanding of embodied learning. Through conducting in-depth interviews with a 

random sampling of survey respondents, the researcher was able to obtain rich 

descriptions of the participants’ experience, beyond a measure of satisfaction with 

their education, which led to a deeper understanding of the qualitative research results 

and why they are important to the field of education.  

The researcher presents representative direct quotes and paraphrased sections of 

the interviews throughout this chapter in order to display the five key findings, which 

have emerged from various themes that arose from the data. She applied Spradley’s 

semantic relations model in an effort to understand patterns within the participants’ 

perspectives on their education from the words that they used to discuss multiple 

facets related to their learning experience. This model was chosen as relationships 

between ideas play a fundamental role in cognition (Charrin & Peirce, 1988). The 

semantic relationships in the researcher’s model (Figure 4.4) pivot around embodied 

learning as this technique is the cornerstone of the Strozzi Institute’s curriculum and a 

central focus of the interview participants’ responses. Additionally, Mezirow’s theory 
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of transformative learning was the lens through which the researcher investigated the 

semantic relationships derived from the participants’ discussions of their educational 

experience at the Institute. Throughout this chapter, the researcher has interwoven an 

explanation of how she made meaning of the data through the use of these 

methodological and theoretical frameworks.  

The researcher’s observations of the survey respondents’ foci and perspectives 

shared through their responses to the open-ended survey questions were influential to 

the progress of the in-depth interview dialogues. After analyzing the results of the in-

depth interviews, the researcher determined there were five major findings in the 

study. The findings include the discovery that 1) all of the participants indicated 

experiencing a full integration of the education they expected to obtain based on the 

objectives of the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute; 2) all of 

the participants believe that achieving mastery in the art of somatic coaching requires 

copious practice in developing an embodied presence; 3) all of the participants 

consider the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program highly influential to 

their sense of personal spirituality; 4) all of the participants cite embodied learning, the 

cornerstone of the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program curriculum, as 

an effective technique in facilitating and supporting lasting transformation; 5) only 

those participants (15 out of 18) who revealed having contemplated consciousness 

draw a connection between their experience with embodied learning and their 

understanding of embodied consciousness. Embodied consciousness has been defined, 

in Chapters One and Two, as a state of being in which an individual has an awareness, 

which is felt through the body, of him- or herself and the surrounding environment 



 
 

99 

(Damasio, 2012; Finson, 1987; Meiring, 2015; Noë & Thompson, 2004; Prinz, n.d.; 

Slingerland, 2008; Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). 

After a thorough investigation into how somatic coaches perceive their education 

at the Strozzi Institute, the researcher discovered that all of the study participants hold 

the organization and its teachers in high regard and believe that they obtained the 

knowledge, techniques, and tools necessary to be effective somatic coaches upon 

graduation. The researcher determined that the participants have achieved a full 

integration of the training program’s learning objectives through an analysis that 

demonstrated shifts in their perspectives as a result of their education, which is in 

alignment with what makes learning transformative in an adult population. In addition 

to answering the research question directly, the researcher identified four other 

findings that will also be discussed in this chapter. Therefore, in addition to finding 

that the training program’s learning objectives were fully met, throughout this chapter 

the researcher explains how the participants’ perceptions of the efficacy of an 

embodied learning curriculum underscore this technique’s capacity for generating 

lasting transformation and demonstrate validity for its incorporation into other adult 

learning programs. 

Determination of Findings 

On behalf of the researcher, the Strozzi Institute sent the study’s exploratory 

survey to 403 alumnae who had graduated from the program at least one year ago. In 

addition to requesting demographic information, the survey queried respondents about 

what, if any, other types of somatic education they’ve undergone; if they considered 
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other programs and, if so, which; how they learned about the Strozzi Institute and 

what made them choose this particular organization; and, finally, respondents were 

asked to discuss their understanding of embodied learning in their own words as well 

as to share anything else they wished to say regarding their perception of their 

education. The researcher received 48 survey responses, of which 35 were complete, 

from somatic coaches (38 women and 10 men) located throughout North, Central, and 

South America, Europe, and Asia. Thirteen additional incomplete surveys were 

returned, but could not be included in the analysis due to lack of sufficient content. 

Many of the open-ended responses from the survey were used to shape the in-depth 

interview questions and have also been integrated into the overall data analyzed to 

produce the findings.  

Discussion of Survey Results 

The most pertinent demographic questions from the survey, shared below (in 

Figures 4.1 and 4.2), indicate the average age of participants and the number of hours 

per week they work in the role of somatic coach. 

 

Figure 4.1 Average Age Group of Participants 
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Figure 4.2 Average Number of Hours Per Week Working as a Somatic Coach 

Once the two-week response period for the survey came to a close, the researcher 

compiled and analyzed the results of the six open-ended questions: 1) How did you 

learn about the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program? What drew you 

to this particular program? 2) What other training programs, if any, did you consider 

attending? 3) Have you participated in other kinds of programs that involve embodied 

learning (i.e., yoga, dance, martial arts, etc.)? 4) What additional degrees and/or 

certifications, if any, do you hold? 5) Please share your understanding of embodied 

learning. 6) As this was not a comprehensive questionnaire, please take a moment to 
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share anything else of your choosing in regards to your perceptions about the Strozzi 

Institute’s somatic coaching training program. 

 

1) How did you learn about the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training 

program? What drew you to this particular program?  

 

The researcher discovered eight different categories for how individuals learned 

about the Strozzi Institute’s program, which are from: a) a somatic coach (10 

respondents identified this pathway), b) having taken a previous course at the Strozzi 

Institute (9 respondents), c) attending another somatic-based training program (9 

respondents), d) a friend/colleague (8 respondents), e) reading one of Richard Strözzi-

Heckler’s books (6 respondents), f) meeting Richard Strözzi-Heckler personally (5 

respondents), g) an internet search (2 respondents), and a counselor’s recommendation 

(1 respondent). Each respondent had a unique explanation for what drew him or her to 

the program, but relationships between responses demonstrate that the majority of 

respondents held an interest in learning with and through the body. Many respondents 

are in leadership positions and believed that the Strozzi Institute would be one of the 

best ways to be a more effective leader. Several respondents identified working in the 

healing arts and expressed a general interest in the program’s integrated focus on the 

mind/body/spirit. 

 

2) What other training programs, if any, did you consider attending? 
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 Respondents reported considering a variety of training programs, including the 

Coaches Training Institute, Georgetown University, the Hudson Institute, New 

Ventures West, the Newfield Network, Somatic Experiencing, and various other 

leadership, dance, or other somatic-oriented programs. Of all the respondents, 16 

stated that they did not consider attending any other program and several of those 

individuals believe the Strozzi Institute to be the premier organization for somatic 

coaching training with a curriculum that resonated with their preferred style of 

learning. 

 

3) Have you participated in other kinds of programs that involve embodied 

learning (i.e., yoga, dance, martial arts, etc.)? 

 

The researcher identified seven main categories of engagement with embodied 

learning that emerged through the survey respondents’ responses, which include a) 

yoga (18 respondents); b) martial arts (17 respondents); c) athletics and other somatic 

endeavors, including, but not limited to, hiking, walking, horseback riding, etc. (14 

respondents); e) dance (10 respondents); d) Pilates (2 respondents); and e) meditation 

(2 respondents). From the data, the researcher recognized the connection between a 

large number of respondents having studied martial arts and the Strozzi Institute’s 

Aikido-influenced curriculum. This emphasizes how an established interest in the 

subject matter and method of learning positively impacts an individual’s perspective 

on his or her education (Brookfield, 1995). 
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4) What additional degrees and/or certifications, if any, do you hold?  

 

To protect participant’s anonymity, the researcher shares here only the general 

information that the majority of respondents report having obtained one or more 

university degrees (BA, BS, MA, MS, MBA, Ph.D., M.D., D.V.M., and J.D.) as well 

as professional certifications in a variety of fields. It should be noted that the 

significant number of advanced degrees coincides with individuals in leadership 

positions seeking to augment their efficacy through somatic coaching. 

 

5) Please share your understanding of embodied learning.  

 

Responses to this question informed the nature of the in-depth interview dialogue 

on this topic and have been represented throughout this chapter, especially in the 

section detailing Finding Four: All of the participants cite embodied learning, the 

cornerstone of the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program curriculum, as 

an effective technique in facilitating or supporting lasting transformation. 

 

6) As this was not a comprehensive questionnaire, please take a moment to share 

anything else of your choosing in regards to your perceptions about the Strozzi 

Institute’s somatic coaching training program. 

 

The majority of respondents hold the somatic coaching training program at the 

Strozzi Institute in high regard. Some stated it was the best available, they would 
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continue their studies there, and one respondent shared that it was more effective than 

her master’s degree in preparing her for her work with clients. The researcher was 

influenced by several quotes from responses to this question, with the following 

factoring into the development of the in-depth interview questions: “The somatic 

coaching approach can be particularly effective in producing embodiment” and “[the 

program] artfully combines pragmatism with spirituality in a way I have never seen 

before.” Finally, a couple of respondents reported that their experience in the somatic 

coaching training program had been life-changing, which prompted the researcher to 

dig more deeply in uncovering why and how. 

Summary. The exploratory survey results bolstered the researcher’s impetus to 

conduct in-depth interviews as a means to learn more about participants’ perspectives 

on their education in this phenomenological study. After an analysis of the survey 

results, the researcher emailed an invitation to a random sampling of prospective 

participants to which 18 individuals (13 women and 5 men) responded in the 

affirmative, volunteering to engage in an in-depth interview. The survey data also 

informed the researcher’s process in guiding the interview dialogues while using 

words and phrases specific to the somatic coaching culture to probe for deeper 

meaning. 

Discussion of Five Key Findings 

These key findings were derived from participant responses to interview questions, 

which were emailed to the participants ahead of the scheduled interview, designed to 

elucidate how somatic coaches perceive their education. The research that undergirds 
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this exploration lends primacy to embodied learning as the catalyst for shifts in 

perspective and, thus, the realization of personal transformation. Therefore, it was of 

value to focus on participants’ perceptions of their experience in learning with and 

through the body and the impact of that somatic process on their sense of Self. As 

follows, the key findings will be presented throughout this chapter separately along 

with an analysis.  

 

Finding One: All of the participants indicated a full integration of the education 

they expected to obtain based on the objectives of the somatic coaching training 

program at the Strozzi Institute.  

 

 The following section explores the participants’ perception of their education in 

the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute. According to the 

Institute, for a student enrolled in the somatic coaching training program, their 

education will:  

• Build resilience, flexibility, and agility 

• Increase their self-confidence in new areas 

• Accelerate their career trajectory 

• Assist them to manage an increasingly complex world 

• Introduce them to the "felt experience" of being embodied 

• Give them access to multiple intelligences that live in the body 

• Cultivate their leadership presence 
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• Focus their talents into purposeful action 

• Create the capacity for them to produce valuable results 

(www.strozziinstitute.com) 

In addition to indicating that they met these objectives through their training, 

participants emphasized an appreciation for the cohort model in creating lasting 

relationships for ongoing learning, discussed the importance of physically gathering at 

the dojo, and implied that the training impacted their perspective on their sense of their 

own soma, access to all available senses, and awareness of multiple ways of knowing. 

These topics will be analyzed in this section on the first finding. As participants also 

emphasized that the training program impacted their notion of spirituality and sense of 

Self in relationship to others and the world around them, these topics will be further 

analyzed along with the discussions on the third and fifth findings. 

Learning within the Cohort Model. Participants discussed a variety of benefits 

gained from learning within the cohort model, including being witnessed and 

witnessing transformation in others as well as cocreating a safe and supportive 

environment. These benefits situate transformative learning within social 

constructivism.  

Several participants discussed the importance of their relationships with peers and 

professors during their experience in the somatic coaching training program at the 

Strozzi Institute. Parvaneh, who graduated in 2016, was profoundly impacted by 

learning with and from her peers, as she recounts in a story about being paired with 

ideal partners for a martial arts exercise. Similarly, Melissa expounds upon the 
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importance of a context that promotes a feeling of safety in her 2018 training program, 

the involvement of the cohort, and being given an appropriate challenge and discusses 

how such a context is established by the facilitators and their own level of 

embodiment. She states that the way they impart their knowledge is inspiring, 

“because their embodiment is extending to me the invitation that’s like, I’m here and 

accessible, it makes the information that they embody available to me.” This power of 

presence is discussed in further detail later in the chapter. 

David recognizes the value of the social exchange in transformative learning as 

well. He explains that, although the training is a mix of learning remotely punctuated 

by coming together at the dojo for intensives, the structure of the eight-month somatic 

coaching training program allows students to witness each other’s transformations. He 

reflects how members of his 2018 cohort witnessed changes within one another as a 

result of the work they’d done on an individual basis, showing how they are all 

“different types of coaches with all of their specific offerings and their unique 

approaches.” 

Faye, who considers herself a self-aware person, believes “the power of being in a 

community space of learning that’s so artfully facilitated as it is at Strozzi—and also 

with the expertise of the teachers that they’re bringing in—really allows for a deeper 

uncovering of insights about Self or observations about Self.” She found her 

experience of self-discovery in the 2017 training program to be transformative because 

it occurred in an environment in which “there’s so much trust and goodwill.” 

The establishment of a feeling of trust and a container or space for safe exploration 

appears to be an important part of several participants’ experiences of growth and 
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development through the training program. Faye emphasizes that “there’s an element 

of transformational learning being emotional learning.” Social and Emotional 

Learning in an adult population involves the process of both obtaining and utilizing 

“the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, 

set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and 

maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decision” 

(https://casel.org/what-is-sel/). Given the importance of the awareness and movement 

of energy in training somatic coaches, the Strozzi Institute’s curriculum of embodied 

learning is undergirded by and expands the Social Emotional Learning model to 

include somatic and energetic levels of knowledge construction. Faye acknowledges 

the emotional impact of experiencing firsthand, and witnessing in others, the 

movement of powerful energy that resulted in “their world [being] completely flipped 

around” and describes an activity-based learning exercise in which she and several 

members of her cohort had “tears” streaming down their faces. 

The Importance of Place. Participants shared that the onsite module of the 

training program takes place, primarily, in an Aikido dojo that 2016 graduate Misayo 

describes as being a space in which “a martial art developed with the underlying intent 

of peace in the world” is practiced that had “a spiritual feeling, with an altar.” 

Additionally, she acknowledges the energetic container that the teachers establish and 

describes her observation of the instruction, which includes facilitators attending to 

and helping “people with deep, troubled experience and increasing their sense of 

peace, which is certainly spiritual to me.”  
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Multiple individuals referenced an exercise, referred to as One-Two-Three, as 

influential to their spiritual development. Also influenced by the One-Two-Three 

practice in her 2015 training program, Cerridwyn offers a description of how it leads 

to greater insight, stating: 

Level One is when you’re in your head. You’re running around doing things. It’s 

how I’d say 90% of the predominant culture lives their lives every single day. 

Level Two is when you’re grounded. You’re in your length, your width, your 

depth. You’re much more aware of everything around you. And Level Three, 

which most of us are working very, very hard to feel comfortable in, it is when 

you’re in the flow with Source. How do you move through the world in the flow of 

Source? And can you actually be in that source and still use your brain and your 

heart and your intuition at the same time? Although the study that I’ve done may 

not use the language of spirit very often, every single practice has a spiritual 

component. 

This state of flow with source that Cerridwyn describes is in alignment with 

Csikszentmihalyi’s (1997) emphasis on directing and controlling energy as essential to 

creating a good life. Tess, who graduate from the somatic coaching training program 

in 2005, acknowledges having felt a lack of sense of spirit prior to studying with the 

Strozzi Institute. She, too, mentions the One-Two-Three exercise “that brings in the 

wisdom of spirit and what I’d like to think of as the wise unknown” as a practice she 

became at ease with during her somatic education. Tess says, “I think that was a real 

gift that the work gave to me that I can pass on to clients: that there are things that we 
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don’t understand and we don’t have to be afraid of them. This is unpacking trauma in 

a different way. The unknown can be a door.” 

Buchanan and Hyde (2008) draw from the conclusions of Bosacki (2001), Elton-

Chalcraft (2001), and O’Murchu (1997) to define the spiritual in terms of 

connectedness with Self, other beings, the environment-at-large, and the transcendent. 

de Souza (2004) adds that this relationship to all that exists can be construed as 

spirituality through a person’s expression of that unity. Therefore, when it comes to 

learning through spiritual experience, the act of expression becomes an important part 

of integrating the lesson. Roy (2005) pieces together Dewey’s (1916 [1944]) focus on 

the centrality of experience in learning, James’ (1976, 1983) understanding of the 

mind’s stream of consciousness, and Bergson’s (1992) perspective that “experience is 

an irreducible and unbroken continuity” (Roy, 2005, p. 444) in learning to demonstrate 

the value of intuition, a “phenomenological and behavioral correlate of implicit 

learning (Lieberman, 2000, p. 126), and consciousness in education.  

Sense of place goes beyond the set to the setting or participants’ relationship to the 

natural world. Several participants spoke about their understanding of a connection 

between spirituality and nature, which some claimed was further impacted by the 

Strozzi Institute’s training site location in the California countryside. Margot, who 

graduated in 2004, describes a time when Richard Strözzi-Heckler offered a word of 

gratitude before a shared meal that included a recognition of the environment. She 

recalls, “He asked us if we knew where the water tributaries closest to us emptied into. 

So, it was this whole picture.” She also reflected on an event during the training in 
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which students spent time with a horse that impressed upon her how “animals could be 

our teachers, which was something that deepened my sense of ‘we truly are all one.’” 

As a container for the energy of the group, the space in which learning takes place 

factors into the overall perception of an educational experience. The participants were 

in agreement that gathering together to learn from one another at the Strozzi Institute’s 

dojo was a vital aspect of their positive experience in the somatic coaching training 

program. 

Sense of Soma/Personal Embodiment. Taking the time to evolve through self-

study and during the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute was 

paramount to participants’ readiness for facilitating transformation in others in the role 

of coach. When Margot entered the program, she did not have a strong sense of her 

own embodiment. Before enrollment, she acknowledges, “I was not really aware of 

the body at all.” After completing the course of study, Margot reflects, “I am much 

more attuned to paying attention rather than just getting lost in the gerbil wheel of the 

mind. When I recognize that I’m in the gerbil wheel, coming back to the body is a skill 

that I now have that I did not have before."  

