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Gaia School Asia was founded in 2013, by Om Sunisa Deiters and Tom 
Deiters. It is a voluntary organization that wishes to see a future where we, 
humans, live in harmony with nature with awareness, understanding, love and 
respect to nature. We believe that we are not separate from nature and that all 
beings have intrinsic value. We believe that children are born with a natural 
connection to nature. In collaboration with schools, communities, NGOs and 
parents, we aim to support children and youth in Asia, through our education 
and activities, to keep and deepen their connection to nature as well as 
encouraging them to seek for a lifestyle that is in harmony with nature.

Introduction

This process and material has been developed, inspired and adapted from Buddhist philosophy of the Four 
Noble Truths. Joanna Macy's 'The Work that Reconnects”, other process work and our combined 
experiences of teaching and facilitating in different countries to different groups. We have adjusted the 
process & added on to be suitable for youth & children.
This material was created out of our love for the Earth and is intended to be shared and used by those who 
want to serve the Earth through education.

Feel free to reproduce and use with respect and love. If you have any concerns, doubts or questions about 
the process, please write to us at gaiaschoolasia@gmail.com 

Please do not sell or edit it. If you are earning income with it, please consider making a donation to Gaia 
School Asia.
http://gaiaschoolasia.com/
Artwork, image-cards and posters by Kate Curtis https://www.blogger.com/profile/KateCurtis

May all beings be happy!

mailto:gaiaschoolasia@gmail.com
http://gaiaschoolasia.com/
https://www.blogger.com/profile/18361477561290259903


  

The Maekong River is a mighty river in Asia. Many lives & beings have been relying on this river 
directly and indirectly for centuries. We believe the Maekong River has her spirit and many peoples 
living near her also hold that belief , for them she takes the form of “ a Waterdragon or Naga”. Her 
spirit does not separate from all lives that rely on her. We are called to learn and share her stories. 
This mighty river deeply inspired us to take a journey along her banks to see how people have been 
connected or disconnected from her. How are the ecosystems developed along her sides? How is 
this development affecting her? How are these systems sustained?

We travelled South along the Mekong River in Laos from Vientiane to Savanakhet to Pakse, after  
that we crossed into Thailand, to Kalasin Province and back to Gaia Ashram in Nong Khai Province, 
where we offered a week long Nature Youth Camp.

During the journey, we visited several projects, organizations, NGO's and schools, working with 
children and youth. We also spent time visiting Natural Parks and Protected Areas to connect and 
deepen our awareness of Nature. 

For this journey, we were a team of 4 passionate people: Om and Tom Deiters (both educators and 
the founders of Gaia School Asia and Gaia Ashram), Lucy Martin (Educator, Permaculturalist, 
Gardener ) and Kate Curtis ( educator, illustrator/ artist and writer) 

Spirit of the Mekong Journey



  

Process:

Nature Connection Process for children  has 7 steps/ stages:

1)   Opening, Introduction & Community building
·      Group, trust building exercises

2)   Gratitude (Happy Nature)
·      Expressing Gratitude toward myself, culture, my home & nature.

3)   Concerns (Sad Nature)
·      What concern I have about myself, home,
         nature, culture

4)   Empowering Positive Future
·      Good examples of Positive Global 
       Movements i.e. permaculture, ecovillage 
       movement or young people or children 
       taking care  of  our Mother Earth.



  

5)   The Flower for  the Earth: 
·      What can I do to heal the wounds of our Mother Earth? Create a small Action plan that is 
do-able.

6)   Collective Action
·      Positive group action that helps taking care of  Mother Earth together on the site

7)   Celebration
·      Celebrate our awareness & action

This 7 step process for children (for youth groups we use 8 steps, including networking)  has 
been developed & adapted from Buddhist philosophy of 4 Noble truth Joanna Macy's work 
http://www.joannamacy.net/theworkthatreconnects/the-wtr-spiral.html other process work & our 
experiences of teaching and facilitating in different countries to different groups. We have 
adjusted the process & added on to be suitable for youth & children

As a Gaia School Asia team we always have to be flexible with this educational process as 
every group we teach is different, locations are different, culture is different & we are often 
given a time limit to work with

Process:

http://http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Four_Noble_Truths
http://www.joannamacy.net/theworkthatreconnects/the-wtr-spiral.html


  

1) Opening/Creating community/ Trust Building



  

Get to know each other: 

As an ice-breaker, play a name game in a 
circle (make sure each voice is given a 
chance to be heard)

Be sure that all facilitators participate also.