With a Ph.D. and further post-graduate training, Giselle recognized her tendency 

to live in her head and emphasize the intellect over the body prior to attending the 

2007 somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute. The program 

increased her capacity for somatic awareness. Giselle says, “One of the things they 

teach you is if you feel like you’re contracted and, what we call, grabbed all the time is 

how to just breathe and let that go through you.” In addition, Giselle notes the 
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strategies she’s developed through the program for somatic awareness and how to 

attend to or shift what’s present in her at any given time.   

For David, being able to clearly identify the feelings in his own body has made 

him more available to understand and meet his clients’ needs. The training program 

enabled him to have a greater sense of the tension in his “belly” in relationship to 

anxiety. He contemplates how the combination of awareness and body work to loosen 

that tension has heightened his ability “to identify the feelings of anxiety in a different 

way” and come to the realization of “the shifts that I need to make in order to bring 

my full offer—what’s really going to be fulfilling for me and also what’s the best way 

to serve and to be part of this human race.” 

Multiple participants expressed a desire to serve their clients well. Just as 

guardians are instructed to place their own oxygen masks on before assisting a 

dependent in the event of pressure loss in an airplane cabin, effective somatic coaches 

develop strategies to care for themselves in order to be fully available to a client 

during a session. For example, Melissa illuminates how the development of somatic 

insight through the training program enabled her to heal her own chronic back pain 

that made standing for long periods of time impossible. She shares her awareness that 

the pain was related to “the circumstances of my life and I knew there was an 

emotional connection” and credits “Richard Strözzi’s laser focus inside the coaching 

course” as well as her somatic awareness, somatic opening, and somatic practice over 

time in changing her posture to alleviate all back pain. Melissa says, regarding the far-

reaching effects of the somatic insight she derived through the training program, “I 
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inhabit my body… literally, I stand differently than I used to. It’s quite amazing. Even 

my primary way of showing up in the world has completely changed.” 

Melissa unpacks the term “showing up in the world,” which was used by several 

participants, as one which describes “how I behave. It speaks to my mood. It speaks to 

where my attention is when I’m engaging in life’s activities.” To further the discussion 

of “showing up” as an embodied presence for the client, Tara discusses how “the 

possibility of being present for myself and generating my own safety allows me to get 

out of the way so that there is more likelihood, more possibility, of that which is 

greater than me appearing and having access to it.” A 2000 graduate, Tara describes a 

sense of “unconditional positive regard and care and concern and love for the clients” 

that fuels her passion to be present for their needs and guide them toward their 

transformation. 

Experiencing one’s own transformation through embodied learning is an essential 

part of being an effective coach. Several participants shared the importance of 

regularly attending to their own needs as well as compartmentalizing them in a 

coaching session in order to clearly identify and fully concentrate on the needs of their 

clients. This was such an integral component of preparing for one’s life work to 

Parvaneh that she chose to delay her training until she felt more ready. She explains 

how she reflected upon where she was in her own journey of self-discovery in order to 

make a conscious decision about when she could confidently “engage in the learning 

from a perspective of coaching in the role of a coach” versus guiding others through 

the clouded lens of her personal needs. 
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Felt Sense. An important part of the overlapping aspects of participants’ 

definitions of embodied learning, “felt sense” has been described in various ways. 

Parvaneh considers it in light of being able to experience the learning process through 

the tissues and with the nervous system, focusing on the sensory perceptions 

happening in a situation. Pilar, who graduated in 2018, elucidates her understanding of 

felt sense as follows: 

It means being in presence, feeling oneself, and engaging from the whole self, and 

not just sitting and learning cognitively but learning through our bodies. So, in 

addition to thinking, to really learn, for me, is like opening up our receptivity… 

becoming available to our moods and sensations and all of the information that 

we’re constantly immersed in that we’ve forgotten how to be receptive to and 

listen to. 

Chandresh was already interested in developing a sense of somatic integration 

before he began his 2016 studies at the Strozzi Institute. While there, he appreciated 

the curriculum’s focus on guiding individuals to develop a greater ability to notice 

sensations throughout the soma and emphasized that “the concept of soma is the basis 

of everything. A key learning and experience for me, personally, was the no 

separation between mind-body-spirit.” 

The aforementioned data from the interviews underscore participants reports of 

personal transformation in addition to being satisfactorily prepared to guide others in 

their own transformative process. As a 2018 graduate of the Strozzi Institute’s somatic 
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coaching training program, Ellen reflects upon her own experience throughout the 

transformative process in the somatic coaching training program as that which: 

led to a wholesale shift in how I live my life. My previous world was grounded in 

scarcity and searching for safety and that, as you can imagine, brings with it 

numerous limitations. Being able to shift that foundation of my world to one 

grounded in abundance and inviting safety to live in my body resulted in massive 

changes in me as a person, the scope of my emotional ability, and shifted my 

world view. That shift was life-changing and has allowed me to use the wisdom 

and experiences of my life journey as a source of expansion and aliveness. 

 

Finding Two: All of the participants interviewed believe that achieving mastery 

in the art of somatic coaching requires copious practice in developing an 

embodied presence. 

 

This section explores the participants’ collective belief that achieving mastery in 

the art of somatic coaching requires copious practice in developing an embodied 

presence. Therefore, the analysis of the participants’ interview data branches from a 

synthesis of their understanding of embodied learning, which is a result of somatic 

practices that lead to the development of an embodied presence. This progression will 

be discussed through the lens of how participants perceive their education has 

impacted their sense of their own soma, which was a phenomenon introduced in the 

first finding. 
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The widespread perception that achieving mastery in the art of somatic coaching 

requires copious practice in developing an embodied presence bubbled up through the 

following layers of dialogue regarding how participants: (a) described embodied 

learning, (b) shared their understanding of the training program’s impact on their sense 

of their own soma, (c) discussed the impact of embodied learning on their sense of 

personal spirituality, (d) explained what makes learning transformative for them, and 

(e) sought to understand and express how embodied learning impacted their sense of 

consciousness. The first two layers of dialogue will be discussed in this section on 

Finding Two. 

 

(a) How participants described embodied learning 

 

As a component of whole person learning theory, embodied learning emphasizes a 

holistic education that takes place with and through a unified body/mind (Beaudoin, 

1999; Bennett, 2012; Clark, 2001; Forbes, 2003; Horst, 2007; Merriam, Caffarella, & 

Baumgartner, 2007; Michelson, 1998; Miller, 1991; Strözzi-Heckler, 1997, 2007) and 

draws from philosophy, education, psychology, neuroscience, and spiritual or religious 

studies (Bennett, 2012; Damasio, 1994) to promote knowledge production influenced 

by the intersection of the linguistic, social, mental, emotional, and physical (Horn & 

Wilburn, 2005; Jarvis, 2006; Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1991). At the center of 

holistic learning lies the soma, which is foundational and, therefore, a primary source 

of knowledge construction (Freiler, 2007; Heron, 1992; Polanyi, 1966). 
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To gain a multi-faceted understanding of embodied learning from a group of 

people who have dedicated their life’s work to somatic practice, the researcher sought 

to discover the overlapping aspects of, and semantic relationships within, participants’ 

explanations of what embodied learning means to them as both students and 

practitioners. The majority of participants shared their understanding of embodied 

learning as a process that includes and goes beyond an intellectual acquisition of 

information to access the wisdom of the soma, which was defined in Chapter Two as 

the seamless integration of the body, mind, and spirit that includes the whole of the 

human experience from emotions to thoughts to action.  

To summarize the overlapping aspects of participants’ personal definitions, 

embodied learning was found to be understood as a process of whole-body cognition 

that 1) includes a felt sense and 2) promotes more available action. In terms of 

wholeness, Ellen considers embodied learning to be a vehicle for accessing our natural 

state, saying: 

For me embodied learning is the framework for accessing the natural wholeness 

that exists in all of us, but for many has been covered up with stories and 

experiences we have collected and embodied over the years. Just as we learned 

those stories and experiences, we too must learn how to return to our complete and 

perfect selves to live a life of peace and wholeness. Many have forgotten to 

practice being whole in order to embody their natural perfect selves and with that 

practice they may again embody all that they were made to be. 
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Similarly, Pilar cautions against reinforcing the duality of body and mind, explaining 

that embodied learning is a technique that incorporates brain- and body-based 

cognition as integral aspects of whole person knowledge production. Tara, placing her 

understanding of embodied learning in the context of change over time, says the 

acquisition of new knowledge “provides opportunity for the body to experience an old 

way of being, a current way of being, and the possibility for a future way of being that 

isn’t accessible purely intellectually.” Finally, Faye offers an example of how 

developing somatic insight has changed her thought processes. She identifies a 

different type of intelligence that comes through the body that, when recognized as a 

neutral sensation, relieves her of her habitual response of worrying. Instead, Faye is 

now able to bring a sense of curiosity to her somatic sensation and make a more 

conscious choice in how to respond to its cue. 

This capacity for self-reflection and for engaging in responsive action to bring 

about a desired change is an integral aspect of practitioner and client success in the art 

of somatic coaching. A graduate of the 2018 somatic coaching training program at the 

Strozzi Institute, Hafiz provides another example of how healing the Self enables one 

to move closer to achieving mastery as a somatic coach. He recalls how the training 

program helped him to recognize and shift an unhealthy pattern in which he had 

transferred feelings of safety and belonging to the quality of his relationships. He 

states the issue as “if my relationships were going well and people were happy with 

me, I felt safe and I felt like I belonged.” Hafiz correlates this pattern with specific 

details about what he noticed happening in his soma as a result of giving his power 

away. He says: 



 
 

120 

There’s a caving that occurs right in here [exaggerates curving shoulders over 

chest] and a tightness down in my solar plexus. There’s a lifting up, like all the 

muscles on my skeletal system are lifting up and a little bit forward… it’s funny, 

there’s a little bit forward and there’s this withdrawing, kind of a little bit back, 

like Hey, are we okay? Like I’m checking it out, I’m going to tread lightly as I 

move forward. And, so, I was not fully able to embody my power in a way that felt 

integrated and safe. 

When Hafiz came to understand through the training program was that these 

conditioned tendencies may cause others to sense he had a “hidden agenda,” he 

realized that he was creating the pattern of being liked in order to feel safe. Hafiz notes 

how his work in the training program during the tri-fold process of developing somatic 

awareness, somatic opening, and somatic practices enabled him to consciously alter 

this pattern in order to achieve congruence between mind, body, and spirit, thereby 

shifting the quality of his relationships toward a dynamic he preferred. For Hafiz and 

every other participant, the embodied learning techniques in the training program 

served as a means for transformation as well as preparation in becoming an effective 

somatic coach. 

Available Action. It is well established that adopting healthy behavior impacts 

well-being (Boswell, Kahana, & Dilworth-Anderson, 2006; Walker, Ainsworth, 

Hooker, Keller, Fleury, Chisum, & Swan, 2015), and the emergent field of somatic 

coaching helps to ground this knowledge in the experience of the mind/body/spirit by 

encouraging healthier practices on a mental, physical, emotional, spiritual and 

energetic level (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). Even small fluctuations in the body systems’ 
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dynamics can have significant impacts, as Muehsam and Ventura (2014) explain that 

“changes in the rhythms and modes of interaction of subcellular oscillators can result 

in remarkable modulation of gene expression and cellular dynamics, playing an 

essential role in states of wellness and disease” (p. 41).  

While the researcher guided participants to discuss topic areas related to the three 

pillars of 1) learning commitment to the profession, 2) mastering proficiency in 

practice, and 3) creating an impact on clients, all of the participants interviewed 

voluntarily spoke about the importance of practice in their education and their pursuit 

to develop mastery. Practice over time is an essential component of producing 

available action.  

A graduate of the 2015 somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute, 

Dominic states in simple terms that “embodied learning is learning that becomes 

available as actions through the body” to which Tess adds, “There’s something about 

being able to take action and implement it that embodied learning provides.” She 

further explains that “embodied learning is training the muscle, which is intentional 

not an unconscious habit.” Tess acknowledges that when a habit is “deeply ingrained 

in the body, it can be very difficult to break,” but that somatic practices over time 

generate change. Such transformation is not just about using the mind to make the 

body do something else, but also relies on honoring and acting upon the wisdom of the 

soma. Tess summarizes that “trusting the guts and the heart, which we know is 

supported by science, we’re finding more and more a level of intelligence throughout 

the body.” 
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Caro, who graduated from the training program in 2008, expresses a preference for 

embodied learning over traditional mind-based learning when describing the 

effectiveness of practice and its relationship to available action. She acknowledges 

that, for her, experiential learning grounds her knowledge production and acquisition 

in the body and makes it more accessible. Finally, Russell, a 2009 graduate, provides a 

summary of the overlapping components of embodied learning identified among the 

participants’ interview responses, including whole-body cognition, felt sense, and 

more available action. He says: 

[Embodied learning is] understanding that is available in action not just in 

insight… things that we’ve learned that we can then do under stress and 

pressure—conflict, disagreements, fear of disappointing. The third thing is whole 

body learning. If I’m in a situation where I want to perform well, that there is an 

intellectual component—I’m doing a presentation, I’m trying to deliver a message, 

I’m trying to influence someone’s thinking. There’s an emotional component—

managing my fear, my excitement, doubt, all those things. And then there’s, 

literally, how I’m living, moving, breathing, speaking, that has people like or listen 

to or want to follow someone. Embodied learning is on all those levels. 

Given the nature of overlapping statements, embodied learning appears to provide a 

method for delving more deeply into the soma and, in doing so, anchoring new 

information as wisdom readily accessible for an intentional response or action. To 

summarize, the majority of participants interviewed perceived embodied learning as 

whole-body cognition that includes a felt sense and promotes more available action. 
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Copious Practice. Several participants expressed their perspective on their time in 

the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program as that which provided the 

structure or scaffold necessary for aligning or gathering all of their years of self-study, 

personal growth, and ongoing practice in somatics. The program gave them a way to 

contain all of the tools and techniques they have developed at their disposal when 

working with clients. Pilar states that she had the foresight to enroll when she did 

because she “became aware that now is the time to go to this program because it’s 

going to give me the scaffold, the structure, this bowl, that I can put it all in and go 

okay, now how do I deliver this?” With the training she finally received, she felt ready 

to move toward mastery of the art of somatic coaching. 

Inferred from the semantic relations, a dedicated practice during and after the 

program is key to mastering the art of somatic coaching. Of all the practices taught at 

the Strozzi Institute, participants most frequently identified the following four areas or 

exercises: grounding and centering, One-Two-Three, the 31 Jo Kata, and meditation. 

These techniques are all essential to the arc of somatic transformation, which David 

explicates as the three-fold process of development in the program that includes 

somatic awareness, somatic opening, and somatic practices.  

With somatic awareness, David has come to recognize how he tightens through his 

chest when under pressure. Somatic opening and bodywork have enabled him to feel a 

different sensation, that of another possibility. And yet, he says, “because habits are so 

strong and shapes become so strong after feedback from the environment, if we don’t 

practice and be in this other way of being, under pressure we’ll just snap back to the 

old habits.” When met with a stressful situation, David can access his felt sense 



 
 

124 

because of his ongoing engagement with somatic practices that enable him to respond 

in a different way. In a very deliberate partner practice, the training program offers an 

opportunity to secure a new way of responding. David explains, “We flex the muscles 

of these other ways of responding and being in situations and then, over time, that will 

become embodied. And then it will be something that one can do under pressure and it 

will become the new normal.”  

Hafiz recognizes that the acquisition of information does not necessarily influence 

choice-making in times of acute pressure or stress and emphasizes the importance of 

practice. Hafiz maintains that our conditioned tendencies or reactive patterns were the 

best choices we had in order to serve our needs when we were younger but “are now 

limiting us from being who we want to be and taking the action, thinking the thoughts, 

feeling the feelings, and being in the relationships that we want to be in.” He believes 

that the arc of somatic transformation is the most effective way to honor and also 

deconstruct those conditioned tendencies in order to consciously make a better choice. 

Hafiz believes that our bodies are the fastest pathway to really sensing, understanding, 

and transcending our patterns. He recalls that the Strozzi Institute’s training program 

helped him to focus on the question of how to “include the benefits that you got from 

that conditioned way yet transcend the limitation.” 

Chandresh reflects on how long-term practice before, during, and after the training 

program has enabled him to assist clients more effectively, saying, “Although I feel 

that I was completely prepared to serve clients at the end of the certification program, 

it is really the continued coursework and the bodywork that I’ve done personally that 
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puts me in that place to sit with the client in the way I do today.” It is through copious 

practice that skills and abilities continue to improve.  

Parvaneh specifically recalls a practice, involving placing one’s hand, with 

permission, over the heart of another, from the training program in enabling her to 

develop the deep listening skills that involve “our whole Self where we’re connecting 

with another being.” She describes her thought processes in those moments of training 

to facilitate somatic opening, asking what is the “quality of contact when my hand is 

on someone’s chest or on someone’s shoulder? How am I extending just enough so 

I’m not overextending? I’m not pulled back? How am I right there with that person?” 

Therefore, in addition to witnessing and holding space for each other while in verbal 

and somatic conversation, Parvaneh recognizes there is a brain-based analytical 

process occurring during the exchange.  

Melissa is one among nearly half the participants who mentioned the 31 Jo Kata 

practice they learned at the Strozzi Institute, derived from Aikido and involving a 

wooden staff and a series of deliberate movements that form a sequence, which also 

has a symbolic meaning for moving through various life situations. As the 

commitment to practice is an integral aspect of the training, Melissa continues to 

practice with the Jo daily. She recognizes how engaging in her own practice “directly 

influences how I work with my clients and my encouraging them to be in practice.” At 

the end of each coaching session, she guides clients to reflect on what occurred in the 

session and “to translate that into what the practices” are that they can engage in until 

the next meeting.  
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For Hafiz, daily engagement in the Jo practice, allows him to “be connected to my 

power. It’s safe for me to extend my power out into the world and stay connected to 

myself.” Hafiz says he is also dedicated to a practice of centering and declining, and 

engages in it multiple times a day to “build the psychobiology of having an ability to 

have a boundary and say ‘No’. Some of that work I’ve done around saying ‘No’ is to 

that voice in my head that is trying to convince me that you own my safety.” Like 

Hafiz, Melissa expounds upon the deeper meaning behind the importance of 

developing somatic awareness, saying, “I certainly understand now how our history 

lives in the body and will keep driving our behavior unconsciously until we can 

become aware of that which is getting in our way within the body.” Given that 

knowledge does not necessarily beget transformation, Melissa doesn’t believe that 

change would be lasting without somatic practice.   

Caro expresses how the Jo Kata practice has resonated with her throughout time. 

She says she continues the recommended schedule of engaging in the Jo Kata five 

times a day for five days a week. She says, “Whenever something is dialed up for me, 

I can just grab my Jo and do the kata and I’m right back there in the middle of that 

training with all of that around me and all of us in that same place.” For Caro, the 

association is grounding, centering, and “it helps me feel myself extending into the 

world.” 

Giselle appreciates the work that goes into practicing a new way of being in the 

world, saying, “It takes 300 repetitions to become a habit and it takes 3,000 to become 

embodied.” She acknowledges how challenging it is to sustain change due to “all of 

our initial shaping, all of the ways we formed our habits, all of the belief systems, all 
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of the worldviews, all of those things” and credits the intensity of an individual’s 

desire for change as an essential factor in successful transformation of the 

mind/body/spirit. Finally, she notes, “if you embody something, you can be present, 

open, and connected” and, therefore, much more likely to succeed in time. 

Parvaneh compares practice with polishing a stone, saying, “It’s like we’re going 

to keep doing this and refining and refining, and I feel like there’s such beauty and 

finesse in that refinement.” She expresses joy in the process and believes she gets 

“something from every single time [she engages in the Strozzi practices], because it’s 

like it’s coming in and landing and it’s like food for the soul.” Parvaneh also shares 

her appreciation for the process of assessments in the training program, explaining that 

the experience of being seen is an affirmation that leads to a sense of safety for 

authentic expression to take place. For Parvaneh, the process of assessments and 

engaging in practice is strengthening. She says, “it’s like watering a plant, where it just 

gets stronger. I have this awareness, I go to Strozzi, and it gets stronger and stronger.” 

 Hafiz concurs that practice is essential to finetuning a student’s sensitivity to 

“what’s occurring in the moment” as well as placing what arises for an individual “in a 

context of a conditioned tendency.” He says, “You’re going to need to have an 

opening around that and [to figure out] what’s the best way to move this whole thing 

around, honoring that conditioned tendency.” Generally speaking, participants 

consider a conditioned tendency to be a latent habit developed through a repetitive 

response to adversity. While it may have been effective during the time and for the 

purpose during which it was developed, the conditioned tendency may no longer be 

serving an individual well in the current circumstances. Hafiz cites the ongoing 
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practice of the training program in providing—through linguistics, models, and lived 

experience—a pathway toward a clearer understanding, through reading people 

somatically, of what is happening, and what needs must be met. He says of somatic 

practice that it supports an individual in becoming “more aware of what’s occurring in 

those moments so that they can bring more choice into that and be more purposeful.” 

As evidenced by the participants’ responses, the importance of life-long practice 

cannot be understated in developing proficiency as a somatic coach. Through practice, 

individuals come to a greater felt sense awareness of who they are in relationship to 

others and the environment, serving to ground and center themselves to be more 

readily open and available in guiding others.  

 

 b) How participants described the impact of embodied learning on their sense of 

their own soma 

 

Somatic Awareness & Embodied Presence. The field of somatic coaching 

contends that there is a greater possibility for transformation when an individual 

possesses somatic awareness. Researchers focused on emotional intelligence 

acknowledge the growth of self-awareness, or an awareness of Self and others, that 

develops concurrently (Bar-On & Orme, 2002; Cherniss & Goleman, 2001). This 

awareness transcends the psyche/soma schism in that both the body and mind are 

collecting and processing information, allowing individuals to “work with their 

internal experience as a source of deep, experiential learning that leads to awareness of 

the Self as an embodied source of knowledge” (Bennett, 2012, p. 3). Integral to 
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embodied learning, self-awareness enables individuals to “identify their intrinsic 

emotions, thoughts, behaviors, values, ethics, and sense of spirituality” (Bennett, 2012, 

p. 230) and, therefore, engage in the “production of knowledge [as] a moment of 

social self location, not transcendence, and one that uses all the cognitive, emotional, 

sensate, and muscular neural faculties” (Michelson, 1998, p. 226). 

The researcher designated the semantic relations term of embodied presence into 

the classification of “awareness”. The concept of embodied presence may be 

understood through an amalgamation of participants’ explanations of the phenomenon 

in light of information compiled in the literature review. In the training program, 

Strözzi-Heckler (2014) aims to equip individuals with the ability to embody 

“pragmatic wisdom, grounded compassion, skillful action” (p. 42) by “grounding self-

development, healing, and skill acquisition through the body” (p. 5), all of which 

underly the concept of embodied presence. 

Pilar states there are “actually somatic markers that seem to happen when we’re 

present: one where we’re aware of being aware.” She describes presence as a 

realization of a transmission, for instance, “the presence that you experience with me 

and your presence is what I’m experiencing—that’s the transmission from you.” Hafiz 

adds that “the transmission of the facilitator is a process of being embodied… the 

practice we call centering, which is bringing ourselves into the moment, being present, 

open, connected, and oriented around what we care about or what we are committed 

to.” An important part of the work of energetic transmission, to Hafiz, is modeling 

what he’s asking clients to do, including being open, vulnerable, and authentic. 
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Margot, too, expresses having had a “recognition that when I am present in my 

body and sending out energy, there is a result” in one of her sessions with the training 

program. She continues, “And seeing that played out, both from my own experience 

and watching the seven other people, was a powerful piece for me.”  

Energetic Transmission. Establishing an understanding of what participants mean 

when they refer to energetic transmission is of great importance in developing a 

platform for further exploration of the meaning of embodied presence. Energetic 

transmission occurs through the biofield, defined by Rubik (2002) as “the endogenous, 

complex dynamic electromagnetic (EM) field resulting from the superposition of 

component EM fields of the organism that is proposed to be involved in self-

organization and bioregulation of the organism” (p. 710). Although the participants 

interviewed did not include the term biofield, which is discussed in detail in Chapter 

Two, when speaking about the energetic transmission that takes place between coach 

and client, they expressed an understanding of the underlying principles of the 

biofield. Somatic coaches are trained to be particularly attuned to non-verbal 

information that “exists only in relationship, and similar to energy, always involves at 

least two entities, a sender and a receiver, and it depends on the context” (p. 713). 

Such information conveys meaning whether or not the individuals sending and 

receiving it are conscious of their transaction. 

As a somatic coach asking clients to do deep reflective work, Hafiz takes 

responsibility for creating a “context, or container, or an environment [that] demands 

that there is dignity, safety, and belonging that are kind of underlying, assumed, in that 

space.” He understands that a client may think, “If I don’t feel like I’m going to be 
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dignified, I don’t feel safe, and I don’t feel like I belong here, I’m not going to be 

vulnerable, open, and authentic in my personal growth exploration.” Hafiz asserts that 

creating that safe space is a result of transmitting his embodied sensibility, saying, “in 

order for someone to walk into one of my rooms and feel safety, dignity, and 

belonging—is that I’m transmitting that from my whole being.” He believes that 

somatics is “a pivotal, important part of the equation of human growth and 

development” in terms of teaching as an embodied presence. 

Muehsam & Ventura (2014) maintain that “cytoskeletal structures are dynamic 

modulators of subcellular, cellular, and intercellular information that coordinate 

biological regulation across the atomic/molecular to organismic levels, giving rise to 

the notion of the field of dynamic bio-information or “biofield” (p. 41). As a person’s 

biofield extends beyond the physical body, it naturally overlaps with others present, 

sending and receiving nonverbal information. Rubik (2002) describes bioinformation 

akin to the field of wireless communication present in an individual’s electronic 

devices, stating that “From a nonmechanistic viewpoint appropriate for living systems, 

information is neither energy nor matter in itself, although energy or matter is its 

carrier.” Additionally, Rubik considers the biofield to be “a unifying hypothesis to 

explain the interaction of objects or fields with the organism and is especially useful 

toward understanding the scientific basis of energy medicine, including acupuncture, 

biofield therapies, bio-electromagnetic therapies, and homeopathy” (p. 703). 

A physics-based understanding of matter as energy allows individuals to see that 

all material beings are encompassed by a biofield and “certain specific channels of 
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flowing or moving energy” (Warber, 2004, p. 6). Therefore, individuals enrolled in an 

embodied learning program will experience knowledge production on a mental, 

emotional, physical, and energetic level. Somatic coaches may share with clients their 

understanding of the four distinct stages of the rhythm of energy, which involve 

awakening, increasing, containing, and completing (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014), to 

facilitate the ability to consciously move energy through one’s body. 

Faye considers tuning into subtle vibrations an integral aspect of energetic 

transmission. She says, “When you tune into certain vibrations that I can tune into—

and this very much goes into Strozzi’s idea of assessments, and presence, and all of 

that—you sense things about people and about situations.” The vibrations that Faye 

describes are further explained by Muehsam & Ventura (2014), who write, “all life 

exists within a sea of vibration” and “rhythm, with vibrations at the atomic and 

molecular levels and within biochemical reaction rates” (p. 40). And, as the human 

brain is physiologically and neurologically capable of tuning into the various 

vibrational resonances of bio-information across the subcellular, cellular, and 

organismal, and environmental levels, healing, too, is affected by the rhythm of energy 

(Muehsam & Ventura, 2014; Rubik, 2002; Welch, 2012; Nelson & Schwartz, 2005; 

Warber, Cornelio, Straughn, & Kile, 2004).  

Regarding the interconnections within this sea of vibration, David discusses the 

concept of overlapping psychobiologies and the somatic information they impart to 

one another, explaining how “bodies are always reading each other and playing off of 

one another, and there’s an unconscious noticing of that. [As somatic coaches,] we try 
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not to project meaning, necessarily—that is how it is—but we talk about our 

assessments [at the Strozzi Institute].” In the process of those discussions, he explains, 

students in the somatic coaching training program are honing their ability to observe 

and notice “how bodies are interacting with one another and how somas are playing 

together.” 

Putting the biofield in this larger context will help to elucidate its meaning and 

significance to the field of somatic coaching. As living systems, human beings are 

constantly “exchanging energy with information at multiple levels of organization 

with their surroundings in order to maintain themselves” (Rubik, 2002, p. 704). 

Strözzi-Heckler (2014) advocates an embodied understanding of the life energy that 

forms the Self in order to experience non-self, or unity with all that exists. During the 

certificate program, somatic coach trainees are engaged throughout four levels of 

experience:  

First, who are they in present time or ‘what is’ about them; second, the historical 

forces that have shaped who they are; third, who is it they are becoming; and 

fourth, is there alignment of who they are in present time and what they are 

becoming, their vision of their life, the practices in which they are presently 

engaged. (p. 38) 

A graduate of the 2005 somatic coaching training program, Heather educates her 

clients on how their impact is greater than the words they use, drawing from the 

Mehrabian model of communication involving words, tone, and physiology. Often 

clients will assume that words are the primary drivers of the message until she 
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demonstrates slumping down and looking disinterested while saying, “I’m really, 

really happy about what you’ve just done,” before asking about the message that the 

clients are getting from that scenario. Heather also uses a partner exercise to 

demonstrate the difference between push and pull styles of communication. She 

describes, “Pushes are about me and, if you’re on the receiving end, it feels as though 

you’re being pushed down the path. Pull is asking questions and someone taking them 

with you.” This exercise allows most clients to understand what their predominant 

style of communication is and to decide where to make adjustments. Heather 

elaborates, “I often say, ‘We are energetic beings, we pick up what’s going on often 

before anyone says anything.’” In considering the scope of an individual’s ability to 

gather information through the senses, she emphasizes the importance of congruence 

between his or her intention and the energy he or she wishes to use in communication 

with others.   

Margot discusses the value in being given opportunities to practice sensing the 

transmission of energy during the training program and how doing so has helped her 

to develop a broader spectrum of sensory perception. She says, “The fact that we did 

so many exercises of approaching people, moving with them, beyond them and so 

forth, continually reinforced [an understanding of] the force field that we each have 

that we’re mostly unaware of.” Heather, too, reflects upon her experience in the 

training program and how it influenced her ability to perceive and transmit energy, 

describing the most important aspect of the learning to be awareness of how, where, 

and in what way she is directing her attention. Heather says, “Once you master that, 

then you pretty much master how you use your energy.” 



 
 

135 

Cerridwyn sees her relationship to energetic transmission as a conduit. She says, 

“All I can do… part of my somatics work, part of the yoga, all that… is to say how do 

I make myself the best conduit for the energy that wants to move.” Similarly, Giselle 

credits the training program in helping her to understand how to connect her energy 

system with the client’s in order to facilitate the process of healing while transmitting 

energy as a somatic coach. To illustrate, she describes this facilitation as a process of 

“opening up energetic pathways to allow more energy to flow through so that the body 

can heal itself.” 

Many studies have been conducted on energy healing techniques such as Reiki and 

Therapeutic Touch to evaluate their efficacy. In such sessions, the practitioner and 

client each have their own responsibilities in what is intended for the appointment. 

Much like a somatic coach conducting hands-on work, the practitioner is essentially a 

somatic channel for universal energy and uses his or her training to direct the flow of 

energy toward the client. “The entire process enables the holistic healing of the client, 

potentially in mental, physical, spiritual, and emotional aspects of themselves” 

(Warber, Cornelio, Straughn, & Kile, 2004, p. 1112).  

The researcher sought a better understanding of how participants perceive the 

meaning of energetic transmission to add to the rich, thick descriptions of their 

perceptions of what it means to develop an embodied presence. Therefore, the focus 

on the development of embodied presence may be deepened by David’s explanation of 

how the training program enabled him to understand that the way in which he shows 

up physically and emotionally in a somatic coaching session has an impact on his 
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clients. The education prepared him to stay authentic to himself, while determining 

how to “shift that presence to blend better with the client.” 

Authenticity is partially achieved through a state of being grounded and centered. 

The focus on being grounded and centered, which is the result of one of the Strozzi 

Institute’s main practices, is a thread that is pulled through most participants’ 

understanding of an embodied presence. Hafiz explains how: 

being grounded, centered, and present, and organizing myself in my soma around 

what I care deeply about, maintaining that permeability, and giving and receiving 

of energy and flow, being able to navigate and be present with the emotions, and 

be sharing those in a way that invites people to go on an emotional ride with me 

versus stimulating their sympathy [is essential for developing an effective somatic 

coaching practice].  

Russell contends that “learning to become more of a presence that is more present 

and connected creates a deeper sense of trust with the client” and that achieving 

congruence between mind and body helps to establish that trusting relationship. 

Part of establishing that trust and eliminating the possibility of disrupting a deeper 

connection hinges upon congruence within the soma. Caro explains that “embodied 

learners have the capacity to be able to attend in the course of a conversation or an 

interaction” because they have awareness, they are grounded, and they are “not so 

focused on an agenda that they miss things that happen outside of their peripheral 

vision.”  

Several participants spoke about the importance of containing their own 

experiences separate from the work they are doing with the client but accessible as a 
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source that they can draw upon if needed. Giselle reflects that through the training, she 

learned a lot about the power of presence in working with a client in order “to not 

bring your own stuff and have that be put behind you, so you can just be completely 

there for someone else and really mirror and really listen deeply to what’s going on 

with another person.” The listening deeply that Giselle refers to is a somatic process 

and factors into a variety of practices in the coaching program, which focus on 

developing the ability to ground and center oneself through exercises such as 

meditation, martial arts practices, and other techniques derived from Eastern 

philosophical influences. Faye explains her point of view on the ability to “quiet down 

and listen to the more subtle signals” from herself or her clients. In particular, she 

refers to the Strozzi One-Two-Three exercise “where Three is sort of opening yourself 

up to not just the spiritual realm but how you connect with the land in a more 

integrated and embodied state.” 

This interconnection with others and the environment is part and parcel of an 

embodied presence. Tara elucidates the somatic nature of interactions with her clients 

from that space, stating, “it’s not a thinking process at all. It’s very much an Am I 

present enough, and open enough, and available enough, and out of my way enough 

that that exact experience becomes available.” 

More research is needed to better understand how energetic transmission takes 

place and what makes it effective in the scope of somatic coaching. While this may be 

of interest to phenomenological and scientific study, most individuals seeking training 

and certification for somatic coaching are primarily interested in how to be effective in 
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guiding clients for which having and being an embodied presence is an essential part 

of the process. 

Participants’ Perspectives on the Effectiveness of Somatic Coaching. Tara 

corroborates the efficacy of somatic coaching in engendering transformation. She 

recalls her own journey through a decade of talk therapy, which she considers helpful 

in the development of insight, but that “it was only when I started attending Strozzi 

that I could really make the kind of changes in my life and how I was—in who I 

was—that people could notice and that got me on the path of where I wanted to go.” 

Pilar, among others, identifies the impact of the training program on her sense of 

her own soma to include spiritual awakening, which will be discussed in detail under 

Finding Three. She believes that the work of training to become a somatic coach leads 

to spiritual awakening, by which she means “we come back into life, that we are life.” 

Pilar believes that such expression of life is lost through trauma and cultural 

conditioning. She says, “I think trauma and the conditioning severs our connection to 

our Self, so we walk around thinking that were just thinking in this body that carries us 

around.” If one cannot feel oneself, she maintains, it is impossible to feel anything 

else. Pilar believes that “if trauma breaks connection to Self and others, because it 

usually comes with other people and life, then it seems natural to me that as I 

reconnect to Self I reconnect to others and I reconnect to life.” Coming back into life 

and recognizing what evokes a sense of liveliness in oneself and others is a core 

component of the art of somatic coaching.  

A sense of Self, along with establishing a sense of trust between practitioner and 

clients, is paramount to a successful and transformative experience. Russell explains 
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how embodied learning has enabled him to become a more embodied presence, 

therefore instilling genuine trust in his clients. He shares his insight that, “like most in 

the Western tradition, we are trying to change our soul by changing our thinking, to 

make different sense out of something, change our story about something.” Even 

though Russell sees the merit in that approach, he believes that it will only take one so 

far if the body and/or emotions are incongruent with the mind. The training program 

has allowed Russell to hone his awareness of what is happening in his soma so that he 

can balance his intellect with somatic ways of knowing that impact the presence he 

is/has in interacting with and establishing a sense of trustworthiness between him and 

his clients.  He says, “If we’re just up in our minds, having a discussion about things, 

but we’re really missing the underlying emotional dilemma or cues, then that creates a 

certain incongruence where people might be excited about the intellectual 

conversation but some part of them is in reserve.”  