For large groups,  it is possible to break 
into smaller groups and then come together 
again for a final activity/round.

If possible, take participants 
out of the classroom setting, try 
to be in a natural, outdoor 
environment, we find this helps 
to create a supportive, learning 
space where participants feel 
at ease and relaxed (the best 
way to be for learning to 
occur!) 



  

- Once each person has a card, make a sign for 
all the animals to find their matching card (find 
their family or their friends) once they find each 
other they should sit together

- This creates a chance to review English  vocab 
of animals by asking each pair to say their 
animal and asking the group to repeat the word.

- If you need to create larger groups than pairs, 
ask each pair to connect with another pair to 
create groups of 4. Let them choose their 
connections, and then report back to the group 
what they have in common (ie. “We  all live in the 
water!” Or “Birds eat fish!”) 

-  Now connect 4 with another 4, and so on. 
Asking participants to find the connections/ 
interactions between their animals/ nature 
element.

*This game is fun and easy to learn, even with 
limited language/ translation! It invites 
children to start seeing interconnections and 
relationships in nature. 

The Connection Game:

- Print out various copies of the animal/ nature 
element cards (or make  your own!) See next 
page*

- Make sure you have duplicates of each 
animal/nature element card  (pairs or, for larger 
groups, 3 of each works well)

- Hand out the cards randomly, 1 to each 
participant, but make sure they don't look at them 
or show each other

materials: 



  



  



  



  

Nature Charades:
After creating groups using the Animal/Natural Elements 
Cards play this game:
-Give each group a colour Nature Card and allocate a 
few minutes to prepare to act it out
-Each group acts out their card fand the other groups 
watch and guess what they are representing
-When someone guesses correctly, the card is shown 
and the vocab is repeated.
-Optional ending: ask Participants how they felt? What 
does it feel like to be the sunrise/ a forest/ etc? 

materials: 

Fun! Energizing! Confidence building! Group Work!



  



  



  



  



  

       Confidence building

Group Exploration Worksheet: 

Give each small group a worksheet and choose either 
activity A or B (for TEFL or English learning)

A: EVERYTHING IS A GIFT
Each group (4 or 5)  goes out and finds as many natural 
objects as they can and thinks of a use for that object
eg. Stone = paperweight, leaf = decoration.
and fills in the worksheet.

Report back on 3 interesting finds to the larger group.

B: WHAT IS THIS? THIS IS A …,

To help gain confidence with English, each group goes 
out to find 10 natural objects. Pointing to this object, 
they ask the facilitator: “What is this?” The facilitator 
answers, “This is a ...” (eg. Tree, plant, leaf, seed, etc)

The children write the words in English on one side of 
the worksheet, and in their own language on the other 
column.

Report back to the big group after, saying:
“This is a leaf. This is a stone. This is a feather.” etc. 



  



  

2) Gratitude/ Happy Nature 



  

**Always set a strong foundation of gratitude 
and love for nature at the beginning, we have 
found the stronger the appreciation and 
recognition of the already existing 
enjoyment/love/connection to nature there is, 
the deeper the process can go**

Introducing Happy Nature:

Ask each child to reflect on somewhere or 
something they love to do in nature (swimming in 
the river/ climbing trees/ planting in the 
garden/etc) .

What do they see there? 

What do they hear? 

What do they like to do there? 

Depending on time constraints, you can either ask 
children to show an action depicting that place/ 
nature activity, and ask others to guess.