The preceding excerpts from participant interviews underscore both how an 

understanding of and experience with embodied learning and an awareness of how this 

learning technique has impacted their sense of their own soma have influenced 

participants’ perspectives on the importance of practice in achieving mastery in the art 

of somatic coaching.  

Mastery in the Art of Somatic Coaching. Pilar appreciates Richard Strözzi-

Heckler’s message that the somatic coaching training certificate is not a “commodity 

product” and she advocates applying the principles of the program to oneself before 

engaging with clients. Pilar recommends taking one’s time, slowing down, and paying 

attention to the breath in order to develop somatic insight in addition to cognitive 
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knowledge and shares a quote from the founder of Somatic Experiencing Trauma 

Institute, Dr. Peter Levine: “The question becomes not where am I going to get, but 

how am I going to walk?” 

Pilar admonishes that the art of coaching is not something one can learn “in six 

months or a weekend. It’s like all of life—a process that’s unfolding. This is a 

different learning than we’re used to, than what we’re conditioned to.” She speaks 

about the way in which people collect certifications as if they are “just buying this 

information versus becoming the information.” Caro, too, appreciates Strözzi-

Heckler’s message of practicing, learning from mistakes, and developing the courage 

to keep moving forward. “You’re going to mess up, it’s not always going to be 

effective, people are going to walk away from you,” she says recalling his advice to 

persevere.  

Misayo points to the long-term impacts of practice and how, with conscious 

attention, it is more possible to change. She explains that under stress, we tend to 

revert to conditioned tendencies, “but if you can practice somatics, I think it does 

transform the way that you respond to the world.” Tara emphasizes the long-term 

practice involved in achieving mastery in the art of somatic coaching, in that it “takes 

years and years and years of practice, of being observed and receiving assessments, 

seeing other people being observed and listening to the assessments about them from 

staff and senior students.” Finally, Cerridwyn underscores the importance of daily 

practice as well, saying, “there is a habitualization of the somatic process” which 

ultimately allows one greater access to the wisdom of the body. Through her 

experience in the training program, Cerridwyn recognizes that “discipline is a core 
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component of being able to access the benefit that comes from exploring your cellular 

body and what can change.” 

Finally, Dominic states his belief about the main teaching of the program that 

points to embodied learning as “something happens through doing, through practice, 

and that repetition—deliberate practice—and repetition is the mechanism to create a 

learning or to create an embodiment, which is available as an action that was not 

possible before.”   

Caro expresses relief in recalling that Richard Strözzi-Heckler told students that 

achieving conscious embodiment requires dedicated practice and that they may spend 

their whole lives on the journey. She says, “If you really want it, it’s a lifetime 

practice” and that there is no guarantee you will reach your goal. Caro shares her 

somatic response upon hearing his admonition, saying, “I immediately felt something 

deep in my core to begin to unwind. It just started to relax out. In fact, I felt really 

moved because I’ve taken all of these classes all over the country, I’ve read so many 

books, I’ve participated in therapy, and so much stuff, and I thought I’m finally in the 

presence of some truth.”  

In summary, all of the participants interviewed believe that copious practice is the 

foundation of transformation and that the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training 

program provides it with sound structure.  
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Finding Three: All of the participants consider the Strozzi Institute’s somatic 

coaching training program highly influential to their sense of personal 

spirituality. 

 

(b) How participants discussed the impact of the somatic coaching training 

program on their personal sense of spirituality 

 

In addition to drawing out the details of how graduates of the Strozzi Institute’s 

somatic coaching training program perceived their education, the researcher sought to 

learn more about the impact, if any, participants believed the program’s embodied 

learning technique had on their personal sense of spirituality. Every individual made 

some kind of statement indicating a positive relationship between the program’s 

embodied learning practices and an expanded sense of spirituality.  

The main themes that emerged from applying the semantic relations method to the 

discussion on spirituality were noticing what’s alive in the Self or another, the 

development and influence of intuition, the importance of place and learning within a 

cohort (also cited in Finding One), the locus of the spirit and, more generally, an 

awareness of a cultural paradigm shift of living from the head to living from the heart. 

Some of the participants volunteered information as to whether or not they 

considered themselves spiritual prior to engaging in the somatic coaching training 

program at the Strozzi Institute, although that was not asked of them. As the majority 

of interview participants are from the US (and, the rest, from the Western 
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Hemisphere), it is valid to note that the number of Americans who consider 

themselves spiritual but not religious (SBNR) is increasing (Pew Research Center, 

2012) and a trend toward non-religious spiritual questing is growing in the West 

(Schmidt, 2012). Given its historical context of development within Western 

civilization, widespread Christianity, and a culture of radical individualism, the 

American pursuit of personal spirituality has primarily been influenced by mind-based 

transcendence (Schmidt, 2012) in which a person develops spiritual growth along a 

vertical path that emphasizes mental concepts and projections about the divine 

(Berman, 1989).  

Globalization has expanded the concepts of Western spirituality through the recent 

incorporation of aspects from Eastern philosophies, such as the martial arts, yoga, 

meditation, and mindfulness (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). This broadening of spiritual 

perspectives in the West to incorporate Eastern cultural and historical legacies is 

shifting the culture’s dominant, ecclesiastical notion of the body as a temple for the 

Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19 New International Version) to include an understanding that 

the lived corporeal experience is integral to personal transcendence (Morley, 2008; 

Merleau-Ponty, 1964). Tomm (2002) maintains that “spirituality is ensouled in 

embodied consciousness and facilitates transformation of both sensing and reflecting” 

(p. 9). As critical reflection is vital to the success of adult learning (Knowles, 1984), it 

makes sense to incorporate bodily ways of knowing into a study that relies upon the 

theoretical framework of whole person and transformative learning theories.  

Spirituality in Education. Whole person learning theory accommodates this 

SBNR trend by embracing the influence of non-denominational spirituality, in 
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addition to other factors that contribute to the development of the individual, in the 

meaning making process (Amman, 2003; Brockman, 2001; Chapman, 1998; Crowdes, 

2000; Freiler, 2007; Forbes, 2003; Matthews, 1998; Miller, 2000). Bennett (2012) 

summarizes that whole person learning integrates the “cognitive, emotional, manic 

(physical), and spiritual components of individuals within a comprehensive approach 

to knowing” (p. 10). 

In regards to the spiritual component of adult learning, Tisdell (2003) identifies 

that: 

1. Spirituality and religion are not the same, but for many they are interrelated. 

2. Spirituality is about awareness and honoring of wholeness and 

interconnectedness with all things. 

3. Spirituality is fundamentally about meaning making. 

4. Spirituality is always present (though often unacknowledged) in the learning 

process. 

5. Spirituality is about constructing knowledge through unconscious and 

symbolic processes. (p. 29) 

In alignment with the flow of transformative learning, a shift in one’s spiritual 

perspective brings about personal change. David views somatics as “another form of 

being able to work with folks to bring about transformation,” and believes that 

“transformation is inherently part of spiritual practice.” The third key finding points to 

the efficacy of embodied learning as a path toward transformation and the following 
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discussion examines participants’ perspectives on the topic, continuously interwoven 

with their ever-evolving beliefs about spirituality. 

The emphasis on spirituality in whole person learning theory supports, in turn, an 

expanded perspective on embodied learning and social constructivism. Embodied 

learning is the foundation for somatic experience in life and, specific to the Strozzi 

Institute, it leads to engagement with spirituality. According to Strözzi-Heckler 

(2014), embodied learning “keeps us authentic and aligned around our spiritual 

aspirations and the issues of our everyday life” (p. 100). Given this perspective, it 

made sense to incorporate a discussion about spirituality into the interview process to 

discover more about how participants perceived the relevancy of spirituality during 

their somatic coaching training. 

Misayo, who strongly considers herself someone on a spiritual journey, recognized 

distinct spiritual aspects in the training program, “some of it from the martial arts 

perspective and attention to ethics.” She believes that the embodied learning within the 

Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program gave her “a platform, a sense of 

center, from which to be spiritual.” While the stated focus of the Strozzi Institute’s 

somatic coaching training program is not to expand an individual’s sense of 

spirituality, there are aspects of spirituality incorporated into a curriculum that 

establishes the soma—the unified mind, body, spirit—as the basis for all experience. 

Chandresh cites his experience in a class called Cultivating Mastery in which he says 

Richard Strözzi-Heckler “brings spirit right into the entire course. That’s the only 

coursework where that is so evident. And that particular class was a big contributor to 

my understanding of consciousness.” Likewise, Tara expresses feeling “a big 
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connection between spirituality, my sense of my Self, my sense of my connection with 

a higher power, spirit, whatever we want to call it and how I work. It’s an integral 

part.” 

Strözzi-Heckler (2014) believes that “the body becomes the field in which we 

contact the sacred” (p. 99). Many researchers, writers, philosophers, and educators 

have focused on the body-mind relationship within spirituality, including Berry (2002) 

who criticizes the duality of soma and psyche, assuring that they are intrinsically 

entwined and both of value. Berry warns of how “the isolation of the body sets it into 

direct conflict with everything else in Creation” (p. 158) and that “nothing could be 

more absurd than to despise the body and yet yearn for its resurrection” (p. 161). 

Woodman (1998), too, has been an influential figure through her focus on embodied 

learning and its impact on spiritual life. Her perspective adds to the discussion on the 

fulfillment of human potential through the reintegration of soma (body/mind), psyche 

(mind), and spirit. Likewise, Strözzi-Heckler (2014) maintains that: 

the body is inextricably linked to the self and we can cultivate the self by working 

through the body. This working through the body for self-cultivation will 

eventually lead to the spiritual question of what lies beyond the self, and who is 

the self we talk about? The fundamental work of the somatic coach is to guide the 

person to feel and be with this animating force that makes them alive. This is life 

moving toward life. (p. 39)  

Noticing “What’s Alive” in Self and Others. Several participants expressed the 

importance of being attentive to what comes alive in themselves and in their clients as 
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a signpost for further exploration. Aliveness may be noticed through a shift in the 

energy projected by one’s soma, rate of speech, expression of the eyes and in words, 

etc. David discusses how a somatic coach is trained to be attentive to that which 

“wants to come alive in this person that you’re sitting with. What is it in them that 

really wants to grow, that wants to express itself, that’s coming to the surface?” He 

believes that such questioning is essential to the spiritual journey and allows one to 

more fully embody one’s Self in order to “bring our power to and offers to the world.” 

Placing aliveness in a spiritual context, Cerridwyn shares that when she feels that 

spark within herself it is an indication of something that encompasses spirit. She also 

sees a connection between a sensation of liveliness and a sense of being connected to 

all that exists, the pain and the pleasure of life. Cerridwyn says, “If I can stay open to 

every single experience, then miracles and magic are guaranteed to take place.” 

 Pilar adds a healing layer to the discussion on sensing what’s alive and developing 

one’s spirituality, when she summarizes that spiritual awakening enables an individual 

to “come back into life [and to recognize] that we are life.” She describes her own 

experience through shifting from shutting herself “off from a felt place” in response to 

trauma to developing the awareness in a process she calls a “spiritual endeavor”. Pilar 

explains the trust involved in surrendering into the unknown, saying, “when our world 

comes apart, when our belief systems, our habitual way of perceiving the world comes 

apart because [we’re] changing, then it’s like, Oh, the world is changing, my world is 

falling apart and that’s terrifying.” While she is certain that this denouement, as 
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uncomfortable as it may be, is the burgeoning of a new perspective, Pilar adds, “If I 

can surrender into that, that has been a spiritual process.” 

Intuition. Given that somatic practices enable people to more effectively perceive 

their body and the feelings and sensations present within at any given time, many 

participants mention the growing awareness they have as a result of the training. 

Melissa clarifies how somatic work has heightened this awareness, which she views as 

“a context within which I get to keep deepening into my own embodiment.” She 

describes how when she is coaching from a somatic place, she is attentive to her own 

sensations as part of the process, saying, “As I hold that awareness, I have access to 

the information that my soma is offering me in the context of the session.” For Melissa 

this is both instinctual and practiced through deep listening. She also believes her 

experience of intuition to be “a connectivity to what I call the divine, that which is 

greater than me. All of those things for me and in me are interlinked.” When she feels 

it’s appropriate, she shares her intuitive wisdom with her clients as information that is 

“not really coming from my own head, but is being sourced.” 

Likewise, even though she says she would not consider herself a particularly 

spiritual person, Heather believes the training program opened “the channel up more.” 

For instance, when something is not working as planned, she believes there is “a 

higher energy that wants me to do something else and is telling me not to do this,” 

which prompts her to be more philosophical in her analysis of what has happened and 

why. 



 
 

149 

Historically, the development of intuition has not been an important focus of 

Western education, yet scientific data increasingly undergird the value of how 

intuition positively impacts the learning experience (Noddings & Shore, 1984). Once 

humans more widely recognize that “theoretical constructs represent non-observable 

elements within a complex intellectual structure that specifies how observable stimuli 

in specifiable conditions are transformed to produce one or more measurable 

outcomes” (Cacioppo, 2004, p. 120), educational institutions may place greater value 

on phenomena like intuition. One of the aims of this dissertation is to explore, through 

the results of the data, what an emphasis on the development of personal spirituality, 

which includes the development of intuition, in the somatic coaching training program 

means in regards to graduates’ perceptions of their education.  

 Cerridwyn recalls a program she attended that Richard Strözzi-Heckler led, called 

Spirituality and Somatics, in which he prompted students to consider: 

If we had to describe our personality, how would we describe our personality? 

And if we had to describe our spirituality, how would we describe our spirituality? 

And where is there pressure and tension between the two? And where do we see 

spirit in the world? For me, that program was so rich because so many people 

brought, what I call, the institutional language around spirit and what I talked 

about was When we see the light in a dog’s eyes, when we see a cat being born, 

when you see a bud coming out from a tree. What that allowed me to realize was 

that a lot of my sense of, or my affirmation of, spirit comes from nature in 
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different ways. When I feel that liveliness—that life—for me, that really 

encompasses spirit. 

Cerridwyn emphasizes that not only was it helpful to take the time to ponder 

where her affirmation of spirit comes from, but also to consider how she allows it to 

take root and flourish. She says, “Somatics is another avenue that allowed me to give 

my spirituality some space to grow.” 

Finally, Melissa references a term used in the program, the sites of shaping—

which includes individuals’ relationships to those closest to them, their community 

and beyond, the cultural milieu, the natural world, and the ineffable—to describe the 

experiences throughout life in a particular environment that impact the shape of the 

soma. Similar to Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) ecological models of human development, 

Melissa explains that the sites of shaping are all held in nature, which informs her 

“perspective and understanding of how spirit and nature ultimately holds all of the 

other sites of shaping.” In that regard, Melissa considers spirituality as that which is 

“always working in concert with my own process, my own somatic practice, my own 

curiosity about my own particular embodiment or somatic experience of the moment.”  

The influence of the training program on Melissa’s sense of spirituality is evident 

in Strözzi-Heckler (2014) belief that embodied learning is the foundation for somatic 

experience in life, it naturally leads to engagement with spirituality, and it “keeps us 

authentic and aligned around our spiritual aspirations and the issues of our everyday 

life” (p. 100). 
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Social Constructivism. Learning theorists recognize how an individual’s 

relationship with fellow students, and in a particular setting, impacts his or her 

educational growth (Bandura, 1977; Forbes, 2003; Heller & Surrenda, 1994; Lave & 

Wenger, 1991) and this is true of somatic coaching training as well (Strözzi-Heckler, 

2014). An influential figure in the study of group learning, Vygotsky’s (1978) theory 

of social constructivism touches upon Prigogine’s (1980) explication of the physics of 

self-organizing systems: a responsive exchange of energy, matter, and information 

through which we cocreate the world around us. “The dialectical approach, while 

admitting the influence of nature on man, asserts that man, in turn, affects nature and 

creates through his changes in nature new natural conditions for his existence” 

(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 60-61). 

Several participants cite the cohort model as a progenitor of their spiritual 

development. Parvaneh believes that engaging in somatic practices within her cohort 

has been highly influential to her sense of spirituality. During a particularly emotional 

exercise, members of her cohort were there to support her in witnessing and affirming 

her transformation in “being right-sized, taking up space, really expressing my full 

agency and power and strength… that communication was profound and moving, for 

all of us. And I don’t think that that could have taken place had I been paired up with 

anybody else.” Caro, too, discussed the support she felt from developing partnerships 

within her cohort. She says, “They’ll hear what your declaration is, and they’ll hear 

what you’re working on, and they’ll support you in it.” Since her time in the training 

program during 2006, Caro and a supportive member of her cohort, whom she refers 
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to as her accountability partner, have been meeting once a month to promote one 

another’s growth. 

Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of sociocultural learning, in which an individual first 

learns from others and then integrates that knowledge into his or her own mental 

structure, and the zone of proximal development, which delineates when students can 

learn on their own and when they cannot, is pertinent to embodied learning. In light of 

Vygotsky’s theories and the aforementioned recent studies on the transmission of 

subtle energy from person to person, it makes sense to postulate that there may be an 

energetic zone of proximal development in the collective biofield. This energetic zone 

would expand or retract based on the emotional intelligence of, and subsequent 

resonance or dissonance with, others in the group. If this is the case, it most certainly 

supports the understanding of how spiritual awakening through the body for one 

individual will likely have an impact on the group, both through that individual’s 

education of others as well as the energetic transmission that takes place when the 

student or client is in his or her presence. This information is of interest to a study into 

how somatic coaches perceive their education as well as to the curriculum 

development for somatic coaching training programs. 

The Locus of Spirit. Several participants discussed how embodied learning in the 

training program impacted their sense of where spirit resides. In Western religious 

traditions, it has long been customary to consider a patriarchal god as that which exists 

outside of oneself, typically oriented in a higher realm that is located somewhere 

above on a vertical plane. More recently, there has been a shift in some segments of 
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the population to an understanding of the divine within (Berman, 1989). Chandresh 

discusses his experience with a shift in the locus of spirit, revealing: 

Before my somatic training I thought spirit was outside my physical self. What I 

learned, also, is that I disassociated by going outside of myself to spirit. In fact, it 

was much more comfortable to be outside of my body. When I learned that—and I 

still remember the moment that I experienced the physical aspect of the 

disassociation—I was able to, kind of like, Whoa [reaches out with right hand and 

grasps the air, brings hand to heart], bring that inside. My relationship to spirit is 

so different now as it has developed along with my training. I had believed that 

spirit is inside me, but now I experience it more because I am more aware of and 

tuned into the relationship that I have to everything that is around both inside my 

soma, outside of it, or just two inches away… but also through the ability I now 

have to expand outward further. And the field around me expands. 

Hafiz also experienced a shift of bringing a spiritual awareness deep within as a result 

of primarily meditative somatic work that pivots around responses to his questions of 

how he can grow in awareness, spirituality, and, most importantly, “unconditional 

loving acceptance” to become the fullest expression of himself.  Hafiz shares, “In my 

spiritual work, a lot of my meditation has been connecting with something beyond me 

to feel that loving acceptance—unconditional loving acceptance—and to feel my 

relationship with that and to feel that I am a part of that.” He credits the Strozzi 

Institute’s training program with helping him to recognize the ways in which he 

disassociated with unpleasant states of being, explaining how “exteriorizing was my 
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way of avoiding my own discomforts that were contained in my body, and in my 

experience, in my history, and my narrative” and that embodiment has “helped me pull 

this idea of loving acceptance deeper into who I am in my whole experience rather 

than as an exteriorized, separate experience.”  

Hafiz sees this as the pragmatic work of personal growth in that somatic practices 

have helped him to develop “a stronger container” to hold and honor all facets of 

human emotion while remaining grounded and centered in a given situation. Finally, 

Dominic shares his perspective on how his view of spirituality has become 

increasingly simpler as a result of the training, so that he feels it permeates his daily 

life. He says, “Being spiritual, for me, means being in touch with what is happening in 

me at any given moment and of respecting that or being with that… accepting that as 

part of me.” 

To further the notion of being with oneself in a state of acceptance with whatever 

emotion or situation arises, a few participants made the distinction of being versus 

doing, indicating that, for them, spirituality is an experience of inner wholeness. 

Dominic states that existing in awareness of a connection to a greater whole enables 

him to reach a state of acceptance of his human beingness. Hafiz states, “My 

spirituality is not as much something that I go do, it’s more integrated as a part of who 

I am,” while David explains how the embodied learning inherent in somatic coaching 

leads to a transformation that transcends achievement, explaining how “it’s not just 

about transforming so you can achieve these goals, although sometimes clients might 

come in with that, but rather transforming to really becoming your fuller Self.” Lastly, 

Parvaneh shares that, for her, what makes learning transformative is when acquired 
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knowledge is deeply integrated throughout the soma. Rather than processing 

knowledge acquisition through an intellectual activity related to traditional academic 

education, Parvaneh recognizes the integration occurs with a sense of “I can really be 

about it” in a way that others reflect back to her. 

Faye shares that she did not have a strong sense of spirituality growing up, but that 

her experience with somatics brought about a greater awareness of “how my body is 

moving through the world.” She also recognizes how the training program has 

impacted her sense of connectedness with the spiritual realm, fostering an 

understanding of how “there are multiple channels of intelligence circulating around 

us that can come through us, or from us, or from the environment, or from things that 

we don’t know.” 

 A personal sense of spirituality is deeply individual and that includes how one 

defines the concept as well as the experience of it, thus, the locus of spirituality will be 

different for each person. Nevertheless, like-minded individuals engaged in group 

learning are likely to have shared terminology to discuss their experience and 

identifying those terms and their relationships helps to elucidate what spirituality 

means to the participants of a study into how they perceive their education, in part, in 

regards to spirituality. 

Paradigm Shift. If the collaborative classroom may be seen as a microcosm of 

learning in the greater culture, this transformation is influenced by a paradigm shift 

from ego to collective consciousness (Bucke, 2009; Dass, 1980). Hill (2000) describes 

this emerging paradigm as having “(1) a more inclusive worldview and the formation 

of allegiances beyond the local, (2) an awareness of interdependence among humans 
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and between humankind and the earth, (3) an ability to cope comfortably with 

ambiguity, and (4) a valuing of complexity and diversity” (p. 1). Dass 

(https://www.ramdass.org/navigating-the-matrix-of-the-ego/) cautions that one must 

not dismiss the importance of the ego, however, as individuals “need the matrix of 

thoughts, feelings, and sensations we call the ego for our physical and psychological 

survival” (para. 1) since it helps one to decipher what one needs and wants from life 

and what to avoid.  

Of the overlapping areas of focus in the participant interviews, an awareness of a 

cultural paradigm shift from living from or making decisions from one’s head to 

incorporating the wisdom of the heart was widespread. As adult education continues 

to incorporate emotions, spirituality, and consciousness (English, Fenwick, and 

Parsons, 2003; Kazanjian & Laurence, 2002; Tisdell, 2003), new ways of knowing 

emerge. Through nerve impulses and chemical interactions, the body is both impacted 

and transformed by emotions (Dispenza, 2017; Judith, 2004) in the process of 

experiential education. Boyd and Myers (1988) and Dirkx (2001, 2006) hypothesize 

that emotions are central to learning and the expansion of consciousness. 

David echoes Salovey (1990), Mayer’s (1990), and Goleman’s (2006) perspective 

on this educational paradigm shift in articulating his perspective on a cultural 

movement toward a more affect-oriented awareness. He states, “We’ve done a lot of 

work around cognition and it seems like the next shift and the next place our 

consciousness is growing is in feeling.” Even though he acknowledges that his 
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coaching sessions with clients are not explicitly spiritual, he believes that the 

experience of growing “into this next level of ourselves” is indeed spiritual work. 

Vygotsky (1978) asserts that “the social dimension of consciousness is primary in 

time and in fact. The individual dimension of consciousness is derivative and 

secondary” (p. 30). Further, Leontiev (1981) suggests that “the process of 

internalization is not the transferal of an external activity to a preexisting internal 

‘plane of consciousness’; it is the process in which this plane is formed” (p. 57). These 

statements influence adult learning theories with particular emphasis on experiential 

education, an important characteristic of embodied learning. 

Margot believes that the Strozzi Institute’s curriculum impacts the collective 

consciousness, even though it is not specifically marketed to do so. She says, about the 

teachers and students she’s met there, that “there is a consciousness raising in the 

world that whole group of people is helping to move forward.” It appears from the 

research that embodied learning impacts spirituality as a result of attention to one’s 

inner sensations and feelings as well as finetuning an awareness of the input from the 

energetic beings and principles in the immediate surrounding environment and 

beyond.  

Giselle melds science and spirit in the perspective she holds on life as an 

evolutionary process, that which is a “dynamic energy between two poles.” For her, 

staying in the present enables her to avoid “enormous angst” over current events. 

Giselle maintains, “Even the worst story you make up about whatever’s happening, 

tomorrow will be different. Life is an evolutionary process and it will evolve.” 
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Sullivan Palincsar (1998) discusses four aspects of Vygotsky’s perspective that are 

essential to developmental analysis: “phylogenetic [evolutionary development], 

cultural/historical, ontogenetic [the entirety of an organism’s lifespan], and 

microgenetic [observations of cognitive development in the moment]” (p. 354). The 

latter, concerned with an individual’s immediate interaction with the environment, 

both interpersonal and sociocultural, informs a better understanding of an individual’s 

conditioned personality and his or her response to perceived changes in energetic 

resonance. Dirkx (2001) deepens the discussion by introducing that “recent studies of 

transformative learning reveal extrarational aspects, such as emotion, intuition, soul, 

spirituality, and the body, as integral to the process of deep, significant change” (p. 

68). With the acceptance of the holistic integration of body, mind, emotion, and spirit 

in the learning process, Vygotsky’s social constructivism expands the understanding 

of how individuals cocreate not only their learning experience, but also their 

experience of reality (Radin, Michel, Galdamez, Wendland, Rickenbach, & Delorme, 

2012).  

David sees an evolution in how non-denominational spirituality has been 

increasingly integrated into Western culture and how somatics plays a role in that 

shift. He declares that the Strozzi Institute’s methodology provides “an avenue of 

bringing the spiritual practice into the marketplace in a different way” despite a 

cultural preference for separating out spiritual practice from general adult education, 

thereby shifting the reality of what’s considered valid and acceptable in the field  

of education.  
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The changes beginning to take place in Western adult education toward whole 

person learning demonstrate that a shift has been set in motion to move away from the 

Cartesian mind-body schism that favored the left-brain function of intellect toward a 

more holistic social learning model in the classroom. Heron and Reason (1997) 

advocate for collaborative forms of inquiry through dialogue, stating how “the 

participatory worldview allows us as human persons to know that we are part of the 

whole rather than separated as mind over and against matter, or placed here in the 

relatively separate creation of the transcendent god” (p. 275).  

Considering the importance of an individual’s sense of spirituality and its impact 

on the learning process in whole person learning theory, it is of great value to better 

understand how the participants perceive their experience in the somatic coaching 

training program impacted their personal sense of spirituality. The data shared here 

help to tease out the connections between each individual’s perspective and gain a 

sense of how meaningful this aspect of the learning process has been in terms of 

personal growth and readiness to guide others on a path of transformation.  

Finding Four: All of the participants cite embodied learning, the cornerstone of 

the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program curriculum, as an 

effective technique in facilitating or supporting lasting transformation. 

 

(c) How participants explained what makes learning transformative for them 
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Participants shared examples of how their experience in the somatic coaching 

training program has been a transformative medium in their lives and the researcher 

presents several of these to illustrate that finding here. Chandresh summarizes his 

experience of transformation as holistic integration by stating, “transformative, of 

course, is when the change stays, when it sticks. Then it becomes more than the 

concept, more than an intellectual learning, then it actually becomes me.”  

A marker of achievement in the educational process is the ability to reflect 

critically through one’s current frame of reference (Mezirow, 2000). Merriam (2004), 

in recognizing the need for including other ways of knowing as important to the 

domain of adult learning, suggests the field of education “expand the theory of 

transformational learning to include more ‘connected,’ affective and intuitive 

dimensions on an equal footing with cognitive and rational components” (p. 66-67). 

Evolving Mezirow’s (1991) approach to the theory of transformative learning, which 

largely holds a rational and cognitive perspective, education scholars like Merriam et 

al (2007) are widening the focus to include how an individual’s emotional and 

spiritual life impacts the learning process as well (Boyd & Myers, 1988; Dirkx, 2001, 

2006; English, Fenwick, & Parsons, 2003; Kazanjian & Laurence, 2002; Jarvis, 2006; 

Barrett, Lewis, & Haviland-Jones, 2016; Lupton, 1998; Merriam, 2004; Tisdell, 2003; 

Yorks & Kasl, 2006).  

Process of Somatic Transformation. David discusses the progression of the 

Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program that leads to personal 

transformation, beginning with somatic awareness, moving toward somatic opening 
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through bodywork and other practices that promote physical changes, and finally to 

somatic practices that enable an individual to consciously choose a new shape after the 

disruption of his or her old habits takes place during the opening stage. He says, “We 

define somatics as a transformative methodology, so simply being aware of our own 

habits isn’t necessarily going to transform them.” As a somatic coach, David works 

with clients to help them understand how their responses to life along with feedback 

from the environment has informed their conditioned tendencies and to become more 

aware of how those conditioned tendencies are serving or harming them in the present. 

He describes how awareness and opening provide an opportunity for the interruption 

of a habitual response, saying: 

when the habits, which are held in the physical shape, in the physical body, 

loosen… there is a possibility for a moment…[in which] another shape can emerge 

and that will generally be what wants to come to life, what’s aligning with folks’ 

goals, what they care about, what they’re moving towards. 

Arc of Somatic Transformation. Somatic coaches are trained to recognize and 

respond to needs that arise along the arc of somatic transformation. This provides a 

springboard for the researcher’s demonstration of, with results from the data, the 

similarities and differences between the arc of somatic transformation and Mezirow’s 

theory of transformative learning, calling for an expanded description that includes 

embodied learning.  

Adult learning is largely concerned with perspective transformation. Researchers 

note that adult education is changing its perspective on emotion and affect in the 

learning process (Bettinger, 2007; Dirkx, 1998; Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 
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2007; Taylor, 2008). Once considered a detriment to rational thought and cognition, 

emotions are now perceived as having a beneficial role in education (Jarvis, 2006; 

Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007). Jarvis (2006) posits that “emotions can 

have a considerable effect on the way we think, on motivation and one’s beliefs, 

attitudes and values” (p. 102). In addition, emotions impact the physiology and are, 

therefore, essential to embodied learning (Lupton, 1998; Reich, 1945; Strözzi-Heckler, 

2014). 

Ellen credits her recent experience of transformation to the organization’s 

embodied learning curriculum. She draws from a history of attending many different 

somatic training programs and cites the availability of the Strozzi facilitators and their 

willingness to do deep work with students as integral to how “I show up as a coach 

and as a human in the world.” Ellen says: 

For me, this program was life-changing and life-affirming. I found it to be very 

professional and appreciated the standards in place to ensure graduates were ready 

and capable containers for others seeking out somatic coaching on their journey 

through life. The program felt like "coming home" and I knew I was where I was 

supposed to be because it made sense, it worked, and I personally made massive 

transformations in my life by being in the program.  

Ellen captures much of the theoretical underpinnings for the inclusion of affect in 

transformative learning in her summary of what it has been for her, personally. She 

illuminates how transformation is an essential aspect of a life of learning, especially 

when that is aligned with what an individual believes is important, saying when “we 

experience a new dimension of embodied learning—embodiment—transformation 
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occurs.” Parvaneh, too, recognizes the impact of embodied learning on transformation 

through her awareness of somatic opening, the first phase of somatic transformation, 

as an experience of “moving something out that hadn’t been able to get expressed and 

being able to move into a new shape.” She identifies a personal transformation in 

developing her right size, a sense of “full strength and power and agency,” which was 

affirmed by having this shift of perspective acknowledged by members of her cohort.   

In addition to the inclusion of affect, many researchers are seeking to expand 

Mezirow’s theory with a psychoanalytic approach, based on Jung’s depth psychology, 

which hypothesizes that transformative learning relies upon the transferring of 

information between the conscious and unconscious (Boyd & Meyers, 1988). 

Cerridwyn shares how this transference can take place through deep listening, 

reflection, and conscious choice-making. For her, these are prime catalysts for 

transformation, which coincide with the practices of embodied learning and accessing 

the somatic wisdom of the unconscious. In regards to moving from her head to her 

heart, or soul, Cerridwyn explains that the ego is more present in the brain than in the 

body and therefore, quieting the mind enables greater access to the embodied soul that 

enables her to slow down, listen, center herself, and create space for a new response. 

She describes the training program as transformative with time and practice, saying, 

“You live your life in a different way, I believe, after studying somatics for a while.” 

 Dirkx et al. (2006) emphasize the value of research into how unconscious 

messages influence an individual’s perspective and are part of a growing interest in 

how both conscious and unconscious learning are significant in education (Dirkx et 
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al., 2006; Taylor, 2008). Mezirow (1991, 2000), himself, embraces the expanded 

perspective on his theory and calls for more study on the significant contributions of 

affect, intuition, and the imagination on transformative learning. 

The Effectiveness of Somatic Coaching. Dominic also considers the 

effectiveness of somatic coaching through embodied learning as that which supports 

lasting transformation. He says about the change, “It’s in you, it’s in your being. 

Transformative learning for me is something changing that stuck.” Dominic describes 

a key characteristic of realizing the impact of transformative learning as a sudden 

awareness of a new ability after sustained practice. Russell, too, points to sudden 

awareness as a characteristic of transformative learning. He says, “What makes it 

transformative first is the awareness of… Oh, this is what’s happening or this is how I 

do it.” He acknowledges that, like most people, he has a tendency to revert back to old 

behavior when faced with an overwhelming situation, saying, “I literally do that thing 

to make myself feel better and doing that thing limits the person I want to be or being 

as effective as I want.” But, with awareness and an insight or understanding for how 

he came to develop his conditioned tendency as well as engaging in somatic opening 

and practices that rewire one’s neural networks, he believes “that’s why experiential 

and movement and interactive learning is actually so much more transformational.” 

Russell continues: 

If we’re just in our minds, changing ourselves, that’s not connected to very much 

and when we’re moving—interacting—that is connected throughout the whole 

body and that’s what’s really the essential promise of somatic learning: to learn at 
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that level which is going to accelerate the learning and growth and transformation. 

Implicit to me in all of this is the word healing. 

At first, somatic training was uncomfortable for Margot, who describes herself as 

an extremely shy scholar focused on mental cognition. “Anything with your body was 

exposure and when you’re introverted and hermit-like, this is painful,” she says. 

Nevertheless, her realization led her to recognize an area for growth and she 

persevered although it was challenging for her to feel so exposed. Ultimately, she 

reports that the program enabled her to learn how to trust her body in a way that she 

hadn’t experienced before, specifically by recognizing her own conditioned tendencies 

and making conscious shifts in her choices and responses. Through self-reflection, 

Margot came to a greater understanding of her own transformation, sharing her 

recognition that when she is present in her body and sending energy out, there is a 

result. She says witnessing that influence, in her own action and also through other 

people’s actions, “was a powerful piece for me.” Finally, echoing the earlier 

perspectives on a cultural paradigm shift from perceiving the world from the head to 

the heart, Margot summarizes her perspective on learning in that “if it hits my heart 

and stays with me then it is transformative.” 

All of the participants in this study contend that the achievement of mastery in the 

art of somatic coaching requires copious practices in developing an embodied 

presence, consider the somatic coaching program deeply impactful to their sense of 

spirituality, and believe that embodied learning is an effective technique in facilitating 

lasting transformation. 
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Finding Five: Only those participants who have contemplated consciousness 

identify a connection between their experience in the Strozzi Institute’s somatic 

coaching training program and their understanding of embodied consciousness. 

 

(e) How participants sought to understand and express the ways in which the 

somatic coaching training program impacted their sense of consciousness. 