Or, they can find a friend, and talk about it 
practicing Deep Listening (One person speaks 
first, the other simply listens. Then, at the sound of 
a bell/ hand clap/etc after an allocated time. They 
change turns to listen and speak) 

Then ask children to find others that share the 
same place/ nature activity and form smaller 
groups with common Happy Nature themes.

Allow time to talk about their common love for 
nature. 

What do you love about it in that place?

Who do you share it with?

When did you first discover/learn about it? 



  

Happy Nature Drawing: 

Then ask children to draw a picture of Happy Nature. Allow 
enough time for quiet reflection and concentration to develop 
during drawing. 

Once drawings are finished, put them up together on the side 
of “Happy Earth” image. Creating a strong positive presence 
that will support the group during the Sad Nature step. 

Give time to admire and look at each others drawings.

Now ask , if the children know of or have seen other beautiful 
or happy nature places. You can also pass around 
photographs of other “Happy”  Natural places around the world 
(to give a global context) or show an inspiring  video clip. 



  

Above: A Sunrise
Left top: What is this? 
Left below: Practicing deep listening. 
Below: Happy Nature Drawing



  

Left: Talking about the water-cylce 
and placing the cards
Bottom Left: Visualization of the 
water cylce
Below: looking at happy nature 
photos from other parts of the world



  

Materials 



  

Materials



  



  

Here is a good opportunity to introduce a theme!
In this journey we spoke about water.

We introduced the Water Spirit image and asked 
children to make a circle, facing outwards and then lie 
down (heads in the center) 

Read to them, or lead them, on an imaginary journey... 
as a small water droplet, through lakes, evaporation, 
clouds, rain, rivers, waterfalls, until they return to the 
beginning. 

After, opening their eyes, ask them to share with the 
person next to them how they felt as a drop of water.

If you have the materials (laptop, 
projector/ etc) and possibility, you can then 
show some video clips/images of moving 
water or impressive waterfalls etc.

Ask children:

How did you feel as water? 
What does water need to be happy?
At what point in it's journey is water: 
strongest? Fastest? Calmest? Etc.

Theme: The Water Cycle 



  

Hand out the different cards 
representing the stages in the water 
cycle and ask children to place them 
(with the arrows and water droplets) 
guiding them through the cycle of water.

Then introduce the animals and natural 
elements again, connecting the system 
to another system. 



  

The water cycle



  



  



  

The Water Spirit



  



  

Water cycle visualization: 
From http://www.hent.org/hent/hentnews/watercycle.htm

Can be adapted to different ages, language levels, etc.

We found it was helpful to play relaxing sounds of water in the background.

Later you can show a clip of living water:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ojHqLW_AS4Y

Vizualizations

http://www.hent.org/hent/hentnews/watercycle.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ojHqLW_AS4Y


  



  

3) Concerns/ Sad Nature



  

**IMPORTANT REMINDER**

 Transitioning into Sad Nature takes care and 
presence from the facilitators. We are there to 
accompany the children and to support them. 

Remember: the greater the energy of the Happy 
Nature Step, the deeper the Sad Nature Step can 
go. 

Be aware that not all children express themselves 
in the same way.

Trust the process and be sensitive to the fact that 
although children may be laughing or giggling, they 
are also likely to be remembering and taking in the 
images presented here. 

Be aware of the social, cultural and age context of 
the children.

It is very difficult for young children to think in a 
large context (eg globally) So try to keep stories in 
manageable perspectives, local examples and 
manageable scale/size.

3) Concerns/ Sad Nature



  

Concerns/ Sad Nature

*Advice for the facilitator:  

We always have the Sad Nature photos with us, but 
sometimes choose not to use them (or only use 
some of them), when we feel that the group energy is 
not ready to go that deep, or has not understood the 
context. It takes experience and is an art to know 
when is enough, remain sensitive and aware of 
group energy. 

Be present during this  step, and be aware of shifts 
of energy with the group and individuals. Children 
can be deeply affected by sadness yet not show it. 
Remain supportive, empathetic and calm. 

Remember that the process is continuous, and the 
energy from the Sad Nature step will manifest in the 
Action Phase as deep motivation.