 

Overview. Throughout this section, the researcher presents her analysis of how 

participants perceive the impact, if any, of the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching 

training program on their sense or understanding of consciousness. During the 

interview process, participants were informed that consciousness has not yet been 

definitively defined and understood that there could be no incorrect way to frame their 

responses. Among philosophers there is general agreement that, at the most basic 

level, consciousness involves the sensations of thought, emotion, and awareness in the 

human spiritual experience within a world of physical form (Bucke, 2009; Damasio, 

2012; Jones, 2014; Nunez, n.d.; Prinz, n.d.; Tomm, 2002). Nunez (n.d.) is thoroughly 

in support of a theory of embodied consciousness, maintaining, “Our thoughts and 

concepts are ultimately realized through our embodiment” (p. 141) and that “thought, 

mind, and cognition are thus genuinely embodied (p. 141). Prinz (n.d.) defines 

embodiment as that which “sometimes refers to views according to which mental 

capacities involve internal states and processes that control or respond to the body. Put 
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loosely, on one use of the term, a mental capacity is embodied if it depends on bodily 

mental representations” (p. 7).  

Through a semantic relations analysis of the interviews it became apparent to the 

researcher that the participants did not share as much of a common cultural language 

for concepts of consciousness as they did with topics like conditioned tendency or 

somatic knowing. Nevertheless, when sharing their perception of their education and 

its relationship to consciousness, the majority of participants expressed developing a 

greater sense of awareness of Self and their connection to others and the environment 

through their experience with embodied learning in the Strozzi Institute’s somatic 

coaching training program. Such awareness of Self and others in space is an essential 

part of the working definition of embodied consciousness derived from the literature 

review (Bucke, 2009; Damasio, 2012; Jones, 2014; Nunez, n.d.; Prinz, n.d.; Tomm, 

2002).  

Dominic asserts that the Strozzi Institute’s curriculum imparted to him both a way 

to identify experiences related to consciousness and “a structure through [somatic] 

practices to access these dimensions of consciousness in a deliberate manner.” He 

demonstrates how his conception of consciousness revolves around sensory awareness 

and a recognition of Self as “I am.” He says of his experience of consciousness, “It’s a 

sensing of what is happening around me through my own body—embodiment—

thinking about embodied consciousness, meaning that it’s a whole-body 

phenomenon.” Dominic describes how beyond the established five senses, his body 
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gives him information about the world, which “becomes available to me through the 

body as needs and longings.” 

Embodied consciousness takes into account bodily sensations as they evoke 

feelings and moods derived from human perception of what transpires in the body 

(Prinz, n.d.). Prinz (n.d.) recognizes that “to have a conscious experience of the self 

includes awareness of the body. It includes awareness of actions, posture, and the 

internal patterns of bodily changes that we experience as emotions and moods” (p. 13), 

exactly those attributes a somatic coach is trained to read in his or her clients. Somatic 

practitioners recognize that if an individual’s perception of his or her body is 

characteristic of self-consciousness, then “it is also plausible that experiences of the 

body contribute to the sense of ownership that inheres in ordinary perceptual 

experience” (p. 14). 

When asked about their perception of embodied consciousness and whether their 

experience with embodied learning had an impact on their understanding, the 

participants offered mixed responses. Although more research is needed, it appears 

that only those participants who were already oriented around thinking about 

consciousness drew a link between their experience with embodied learning and their 

understanding of consciousness. In spite of demonstrating a high level of awareness of 

Self and others during her responses to other questions, Tara did not make a 

connection between embodied learning and embodied consciousness. She states that 

“‘embodied consciousness’ doesn’t land for me in a profound way—in the way that 

embodied spirituality really lands for me and where it goes click into place.” Tara 
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recognizes that she has a strong sense of what consciousness is, but is surprised by 

how challenging it is to discuss it verbally. 

The Unification of the Mind/Body/Spirit in Consciousness. In the West, it has 

been customary to view mind and consciousness as separate from body and brain, yet 

Slingerland (2008) reminds one that “the mind is the body, and the body is permeated 

through-and-through with mind. Consciousness, under this understanding, is not a 

mysterious substance distinct from matter, but rather an emergent property of matter 

put together in a sufficiently complicated way” (p. 378). Russell is familiar with this 

distinction and sees how in Western culture, individuals have: 

become very isolated from being connected to the environment around us and 

that’s why we live in this myth that it’s all about me and I make my life work and 

it’s up to me. Really, what we know is that we’re built to be more tribal and more 

socially connected, but culturally that’s not a dominant phenomenon right now. 

The consciousness conversation has to move toward really understanding that 

we’re not as separate and as self-determined as we like to think we are, and it’s our 

belief that moving toward that makes us more whole humans, makes us more 

effective at coordinating with others, and makes us more connected to a sense of 

responsibility for the greater whole. 

Russell shares that the somatic work he does with clients is undergirded by a 

fundamental belief that consciousness is an advanced stage of human development. 

While he may not address it directly with a client, the work they do together provides 

an opportunity for him or her to further that development that leads to a clearer 



 
 

170 

understanding of how an individual is “impacted by others and impacting others.” 

Russell begins to blend his perspective on the possibilities inherent in somatic 

coaching and non-local consciousness, describing “a stage of development that’s even 

beyond that where we start to get that we’re connected to the world,” in which our 

thoughts are both personal and universal and impact our perception of reality. 

Evidence of spiritual healing in Eastern medicine and spiritual philosophy in 

general has prompted Western researchers to study energy flow in the human body, 

also known as qi, chi, or prana, that requires existing and developing technologies to 

detect in an attempt to better understand nonlocal consciousness, in which conscious 

awareness can be experienced separate from the body or brain (van Lommel, 2013; 

Jones, 2014). “The nonlocal consciousness of this nonmaterial spiritual energy field is 

held by an increasing number of scientists and philosophers to be primary to the 

material world of our senses” (Jones, 2014, p. 21) and therefore worthy of greater 

investigation. Exploring how somatic coaches perceive their education is a valuable 

piece of the puzzle in gaining a greater perspective of the interplay between 

consciousness and embodied learning. 

As mentioned in the literature review, beyond shelter and protection from the 

elements “Maslow views the most important tasks of adulthood to be those involved 

in becoming a ‘transcender ,’ that is, a self-actualized person who has achieved a 

quality of being associated with higher levels of spiritual growth (Maslow, 1970; 

Maslow, 1983)” (p. 116). For Maslow (1973), such higher levels of spiritual growth 

denote the expansion of consciousness that occurs through mystical experience and is 
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characterized by that which is “intrinsically transcendent, unbounded and unifying” (p. 

440). Giselle believes an individual can increase a capacity to be awake and aware in 

the moment and transcend the limitations of conditioned tendencies. She discusses 

how embodied learning gives one the opportunity to “be more present, more 

accepting, more open, not so rigid, and not so confined.” While she does not see her 

own experience with such a transformation as a mystical experience, Giselle says, 

“I’ve certainly had times when I felt I was really in touch” and she explains her belief 

that “we’re here for reason and, in some ways, chosen,” acknowledging that this 

perspective fuels questions about “how you are going to live your life. How does that 

make a difference?” From an analysis of the data, the researcher suggests that 

embodied learning techniques and practices encourage in participants like Giselle a 

capacity create a connection between immaterial transcendence and the expansion of 

consciousness through the body, bringing the mystical into the corporeal and 

fortifying the bridge between metaphysics and science. 

Damasio (2012) contends that the body is the “foundation of the conscious mind” 

(p. 20) and has shown how the brain develops a map of the body that is constantly 

being modified based on one’s experience in the world. Additionally, he notes that 

brain-based thoughts evoke emotions that impact the body, but also that changes in the 

body can influence the brain in a cyclical pattern. This perspective provides a ground 

from which participants’ understanding of embodied consciousness can be explored 

more thoroughly and adds validity to the study of how somatic coaches perceive their 

education through embodied learning. 
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David encapsulates this cyclical impact of brain and body through his description 

of the embodiment work of the somatic coaching training program. He explains how 

such work is about bringing consciousness further and deeper into the soma, 

describing it as “something that perceives.” He believes that through engaging in 

somatic practices and doing embodiment work, an individual develops greater 

awareness of what’s happening in the body. Therefore, for David, embodied 

consciousness also “seems to have an intelligence that comes along with it: the ability 

to perceive. When there’s heightened sensation in the body—when there’s more 

aliveness—that intelligence also increases.” In summary, he is open to the possibility 

that “consciousness and embodiment are partnering to expand within each person—

expanding them, growing, transforming.” 

Much of what David describes echoes German Philosopher Edmund Husserl’s 

(1859-1938) perspective on bodily experience as the transcendental ground, German 

philosopher Martin Heidegger’s (1889-1976) understanding that “culture is grounded 

in somatic affectivity” (Morley, 2008, p. 152), and French philosopher Merleau-

Ponty’s belief that the “perceiving mind is an incarnated mind” (p. 152), which all 

point to the bodily perception of the world as the “foundation of all rationality, all 

value, and all existence” (p. 152). The concept of embodied consciousness is 

supported by Merleau-Ponty’s theory of “‘flesh of the world’—a conception of 

embodiment that is no dualist ‘temple of the soul’ but a perspective of the human body 

as the very source of divinity itself as much as it is a science of nature” (p. 155-156). 

To better analyze how participants perceive any impact of embodied learning on 
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embodied consciousness, it is of value to understand how an individual shifts his or 

her concept of body/mind/soul during embodied learning. Melissa reflects on the 

process, stating that “as we develop somatic awareness, we’re developing embodied 

consciousness. Oh, there’s a communication going on there in my body and I have an 

awareness about that, just like, Oh, look there’s thoughts in my head, I have an 

awareness of that.” Doing so, she maintains, allows for the development of 

consciousness to be “a part of ourselves that can observe ourselves so that we are not 

caught in our experience of the world, but we can be observing it.” The ability to 

observe oneself is a result of awareness. Noticing what occurs when an individual 

does get caught in his or her experience of the world, Pilar states “there are a variety 

of states of consciousness and when I’m unconscious [i.e., not present in the moment], 

I have lost the being aware that I’m aware and I believe the movie that I’m in. It’s 

running me without my awareness.”  

In their attempts to situate consciousness in the body, Noë and Thompson (2004) 

claim that “the substrates of consciousness—in particular of visual perceptual 

consciousness—seem to cut across the brain-body-world divisions” (p. 26); therefore, 

consciousness is not limited to the mind, but is both material and immaterial. Critical 

of the situated experience standpoint (that which is bound to cultural, social, and 

physical contexts) as well as the enactive view of consciousness, which “holds that the 

conscious experiences caused by sensory encounters with the world depend on motor 

responses” (Prinz, n.d., p. 8), Prinz remains open to the possibility of embodied 



 
 

174 

consciousness only if it is supported by rigorous empirical data, calling for further 

studies into the phenomenon. 

Reflecting on the relationship between spirituality and consciousness, Tomm 

(2002) maintains that “spirituality is ensouled in embodied consciousness and 

facilitates transformation of both sensing and reflecting” (p. 9). As critical reflection is 

integral to the success of adult learning (Knowles, 1984), it made sense to incorporate 

bodily ways of knowing into a study that draws from the theoretical framework of 

transformative learning theory. The fifth finding discussed in this chapter is a natural 

progression of understanding the meaning of somatic insight beyond the level of 

spirituality. Making a natural progression from his conception how embodied learning 

impacts his sense of spirituality, Chandresh maintains that consciousness is “the 

extension from the body-mind-spirit; the awareness that I have in my being here and 

now and also the relationship between me and other people and all of life, all sentient 

beings, the universe, from origin to now and from now to eternity.” He understands 

consciousness as a continual process of “being aware, being connected, being tuned in, 

a greater capacity to experience, greater capacity to connect with people, greater 

capacity to understand.” 

Furthering the concept that consciousness suffuses the entire body, Dempsey and 

Shani (2013) suggests that to “simply identify the mind with the brain seems to 

commit another Cartesian sin, namely, treating persons as self-contained, and, as it 

were, autonomous units which are in some fundamental sense detached—or 

detachable—both from the body proper, and the environment in which they are 



 
 

175 

embedded” (p. 591). Indeed, researchers postulate that cognition has been found to 

permeate the whole of the body and is defined by Neisser (1967) as “all the processes 

by which the sensory input is transformed, reduced, elaborated, stored, recovered, and 

used” (p. 4). The ways in which the nervous systems process this sensory input lays 

the foundation for the brain to “construct and revise spatial, temporal, and causal 

representations of an external world,” (Tibbets, 2014, p. 361) therefore, literally 

branching out into the environment and representing the metaphysics of the mind. 

Capturing the essence of shifting one’s awareness from the individual to the whole, 

Parvaneh says of her experience of expanding consciousness, it becomes less likely 

that she will become stuck in limited patterns of perception. She says, “I keep 

reminding myself and bringing myself back to there’s a larger perspective, there is a 

larger way to experience and take in and express out.” 

Bohm (1980) and Wilber (2000) indicate that the realization of an 

interconnectedness with all that exists in the universe represents an integral aspect of 

spiritual awakening in the modern world. The researcher sought to ground this 

perspective within research into stages of human development, found in the literature 

review, in order to better understand how we learn in relationship. Margot perceives 

consciousness as “awareness of who you are and the fact that you’re constantly 

evolving who you are in relationship to others.” She portrays and inseparable link 

from spirituality to consciousness, stating her perspective that consciousness enables 

an individual to recognize that reality is illusionary. “We see it with a set of eyes, but 
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our soul sees it in an entirely different way. And what can look like something awful is 

simply a higher consciousness playing out what needs to play out.” 

Margot reflects on her both somatic training and self-study with the work of 

Carolyn Myss as she says, “We are here for our soul to get sanded a little bit, refined a 

little bit, and we experience life in the way that we choose to experience it.” She 

emphasizes that it is a conscious choice to experience reality in a particular way and 

indicates that the somatic awareness, opening, and practices she learned in the training 

program have shaped the ways in which she perceives what’s real.   

Generally speaking, a distinction exists between discursive (the verbal articulation 

of experience) and practical (sensory-based knowing and doing) consciousness 

(Winchester, 2016) that embodied consciousness may transcend. Faye reflects this 

merging of discursive and practical as she describes how the training program has 

impacted her sense of consciousness as awareness, acknowledging the multiple ways 

of knowing and multiple intelligences that she has developed through embodied 

learning techniques. Faye says that she is now able to access those multiple ways of 

knowing “whereas before I think it was just mainly the mental knowing, which is 

limited in a lot of different realms depending on what I’m trying to be aware of in 

myself.”  

Tess adds to the conversation about the unification of cognitive and somatic 

consciousness, calling it a lucid connection. She says, “I choose lucid so we’re not just 

including cognitive but somatics. You know that there’s actually a recognition of 

thought processes and emotions, but it’s also being processed through the body.” 
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Meiring (2015) underscores the importance of not locating consciousness solely in the 

brain, but emphasizing the embodied sensing that integrates thought, feeling, and 

meaning. This state of integration among early humans and throughout Eastern 

philosophies is well established. Echoing the ancient knowledge of Eastern embodied 

practices and recalling Damasio’s cyclical body-brain consciousness, Pagis (2009) 

summarizes that the body is the “main channel for influencing the mind” (p. 272).  

Somatic Wisdom & Intuition. Margot recognizes the Western cultural shift 

toward a greater valuing of the body’s wisdom. She reflects on contemporary 

perspectives on illness, saying, “People kind of know when they’re sick or when 

things are not going well if they’ve got enough consciousness within them to notice it. 

Otherwise they just blame outside things.” As a bodyworker and somatic coach, Caro 

notices when her clients are conscious, or awake, and living in the world with their 

senses. She says, “They don’t live from here up [points to neck and above]. They may 

have access to this [points to head], but they actually move through the world taking in 

data from all of their senses.” She believes that humans gather input from more than 

the commonly recognized five senses, stating, “when people meditate on a regular 

basis, when they have embodiment practices, they actually develop intuition.” For 

Caro, intuition is “a very important skill set that rises up out of embodiment 

practices.”  

Heather adds to the discussion of the development of intuition and sensing her 

clients’ needs before they enter the room through embodied learning and somatic 

awareness, which she relies upon in her somatic coaching practice and throughout life. 
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She emphasizes how her intuitive awareness informs how she “shows up”, the choices 

and actions she takes, and the validity she ascribes to somatic insight. 

Pilar captures the essence of consciousness as reflected in an embodied 

presence, discussed earlier in this chapter, as she relays a story of a moment when 

Gandhi boarded a train and a reporter called out to ask about his message for the 

world. Pilar says, “Gandhi said, ‘I am the message.’ That’s embodied consciousness to 

me. I don’t have to tell you or have a big conversation; you could experience whatever 

my consciousness is by being with me.” 

 As mentioned earlier, there were several participants who did not sense a clear 

connection between their experience with embodied learning and their understanding 

of embodied consciousness. Nevertheless, those participants discussed how their 

training at the Strozzi Institute served to expand their felt sense of the soma and 

initiate a greater sense of connection with others and the environment. For those who 

did reflect upon a connection between their learning and their understanding of 

consciousness, seeing it as a path or progression was customary. 

Through a discussion of participants’ perspectives on consciousness, within the 

context of research into and philosophies about the topic, the researcher has found that 

all of the participants believe that their experience in the somatic coaching training 

program has impacted their awareness of Self in relationship to others and the 

environment. Without a shared common language for describing embodied 

consciousness, each individual delivered a nuanced understanding of the ineffable 

beyond a mind-based concept to that of a somatic manifestation; therefore, reinforcing 
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Nunez’s (n.d.) assertion that thoughts and concepts are, first and foremost, an 

embodied phenomenon. 

In the preceding sections, the findings have been thoroughly explained. Given the 

dialogue-based approach for gathering rich, thick descriptions of lived experience in 

this case study, it made sense to conduct the data analysis within the conceptual 

framework of Spradley’s sematic relationships. The following section demonstrates 

how the researcher developed a taxonomy of semantic relationships as an essential 

structural component in the determination of the aforementioned findings. 

A Taxonomy of Semantic Relationships  

This section provides an overview of the rationale, method, and value for creating 

a taxonomy of semantic relationships among language used by somatic coaches during 

the interview process for deepening an understanding of how they perceive their 

educational experience with embodied learning at the Strozzi Institute. With the 

understanding that somatic coaches are trained within a particular culture that has its 

own familiar terms (Jacob, 1988), the researcher drew from Spradley’s developmental 

research sequence to better understand the way in which such cultural knowledge 

impacts participants. In addition, the researcher is influenced by Tyler’s (1969) 

perspective that cultural knowledge is apparent in the semantic relations of a group’s 

language. Spradley’s (1979, 1980) process of domain analysis enabled the researcher 

to utilize a framework within which to search for semantic relationships and 

Spradley’s taxonomic analysis provided the basis for the development of a hierarchy 
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of terms. Finally, understanding the ways in which meaning is cocreated between the 

speaker and listener, the researcher worked to put aside biases through journaling and 

bracketing. In this way, she was able to honor the necessity of personal interpretation 

in the study even as she engaged Spradley’s technique of focusing on the language in 

order to preserve the participants’ intended meaning. 

A taxonomy provides a system for classification of the concepts surrounding 

embodied learning in a logical structure that is inclusive of the broad knowledge in the 

field of somatics and offers flexible categories for topics along with descriptive 

terminology and consistent meaning (Ramos & Rasmus, 2003; Lambe, 2007; Taylor, 

1992).  

As a starting point, the researcher generated a semantic infographic (Figure 4.3), 

derived from open-ended exploratory survey results with Qualtrics Word Cloud 

Visualization, which depicted the top 50 words used in the responses. While these 

open-ended responses both informed the in-depth interview questions and factored 

into the data analysis of the research study, it also functioned as a springboard for 

creating a semantic relations model. The following infographic offers a preliminary 

taste of the deeper work that was done to parse semantic relationships among the most 

salient aspects of each in-depth interview transcript. 
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Figure 4.3 Qualtrics Word Cloud Visualization  

While most semantic relations classification systems are developed to explain 

constructs related to brain-based cognitive function (Chaffin & Peirce, 1988), the 

researcher has worked to develop a semantic relations classification for embodied 

learning (Figure 4.4) that is in alignment with Lambe’s (2007) criteria for 

developing and validating the structure of a taxonomy. Lambe suggests the 

taxonomy be: 

intuitive (is easy to navigate and use), unambiguous (does not offer alternates), 

hospitable (can accommodate all content), consistent and predictable (provides 

context), relevant (reflects user perspective), parsimonious (no redundancy or 
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repetition), meaningful (provides context), durable (will not need frequent 

change), balanced (even levels of detail or depth). (p. 201)  

Although a limit of this method is the assumption that the participants interviewed 

are likely to organize their perspectives and choices based on the culturally-

specific attributes of their educational affiliation as somatic coaches, the semantic 

relationship between embodied learning and transformation is of great interest to 

practitioners and clients in the life coaching industry as it seeks to support the 

attainment of growth-oriented goals.  
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Figure 4.4 Semantic Relations Classification System for Embodied Learning  
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As stated, this study draws from a blend of semantic relationships that arise 

between concepts, senses, and meanings as well as those that arise between words, 

terms, and expressions of concepts (Hjørland, 2007). Words of action, or verbs, are 

used to reflect the semantic relationships identified throughout this research (i.e., bring 

about, provides, allows for, promote). The researcher applied Spradley’s (1979) nine 

types of universal semantic relationships where applicable as a way of categorizing the 

analysis along the following: strict inclusion, spatial, cause-effect, rationale, location 

for action, function, mean-end, sequence, and attribution. Given the narrow focus of 

the study and the limited participant group, the researcher was able to identify the 

semantic patterns in these categories without the aid of software. The action words 

used fall within, and expand to include somatic knowing, Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy 

for somatic/cognitive activities, including knowledge, comprehension, application, 

analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. 

The embodied learning taxonomy has been designed to support knowledge 

discovery through inference. Following Swanson and Smalheiser’s (1999) idea of 

discovery through inference, the researcher developed patterned statements from the 

interview data (see Table 1). The logic of guiding this particular meaning making 

through inference (a <b> c) is described as follows: 
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Subject (a) Verb (b) Object (c) 

Embodied learning 

practices 

bring about somatic awareness 

Somatic awareness provides an opportunity for somatic 

opening 

Somatic opening allows for the incorporation of 

somatic practices 

Somatic practices promote  lasting transformation 

 

Table 4.1 Pattern of Data-Based Inference Statements  

 

Inferred Knowledge. The inferred knowledge gained is that embodied learning 

may support lasting transformation. Although this research was not undertaken for the 

purpose of developing patterns of inference from the data beyond that of the specific 

semantic relations taxonomy for this study, the aforementioned example of inference 

offers evidence for meaning making through a greater embodied learning taxonomy. 

The taxonomy developed here does not contain all semantic relations possible as that 

would be unusually large. Therefore, this study’s truncated taxonomy satisfies the 
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need to “identify families of relations which encompass as many kinds of semantic 

relations as possible and to identify the most salient relations within each family” 

(Chaffin & Peirce, 1998, p. 5). The researcher does not make the assumption that 

semantic relationships from this specific study can be broadly applied to an embodied 

learning taxonomy as more research into the topic would be necessary to make that 

determination. 

To reiterate, embodied learning is foundational to the Strozzi Institute’s somatic 

coaching training program. This dissertation takes a look at embodied learning 

primarily through the lens of whole person learning theory and adult education. In 

regards to adult education, Olalla, as cited in Strözzi-Heckler (2014), asserts:  

The dominant epistemology of our times fundamentally reduces learning and 

knowing to the exercises of a disembodied intellect. This way of knowing is at the 

heart of the huge crisis humanity is facing right now. Coaching was born as a 

reaction to that epistemology in order to take care of those issues. A deep and 

lasting transformational learning requires in each of us a shift of the dynamic 

coherence of our linguistic, emotional, and somatic being. (inside cover) 

While the following sections contain more information on various learning theories, 

adult education, and cognition, it is relevant to acknowledge that thoughts, emotions, 

sensory perceptions, and muscular-neural faculties are equally vital to the production 

of knowledge (Michelson, 1998).  

Emergent Categories and Themes. Once the data were classified, the researcher 

discovered emergent categories (Lincoln and Guba, 1985), which included embodied 
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learning, spirituality, transformation, and embodied consciousness. Each category 

contained themes that were scrutinized to provide a cross-case analysis. After applying 

the model of semantic analysis to develop the six classification categories (awareness, 

opening, practices, analysis, synthesis, integration), 21 themes arose from the data 

collected through the exploratory survey and during discussions with participants 

about their educational experience in the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training 

program as it relates to embodied learning, spirituality, transformation, and embodied 

consciousness: 

 

Category Theme 

Awareness Somatic awareness of conditioned tendencies 

Wisdom derived from nature and the environment 

The necessity of somatic opening 

Sensory awareness of self in relation to others and the environment 

Opening A shared understanding of embodied presence 

The process of evolution and accessing intuition 

Awareness of felt sense (emotions and affect) 

The nature and impact of somatic practice 

Practices Engaging in somatic practices 
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Benefits of meditation (sitting practice) 

Process of deep listening 

Analysis Identifying the locus of spirit 

Social constructivism (learning within the cohort model) 

Importance of self-reflection 

The value of being versus doing 

Synthesis Noticing what’s “alive” in self and others 

Observance of Self (the observer) 

Integration 

 

Sudden awareness (i.e., somatic insight) 

Non-duality (no separation within soma or mind/body/spirit) 

Cultural paradigm shift from living from the head to the heart 

Embodiment (conscious embodiment) 

 

Table 4.2 Data Classification Categories & Themes 

 

Broken down among the five key findings, these themes have been explored 

throughout the section titled Discussion of Findings. In addition to creating a 

taxonomy of semantic relationships, the researcher utilized Mezirow’s theory of 
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transformative learning (see Figure 4.5) as a map with which to explore the findings 

resulting from phenomenological research into how somatic coaches perceive their 

education through embodied learning. 

Theoretical Structure 

Mezirow’s Theory of Transformative Learning. Meaning making is a subject of 

interest in adult learning research, in part, due to Mezirow’s (1994) concept of 

perspective transformation in which learning is defined as the “social process of 

construing and appropriating a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s 

experience as a guide to action” (p. 222-223). As a catalyst for meaning making, adult 

learning has the power to transform students’ perspectives and influence their actions, 

and, therefore, shape the culture in which they live (Piercy, 2013). The shifting of 

perspectives through critical reflection and discourse in the learning community 

allows individuals in adult education to assess their thoughts and feelings, which 

enables transformation (Mezirow, 1998).  

In his evolving theory (see Figure 4.5), Mezirow makes room for additional 

dimensions of habits of mind, perspectives, or points of view. It is the researcher’s 

hope that the theory may eventually include the dimension of somatic insight, which 

informs meaning schemes that shape an individual’s interpretation in the learning 

process much like sites of shaping (the individual, community, culture, environment, 

etc.) shape a person’s soma (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Kitchenham (2008) describes 

meaning schemes, which tend to be unconscious, as influential to: 
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cause-and-effect relationships, sequences of events, or characterisations [sic] of 

colleagues or of the individual. However, because they are habituated in responses, 

meaning schemes tend to determine a specific chain of events or actions that are 

followed automatically unless they are considered through critical reflection and 

critical self-reflection. (p. 118) 

Through qualitative research, a researcher gains access to the mind of a participant 

(Lofland & Lofland, 1996) in order to obtain “knowledge of doing” (Krauss, 2005, p. 

764). As somatic learning is primarily concerned with being over doing (Strözzi-

Heckler, 2014), through the qualitative case study this dissertation examined the ways 

in which research participants embody their meaning making. This was of particular 

interest in learning more about how somatic coaches perceive their education. 

Taylor (1998) stated that “although the theory is much discussed, the practice of 

transformative learning has been minimally investigated and is inadequately defined 

and poorly understood” (p. vii); nevertheless, there have been very few studies on how 

somatic coaches perceive their education. The findings from this research demonstrate 

the importance of multiple ways of knowing, including somatic insight, in an 

expanded model of Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning (see Figure 4.5). 

Fortunately, over the years, Mezirow has expanded his theory to include more ways of 

knowing (Kitchenham, 2009) and the findings of this dissertation’s research contribute 

to the ongoing discussion of how best to expand this understanding of how adults 

learn. 
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Figure 4.5 Mezirow’s Theory of Transformative Learning (Kitchenham, 2009) 

 

An aim of this dissertation is to develop a greater understanding of how somatic 

coaches make meaning when learning with and through the body. A deeper 

understanding how individuals are impacted by a learning model that transcends the 
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mind-centric cognitive domain in the transformative-focused subset in the field of life 

coaching is therefore of great value to adult education. Throughout the process of data 

analysis, the researcher began to expand the model (found in Figure 4.5) of Mezirow’s 

theory of transformative learning in order to reflect the perspective transformation that 

occurs through embodied learning. This expanded model of Mezirow’s theory of 

transformative learning (Figure 4.6) is shown below to include the body and spirit 

along with habits of mind, demonstrate how the six semantic relations categories from 

the findings influence perspective, and place ways of being on par with points of view 

to indicate its importance as an expression of shifting perspectives. The expanded 

elements are show in blue: 
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Figure 4.6 An Expanded Version of Mezirow’s Theory of Transformative 

Learning that Includes Multiple Ways of Knowing 
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This dissertation was undertaken to better understand how somatic coaches 

perceive their learning experience. The phenomenological research was conducted 

through multiple approaches, involving an exploratory survey followed by in-depth 

interviews with graduates of the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program. 

The findings presented here explore the six classifications of perspectives from an 

expanded model of Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning, which are expressed 

as ways of being that are comprised of clusters of meaning schemes—groupings of 

concepts, beliefs, judgments, and feelings that form an individual’s interpretation 

(Mezirow, 1994). 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, the researcher shared her understanding of the findings from a 

qualitative case study exploring how graduates of the somatic coaching training 

program at the Strozzi Institute perceive their education. This primary question guided 

the collection of phenomenological, qualitative data from 35 full exploratory survey 

responses and in-depth interviews with 18 participants, which the researcher coded 

and analyzed to determine five key findings. First and foremost was that 1) all of the 

participants indicated experiencing a full integration of the education they expected to 

obtain based on the objectives of the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi 

Institute, outlined in the beginning of this chapter.  

The study results were validated by all of the participants member-checking their 

transcripts and/or stating their approval in writing as well as, where possible, through 

approval of the use of quotations from their interviews that were incorporated into this 
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chapter of the dissertation. Four additional key findings were identified from the data: 

2) all of the participants believe that achieving mastery in the art of somatic coaching 

requires copious practice in developing an embodied presence; 3) all of the 

participants consider the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program highly 

influential to their sense of personal spirituality; 4) all of the participants cite 

embodied learning, the cornerstone of the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training 

program curriculum, as an effective technique in facilitating and supporting lasting 

transformation; 5) only those participants (15 out of 18) who revealed having 

contemplated consciousness draw a connection between their experience with 

embodied learning and their understanding of embodied consciousness. The final 

finding demonstrates that even if someone is not oriented toward exploring or 

understanding consciousness, embodied learning serves to expand it anyway as 

reflected in the collective expression of how the training program impacted 

participants’ sense of Self in relationship to others and the world around and within 

them.  

Analysis of the data demonstrated that embodied learning is a crucial aspect of 

perspective transformation from which transformative learning originates. The study 

was situated within the conceptual context of Spradley’s semantic relations model and 

the theoretical structure of Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning. Overlapping 

phrases in the interview dialogue (i.e., felt sense, embodied presence, conditioned 

tendency, somatic awareness, etc.) allowed for the development of a study-specific 

semantic relations taxonomy of embodied learning to foster a deeper understanding of 

the shared characteristics of participants’ perceptions. The research was analyzed and 
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mapped onto Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning, providing an opportunity to 

expand upon the theory’s principles and substantiate multiple ways of knowing that 

include somatic insight.  

Undertaking a study into how somatic coaches perceive their education is valid 

because the people who experience embodied learning believe that it is learning that 

stays with them more readily than the production of cognitive knowledge alone and it 

is effective in helping individuals to transcend their own conditioned tendencies in 

order to more effectively guide clients in bringing about the results they desire. The 

participants described a deeply held belief that embodied learning leads to somatic 

awareness, which supports somatic opening and the development of practices that 

bring about lasting transformation. Additionally, such research allows for a better 

understanding of how participants perceive that embodied learning impacts their sense 

of Self as well as their connection to others and the greater environment, offering 

greater insight into the possible connection between embodied learning and embodied 

consciousness. The researcher suggests further investigation is necessary to 

understand the impact of embodied learning on adult learning curriculums that foster 

the attainment of personal goals and the expansion of human potential. 

In the following chapter, the researcher postulates that information retention and 

the ability to respond instead of react may increase if embodied learning was 

integrated into more types of educational curriculums. As we move from the 

information age toward a focus on improving our capacity for knowledge production 

over knowledge retention, it becomes more and more important to educate people to 

become increasingly responsive to their learning preferences. Embodied learning 
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provides a rich opportunity for self-discovery and sensitivity toward others and the 

environment. It engenders a return to wholeness, which is part of the paradigm shift 

from compartmentalizing subject matter into silos to the unification of education as a 

holistic endeavor.  

In the following chapter, the researcher summarizes the results and explains the 

process by which she derived the findings in regards to the study’s research question 

and the theoretical and conceptual frameworks discussed in the literature review. 

Additionally, the researcher offers suggestions for further research.  
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CHAPTER FIVE:  

CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Overview of Major Findings. This dissertation’s phenomenological research was 

undertaken to learn about how somatic coaches perceive their education. A multiple 

methods approach, which included an exploratory survey and member-checked in-

depth interviews, provided validity for the results of this qualitative case study. 

Additionally, the objectives of the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training 

program, as listed in the previous chapter, provide a benchmark through which 

graduates’ perceptions of their education could be assessed. The semantic relations 

model guided the data analysis, which was situated within the theoretical framework 

of Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning as well as informed by Merleau-Ponty 

and Husserl’s philosophies on embodied consciousness.  

As reported in Chapter Four, one hundred percent of the interview results 

supported the first four findings: 1) all of the participants indicated experiencing a full 

integration of the education they expected to obtain based on the objectives of the 

somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute; 2) all of the participants 

believe that achieving mastery in the art of somatic coaching requires copious practice 

in developing an embodied presence; 3) all of the participants consider the Strozzi 

Institute’s somatic coaching training program highly influential to their sense of 

personal spirituality; and 4) all of the participants cite embodied learning, the 

cornerstone of the Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program curriculum, as 
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an effective technique in facilitating and supporting lasting transformation. The 

majority of the interview results supported the fifth finding: 5) only those participants 

(15 out of 18) who revealed having contemplated consciousness draw a connection 

between their experience with embodied learning and their understanding of embodied 

consciousness. 

The researcher developed the following conclusions from the study’s findings: 

• Conclusion One: Embodied learning is foundational to an individual’s capacity 

for and experience of conscious embodiment.  

• Conclusion Two: Conscious embodiment underlies an individual’s ability to 

utilize his or her presence to facilitate lasting transformation in others.  

• Conclusion Three: As embodied learning impacts the whole person, it holds 

the potential for shifting an individual’s perspective throughout the mind, 

body, and spirit. 

Summary of Major Findings. A discussion of how the researcher arrived at these 

conclusions will be presented in the following section.  

Conclusion One: Embodied learning is foundational to an individual’s capacity 

for and experience of conscious embodiment.  

One of the aims of embodied learning is to develop a finely-tuned sensory 

awareness of the experiences that the soma both generates and receives (Strözzi-

Heckler, 1993, 2014). Non-judgmental awareness of feelings and sensations in the 
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body/mind/spirit enables a person to identify and disrupt patterns in order to elicit and 

practice the behavior that will be most conducive to bringing about a desired change 

(Bennett, 2012; Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). Expanding Mezirow’s theory of 

transformative learning to include other ways of knowing, specifically the generation 

of somatic knowledge, shifts the hierarchy that privileges brain-based cognition to 

honor the wisdom of the integrated body/mind/spirit or soma (Bennett, 2012; Coyle, 

2011; Merriam et al., 2007).  

Conclusion Two: Conscious embodiment underlies an individual’s ability to utilize 

his or her presence to facilitate lasting transformation in others.  

The goal of a somatic coach is to assist clients in achieving personal 

transformation (www.strozziinstitute.com). In order to be most effective, a coach 

needs to have the capacity to interact with others from a grounded and centered, open, 

and conscious presence (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014). When a coach is mindful and present 

in this way, he or she is able to put aside his or her own narrative and make 

assessments of the client’s needs in order to draw from a variety of tools and practices 

to provide proper guidance (Parvaneh, personal communication, 2019; 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK64902/). It is copious experience with an 

embodied learning curriculum designed to promote somatic awareness, somatic 

opening, and somatic practices that enables a coach to develop the capacity to attain 

varying degrees of conscious embodiment (David, personal communication, 2019). 