Do a proper closing of the session on Sad Nature, by 
 already introducing the next stage. Giving the 
children a chance to express their voice of sad 
nature, lead in to the next stage of finding solutions.

If this is where you pause for a break, be sure not to 
close the session without explaining a little about 
what you will do next. 



  

Introducing Sad Nature:
 
Always begin by revisiting the Happy Nature 
pictures.
Reminding ourselves what we love about nature!

Sharing:
- Have the group sit in a large circle:

- Point out the Happy/Sad Earth and explain that 
Nature is not always happy. Ask:

   Has anyone ever seen Sad Nature before?

   What did you see?

   Where did you see it? 

   Where there animals there?

   Who is affected by this?

(If they can, ask them to show you an actual place eg. 
Rubbish in their playground, pollution, dirty water, etc)

- In the circle, ask children to turn to a person next to 
them and share a sad nature story/ thing they have 
seen themselves with their partner. Some people find 
it easier to share with a partner than with the large 
group.  *Practise Deep listening: each partner takes 2 
minutes while the other listens, then signal to change 
turns and allow another 2 minutes. 

Drawing Sad Nature:

-Take time to individually draw their sad nature 
drawing

Don't smoke! The forest can catch fire!!

- Ask children to place their drawing next to the 
Happy/Sad Earth image (on the sad nature side).
- Each one can briefly talk about their concern for 
nature (a sad nature topic) and share with the bigger 
group.

Acting Sad Nature:
-  Ask those with the same concerns to get into 
groups, they will act out their common concern for 
the others.
- Give time to prepare the skit- inviting the group to 
think about what animals/elements/people are 
involved or affected.
-Each group acts out their Sad Nature. Ask the 
“actors” questions after the action:
How did you feel when the man cut you down? 
(to the trees)
How did you feel when the trees were all gone? 
(to the animals/birds)   ;etc



  

Concerns/ Sad Nature



  

Sad Nature

It is important for the facilitator to stay grounded and 
connected to the children with love and trust. Then the 
children can feel safe and trusting while feeling and 
expressing sadness for Nature. 

Sad Water/ Sad Nature Photos:

You can revisit the water-cycle, or animal/natural element 
cards within the system.

Introduce some dangerous/poisonous/unnatural element 
(using the cards) to the cycle (like 
rubbish/plastics/fertilizers/ pesticides) 

Ask :

How the animals feel now? 

How have their lives been affected? 

Ask how they imagine the water feels now? 

How do the people/families that live near this water 
feel now? Are they affected also? 

- You can also introduce the Sad Nature photos:

Ask the children what they think happened to these 
animals?

Ask them to tell you the story of what happened to each 
animal (they could do this in groups) 



  



  



  

4) Empowering Positive Future 



  

Transforming empathy into motivation to be part of 
a positive future:

After the  energy has built-up during the Sad Nature process, 
we channel this energy into a Positive Plan for the future! 

Usually we find that the deeper the Sad Nature Process, 
has been,  the more motivated/inspired the action is.

Ask the children:

-Can children do something to help Nature?

(Usually they answer “yes! We can!!”) 

- Who has done something that they think helped Nature?

(Acknowledge every child's personal actions/ stories 
strongly)

- Have they seen other children doing anything to help 
Nature? 

Allowing children to share stories of others.

Empowering Positive Future



  

Networking and Next GEN Spirit

Sharing Inspiration:

Here we give children the chance to see that they are not 
alone and that many people and children, all over the world, 
are taking Positive Actions to create more Happy Nature.

● First ask children if they know of any people or children 
doing things for Nature (often they have seen things on tv, 
internet or via government awareness campaigns)

● Then show them concrete examples of actions- if possible in 
their own country and also globally

Some examples:

●  Punjab, India Climate Change Campaign 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-FC781x88FQ

● 1000 Trees Campaign Thailand
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4M5jhlFYVfI

● Climate Change Campaign Ladakh:   
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IxlU9fMa9Gw

Or find photos or stories of other campaigns around the 
world to inspire youth!

We are a part of something special!!