Ultimately, through congruence of verbal and energetic expression, a coach conveys 

what is needed for clients to achieve more available action and a deeper sense of Self 
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in relation to others and the environment in order to realize lasting personal 

transformation (Strözzi-Heckler, 2014).  

Conclusion Three: As embodied learning impacts the whole person, it holds the 

potential for shifting an individual’s perspective throughout the mind, body, and spirit. 

Transformative learning is about the shift in one’s perspective (Mezirow, 1978). 

When this perspective transformation occurs through multiple domains of learning 

(i.e. mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual) it impacts one’s perception of reality. 

Unlike the process of rote memorization, for example, when learning touches a 

person’s mind, heart, and soul, it is much harder to forget (Hill, 2000; Margot, 

personal communication, 2019; Pert, 1997). When there is an emotional or physical 

response to what is being learned, the process is more impactful (Hill, 2000; Lipton, 

2005; Merriam et al., 2007; Pert, 1997). A shift in perspective is therefore personally 

transformative and holds the power to shift the reality of individuals and the greater 

community (Strözzi-Heckler, 1993, 1997, 2014; Temple-Thurston & Laughlin, 2012). 

Implications. As this study was bounded by graduates from the Strozzi Institute, it 

makes sense that those most interested in this research would be the administrators of 

the Institute as well as other organizations and programs with embodied learning 

curriculums and adult learning and transformative learning theorists. As somatic 

education is in a nascent stage of understanding and integration into adult learning 

curriculums, this study may promote the inclusion of embodied learning. The results 

from this research may help raise somatic insight to the level of regard that brain-
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based cognition receives. Additionally, honoring the value of spirituality in the 

educational process may provide opportunities for the incorporation of non-

denominational contemplative practices in adult learning curriculums. Finally, gaining 

a better understanding of the relationship between embodied learning and a sense of 

embodied consciousness will require more research, but holds the potential to reveal a 

clearer understanding of what makes perspective transformation a lasting 

phenomenon.  

Ethical Considerations. This research study carried no known risk of harming 

participants. The consent form explained the voluntary nature of participation and that 

withdrawal from the study at any time would have no negative consequences, although 

no participants chose to leave the study. The researcher complied with all Institutional 

Review Board criteria at Plymouth State University to make certain that all human 

subjects were, are, and will be appropriately protected. Every effort has been and will 

be made to protect participant identity and uphold confidentiality. 

Limitations. While this case study was specific to the sample interviewed and not 

generalizable to a larger population, it was guided and contained by proven tools and 

methods. The numinous nature of the lived experience of somatic coaches, asked to 

discuss their perceptions of mind/body/spirit in regards to their experience with 

embodied learning, presented challenges in making meaning from the research 

(Polkinghorne, 1989). In regards to understanding the fleeting nature of consciousness, 

semi-structured in-depth interviews enabled the researcher to be responsive during the 



 
 

203 

dialogues to gain access to deeper truths while bracketing her biases and presumptions 

(Anderson & Braud, 2011; Miller & Crabtree, 1992; Morley, 2008). 

Directions for Future Research. As this study revealed both practical and 

mystical aspects of embodied learning, the researcher believes that there are many 

avenues available for further research into the potential of embodied learning on 

developing an embodied presence, impacting one’s sense of one’s soma, expanding 

the notion and experience of spirituality, engendering transformation, and influencing 

a perception and experience of embodied consciousness. The researcher suggests a 

longitudinal study with a diverse group of participants in order to gain a better 

understanding of how continued somatic practices over time influence various factors 

of mind/body/spirit perceptions as well as enable a person to achieve mastery in the art 

of somatic coaching. Additionally, a comparative study between embodied learning 

and the more traditional brain-based cognitive learning would reveal highly practical 

information for curriculum design in the future. 

Concluding Remarks. After an exhaustive review of the literature, focused on 

various adult learning theories, historical and spiritual human development from 

infancy through conscious embodiment, and an interpretation of the findings that 

reveal a link between engaging in embodied learning and improving access to insight 

within the mind/body/spirit toward meaning making, this study offers an important 

contribution to the dialogue on what makes adult learning transformative. The 

objectives of the Strozzi Institutes’ somatic coaching training program, along with the 

established best practices in adult learning and perspectives on human development 
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from the literature review, are the intertwining roots that provide support for the 

validity of the graduates’ experiences and allow for the growth of insight into how 

embodied learning impacts adult students. The researcher examined each of these 

resources, none of which contradict each other, in light of the graduates’ responses and 

found a consistency that provides triangulation for the study. It is the researcher’s 

hope that the results of this research will influence the incorporation of embodied 

learning into various curriculum development methodologies, helping to extend 

beyond the impact of mental knowledge production to make transformative learning 

more lasting.  

At this time in history, this study is situated within a paradigm shift during which 

the collective human focus is moving away from a mechanistic, reductionist 

perspective that upheld a division between the material and immaterial aspects of the 

universe, the human body, and a traditional educational system. The current 

perspective on an integral world enables individuals and organizations to honor the 

acquisition of somatic insight on par with the generation of intellectual knowledge. 

Science and the new physics uphold this synthesis, where lasting transformation is 

derived through the exploration and incorporation of what is most influential, both 

extrinsically and intrinsically, to each individual. Embodied learning is essential to this 

holistic integration and deserves consideration in curriculum development, even 

beyond the realm of somatic education. 
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APPENDIX A: RESEARCH PARTICIPATION SOLICITATION 

 

Exploring How Graduates of the Strozzi Institute’s  

Somatic Coaching Training Program Perceive their Educational Experience 

 

Dear prospective participant, 

Thank you for your potential interest and generosity in taking the time to assist me 

in my research project within the Doctor of Education in Learning, Leadership, and 

Community program at Plymouth State University. You have been selected to 

participate in this research study because you have earned a certificate from the 

somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute. 

As the primary researcher, I share with you some common knowledge from our 

overlapping fields of study. I have been certified as a life coach through the University 

of New Hampshire and hold additional certifications as a yoga instructor, meditation 

facilitator, holistic chef, and Reiki master. I would greatly appreciate your willingness 

to participate in this dissertation research by completing a survey and participating in 

an in-depth interview, lasting from a half hour to forty-five minutes, to be conducted 

either in person or by Zoom video conference.  

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to better understand somatic coaches’ perceptions of 

their education in the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute.  
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Research Question 

The primary question used to guide the interview is: How do graduates of the 

somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute perceive their education?  

Confidentiality 

Your identity will remain strictly confidential. Please see the attached Informed 

Consent Form to learn more about how your identity will be protected. 

Requirements 

All participants are required to read and sign the Informed Consent Form before 

the research can begin. Should you choose to participant in the research, you will fill 

out the brief demographic information, be assigned a pseudonym associated with your 

response, participate in a time-limited interview, and review your transcript and 

provide comments to ensure accuracy. 

Exclusions 

Participants must be at least 21 years of age or older and able to speak and write 

fluently in English. 

Contact Information 

If you are willing to participate in this study, please sign the Informed Consent 

Form and mail it to Victoria Forester Courtland, 12 Sumac Lane, Durham, NH 03824, 

or send via email at victoriaforestercourtland@plymouth.edu. You may also contact 

mailto:victoriaforestercourtland@plymouth.edu
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my dissertation chair, Kathleen Norris, Ed.D. by email at knorris@plymouth.edu, by 

telephone at 603-764-9235, or by mail at: 

Dr. Kathleen Norris 

Department of Educational Leadership, Learning and Curriculum 

Plymouth State University 

17 High Street, MSC 22 

Plymouth, NH 03264 

Closing 

I will provide participants with further instructions by email. Please know that 

your participation in this research study will be greatly valued and appreciated. I thank 

you in advance for your consideration in assisting with this investigation. 

Sincerely, 

 

Victoria Forester Courtland 

 

mailto:knorris@plymouth.edu
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APPENDIX B: INFORMATION FOR PARTICIPANTS 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research study into how graduates of 

the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute perceive their education, 

which has been approved for conduct by the Institutional Review Board at Plymouth 

State University. You will be required to complete a brief form, providing 

demographic information that includes your name and contact information.  

I, Victoria Forester Courtland, am your study’s primary researcher. I have obtained 

full certification to conduct research with human subjects from the Human Subjects 

Research CITI Program. My dissertation committee chair Kathleen Norris, EdD, will 

oversee this research. 

You will be invited to fill out one brief survey and participate in an in-depth 

interview that will last approximately one-half hour. Upon participation, you will be 

assigned a pseudonym that allows for strict confidentiality and can be associated with 

the written record of your interview. The interview, which will take place during a 

mutually agreed upon time, will be either in-person, by phone, or by Zoom. During the 

interview you will be invited to discuss your perspective on your perception of your 

education. The interview will commence with a discussion of a working definition of 

embodied learning and be followed by an open dialogue format with my occasional 

interjections of questions to clarify or deepen your responses about your experience. I 
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will email you the interview guide in advance for reference and reflection. You will be 

free to speak about anything that you deem pertinent to the topic. 

As part of the consent form, you will be informed of the potential risks of this 

study, which are minimal and present no direct harm, and should understand that you 

may end your involvement with the research at any time with no adverse 

consequences. I may also choose to stop your inclusion in the study at any time for 

any reason. 

At the completion of the interview, I will transcribe our discussion and send you a 

copy for review. You will be asked to share further comments and reflections about 

the transcript in writing. After your approval of the accuracy of the transcript, I will 

compare and contrast the content of your interview with other interviews I conduct to 

allow themes to emerge. Additionally, I will be incorporating selections from the 

interview into the narrative of the dissertation to demonstrate the analysis and 

findings. 

Confidentiality regarding your identity will be fully respected. I will keep the 

primary electronic materials in a password-protected file and printed materials in a 

locked file cabinet. All files will be destroyed after five years. 
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APPENDIX C: INFORMED CONSENT FORM  

 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE VOLUNTARILY 

IN A RESEARCH INVESTIGATION 

PLYMOUTH STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

INVESTIGATOR NAME: Victoria Forester Courtland, MA, CAGS 

STUDY TITLE: How do graduates of the somatic coaching training program at the 

Strozzi Institute perceive their education?  

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this research study is to understand the perceptions of graduates of 

somatic coaching training programs during a time of rapid growth in the personal and 

professional coaching industry. It is important to learn more about the impact of the 

Strozzi Institute’s somatic coaching training program on its graduates, which may in 

turn impact the curricula of other training programs. 

 

I am being asked to be a participant in the study because I am a graduate of the Strozzi 

Institute’s somatic coaching training program.  

 

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

Participants will be invited to respond to an emailed online survey, which will be 

circulated by the Strozzi Institute. Accompanied by a consent form, the survey will 

contain questions about the nature of the participants’ work as somatic coaches as well 
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as some brief demographic information. The investigator may also contact participants 

directly by phone or email. Respondents who volunteer to take the survey will be 

invited to participate in a recorded in-depth interview, which will take place using 

Zoom video conferencing (resulting in an audio-visual recording) or, when possible, in 

person.  

 

The amount of time required to participate in the study is approximately 5 to 10 minutes 

to complete the survey and between 30 and 45 minutes for the interview. There are no 

costs associated with this study outside of the time spent responding to questions.  

 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  

As a participant in this study, I may expect to experience no risk of direct harm. 

 

BENEFITS  

There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study; however, participants 

should know that their contribution will have an impact on the preparation and 

efficacy of future somatic coaches and bring a greater understanding of their 

perceptions into the field.  

 

ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 

There is no alternative procedure. It is always a choice to participate or not participate 

in the study. The researcher will let each participant know, in writing on the consent 

form and verbally, that he or she can withdraw from the study at any time without 

consequence. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY 

All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept confidential 

in accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. I 

understand that data generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth State 

University's Institutional Review Board, which is the committee responsible for ensuring 

my welfare and rights as a research participant, to assure proper conduct of the study and 

compliance with university regulations. If any presentations or publication result from 

this research, I will not be identified by name.  

 

The information collected during my participation in this study will be kept securely for 

five years, after which it will be destroyed.  

 

My confidentiality will be also protected by multiple means. The investigator will inform 

me that all exchanges will be confidential and that data will be kept in password 

protected files. I will be assigned a participant ID (pseudonym) that allows for strict 

confidentiality and can be associated with the written record of my interview. As the 

only researcher, the investigator will have sole access to my data and will keep the 

primary electronic materials in a password-protected file and printed materials in a 

locked file cabinet. 

 

TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION  

I may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If I choose to 

drop out of the study, I will contact the investigator and my research records will be 

destroyed. If this is an anonymous survey, research records cannot be destroyed 

following submission of the survey. I recognize that, as the investigator, Victoria 

Forester Courtland can end my participation in the survey at any point. 
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COMPENSATION 

I will not receive payment for being in this study, but, at the completion of the survey, I 

will be invited to participate in a chance to receive a gift card. Participation in this 

study is strictly voluntary. There will be no cost to me for participating in this research. 

 

INJURY COMPENSATION 

Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding this 

research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries 

resulting from this research. I understand that treatment for such injuries will be at my 

expense and/or paid through my medical plan. 

 

QUESTIONS  

All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and, if I have further 

questions about this study, I may contact Victoria Forester Courtland at  

vaforestercourtland@plymouth.edu. If I have any questions about the rights of research 

participants, I may call the Chairperson of the Plymouth State University’s Institutional 

Review Board at 603-535-3114 (Valid until July 1, 2021). 

 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 

I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that refusal to 

participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to me. I am free to withdraw or 

refuse consent, or to discontinue my participation in this study at any time without 

penalty or consequence.  
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I voluntarily give my consent to participate in this research study. I understand that I will 

be given a copy of this consent form. 

 

Signatures: 

 

________________________ 

Participant’s Name (Print)  

 

________________________    ____________ 

Participant ’s Signature     Date 

 

I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this 

consent form has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given 

an opportunity to ask any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of 

participation in this research study.  

 

Victoria Forester Courtland 

Investigator’s Name (Print)  

 

____________________________________________  _____________ 

Investigator’s Signature          Date 

 

Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for the 

study until December 13, 2019. 
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APPENDIX D: EXPLORATORY SURVEY FOR THE QUALITATIVE STUDY 

ON HOW SOMATIC COACHES PERCEIVE THEIR EDUCATION 

 

Your participation is deeply appreciated and of great value. While each question 

does not require a response, please consider answering as many questions in as much 

detail as you are able to allow the researcher to most effectively utilize your input. I 

will answer all questions you have during this research project and in the future to the 

best of my ability. 

• How did you learn about the Strozzi Institute’s Somatic Coaching Training 

Program? What drew you to this particular program? 

• Have you participated in other kinds of programs that involve embodied 

learning (i.e., yoga, dance, martial arts, etc.)? 

• Please share your understanding of embodied learning. 

• As this was not a comprehensive questionnaire, please take a moment to share 

anything else of your choosing in regards to your perceptions about the Strozzi 

Institute’s somatic coaching training program. 

 

Thank you for your answers. I greatly appreciate your taking the time to respond to 

this survey. 
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This research study will benefit from the following demographic information, 

which will be held in strict confidentiality. 

• In what year did you obtain your certificate in the somatic coaching training 

program at the Strozzi Institute? _________________ 

• What is your current age?  

a. 21-34 

b. 35-44 

c. 45-54 

d. 55-64 

e. 65 and beyond 

• What is your primary occupation? 

____________________________________________ 

• How many hours per week do you spend working as a somatic coach? 

a. Less than 1 

b. 1-7 

c. 8-14 

d. 15-21 

e. 22-28 

f. 29 or more  

g. Greater than 29 
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This concludes the Exploratory Survey for this qualitative study. Thank you 

for taking the time to answer these questions.  
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APPENDIX E: OPEN-ENDED, IN-DEPTH PRELIMINARY INTERVIEW 

QUESTIONS 

 

Thank you for your participation in this research study on how somatic 

coaches perceive their education. 

Below is a list of preliminary questions for the open-ended, in-depth interview 

for your review prior to our discussion. I have included these so that you may have a 

better sense of what to expect, but there is no need for any formal preparation. These 

are guiding questions that may change based on the organic direction of our 

discussion. For the protection of your privacy, all information will be kept 

confidential, data will be aggregated, and your identity will be protected. This research 

project has been approved by the Plymouth State University Institutional Review 

Board. 

 Your participation is greatly appreciated and will contribute to a better 

understanding of somatic coaches’ perceptions of their education. I look forward to 

speaking with you soon. 

 Sincerely, 

 

 Victoria Forester Courtland 
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I have drawn from a guiding conceptual framework of teacher training program 

qualities, adult learning theory, and the philosophy and curriculum of the Strozzi 

Institute to structure these preliminary interview questions: 

How do graduates of the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute 

perceive their education? 

1) Please describe the nature of your work.  

2) What kinds of self-study did you undertake to become prepared for your 

work? 

3) What kinds of formal training programs did you attend, if any, in addition 

to the somatic coaching training program at the Strozzi Institute? 

4) Please discuss the ways in which you felt the somatic coaching training 

program at the Strozzi Institute prepared you or did not prepare you for 

working with clients? 

5) In retrospect, what do you wish you had the opportunity to learn more 

about in order to better prepare for your work? 

How did participating in the embodied learning curriculum at the Strozzi Institute 

impact your knowledge acquisition and your ability to integrate that knowledge into 

practice? 

6) Embodied learning is known to be the cornerstone of the Strozzi Institute’s 

curriculum. In your own words, what does embodied learning mean to 

you? 
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7) Please explain your personal experience of learning with and through the 

body. 

8) What kind of impact has the somatic coaching training program at the 

Strozzi Institute had on your perception of your own body/mind or soma? 

9) Embodied learning is part of whole person learning, which takes into 

account a person’s sense of spirituality in the educational process. Please 

describe the impact, if any, of the somatic coaching training program on 

your sense of spirituality. 

10) Please explain how learning within a cohort at the Strozzi Institute has 

impacted your educational experience. 

11) What makes learning transformative for you? What aspects do you recall of 

your education in the somatic coaching training program that were 

transformative? 

12)  What does consciousness mean to you? 

13)  In what ways do you feel your experience in the somatic coaching training 

program at the Strozzi Institute has impacted your sense of consciousness? 

14) Is there anything else you would have liked me to ask or anything else you 

would like to add before we close?  
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