Empowering Positive Future 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-FC781x88FQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4M5jhlFYVfI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IxlU9fMa9Gw


  

5) Our Flowers For the Earth 



  

Our Flowers for The Earth

 Children remain with their same groups, who shared the 
common concerns
- Ask them to come up with some possible solutions or actions 
to help to change this problem/concern.

- What can we do to help?

-What changes can we make our own behaviour?

- What changes could be made in the behaviour of others? 

In their groups the children will draw a flower about their action.

The flower has 4 petals:  

WHAT: An action/ promise to the earth

WHERE: The place this action will happen

WHEN: The time of this action (today! Every day! Etc) 

WHO: with whom will they do this action (their friends, family, 
etc)

Note: If you have more time, this can also be done on an 
individual level (where each participant prepares their own 
flower with a promise for the earth) 
The flower has 4 petals:



  

Our Flowers For the Earth 

Help children to decide on realistic/ do-able actions!!

Encourage them to be very specific with the details in 
each area/ petal
Eg: I will plant 5 fruit trees, I will collect 3 bags of 
rubbish at my school, every Friday, Etc. 

Make sure you are able to support them to 
realize the group action (sometimes we offer 
choices of actions like: 

- Plant Trees/ Create a Garden

- Do a Rubbish pick-up

- Create awareness posters/art

- Set-up recycling stations

- Build an insect hotel/ create habitat for wildlife



  

Our Flowers for The Earth

Then each child or group can 
present their flower.
Saying: What, where, when and 
with who. 
This can be done as an 
“offering” to the Earth, by 
placing them next to the 
Happy/Sad earth image, 
or simply hang them on the 
wall.



  

6) Collective Action 



  

In this stage, we take the learning from the HEADS 
(thinking about Nature) and our HEARTS (feelings 
about Nature ie. Happy, Sad) into our HANDS as 
an action for Nature!Empowering children to 
change and be proactive in finding solutions.

Help the group to choose an appropriate, realistic 
action, but let them decide (as far as possible)

Possible actions include:

-Tree Planting

- Garden for food or wildlife habitat 

-Insect Hotels

- Rubbish collection

- Recycling Rubbish into Art to create awareness 
(like creating Rubbish monsters)

- Creating Recycling Stations at schools

- Making cloth bags from old clothes to reduce 
plastic bag consumption

-ANYTHING! Be creative :) 

Collective Action



  

Collective Action

Give simple, clear, manageable instructions

              Work side-by-side & try to involve everyone! 



  

Collective Action

Turn dirty trash 
into beautiful art! 

Encourage kids to 
get their hands 
dirty! Feeling  the 
litter: texture, 
material, 
dirtiness! Would 
the fish like that?



  

Collective Action

 Ask children to make regular visits and checks to 
see if the tree needs water/ compost/ 
mulch/weeding, etc. 
As a facilitator try to be able to support with this 
follow up process.

When doing Tree 
Planting don't forget 
that they need future 
care and sometimes, 
protection from 
animals, footballs, 
etc! 



  

Collective Action

The collective Action is also an important opportunity for learning. Provide the information 
necessary to give skills and knowledge that are appropriate for a successful action!



  



  



  



  



  



  

7) Celebration



  

Celebration

One celebration option is 
to create masks out of 
recylced cardboard:

add some colour with 
crayons, cut holes for 
eyes and mouth.

Attach 2 strings to tie 
around the head

\Each child can say 
Thank You on behalf of 
his/her chosen “animal” 

Celebration  is a very important part of our lives- often forgotten! 

Dedicate some time to acknowledge the positive action that has just taken place. 
Express Gratitude:
Thank each person involved and mention the positive outcomes and results that this action will 
have! 

Dance! Shout! Clap your hands! Eat watermelon! Shake each other's hands! Hug! Congratulate the 
group and person involved for being part of the solution! Go and swim in your rubbish-free river! Or 
any other appropriate celebration you can think of! 



  

May this book and materials be 
used to restore harmony in our 

world and contribute to the 
happiness of all beings. 


