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Self-awareness is a term commonly used to refer to the practice of knowing yourself. There are various ways of becoming more self-aware. A practice that we want to initiate from the outset in this course is to ask you to start “paying attention to what you are in the midst of.” This is something that you are probably already doing from time to time, especially when you find yourself feeling angry, tired, or overwhelmed. But for the duration of this course we encourage you to undertake paying attention to what you are in the midst of on a daily basis.
“Paying attention to what you are in the midst of” is a reflective practice that is cultivated through repetition, paying attention, and reflection. Like any practice, paying attention is not a skill that you can immediately acquire simply by reading about it. Paying attention is cultivated and developed through practice and dedication. Most importantly, it requires time. You need to actually do it, and learn through doing it and reflecting on what happened to you as you did it. Paying attention produces self-awareness. Self-awareness is required of all professionals. The exercise described below is designed to help you to think through what you are in the midst of and to engage in this important practice of self-reflection or “paying attention.” Paying attention to what is happening in the inner circle and gradually working your way to the outer circles is a way to describe and recognize the multiple social and economic contexts in which you exist.
Read through the instructions in the exercise and find time this week to sit quietly and respond to the questions that are posed. You may find it helpful to jot down your ideas in your personal notebook. 
Read the following notes and introduction to the eight different levels (or circles) of awareness and write your thoughts and responses about each level in to your personal notebook.
What each of us is “in the midst of” shifts and changes constantly. The challenge is learning to pay attention to what is happening in the moment that we are paying attention. Paying attention comes and goes. It is impossible to remain consciously present to what we are doing and what is happening, but increased conscious awareness is the general goal. There are eight different levels (or circles) of awareness. In the centre you begin with your inner self, then progress outward to your awareness of yourself in the world. In this exercise you analyze how much you pay attention to each of these circles. The particular character of these levels of awareness (or circles) is different for each one of us, and therefore there are no right or wrong answers.
Although you may feel safer to begin with the outer circles first, there is merit to beginning with your inner world first. There is a tendency among professionals to put the needs of others first—ahead of their own. One version of putting other people before yourself (valuing others over self) is to attend to what is happening around us and then make sense of ourselves within the external frame that gets constructed. In this course, we invite you to resist this tendency to attend to others first. Start with your inner world first. It may be difficult. You may find that you don’t have an answer—you don’t know what is happening in your inner world. Not knowing is fine. But begin with questions about your inner self first and then move on to the other levels of awareness. Once those are completed, come back to your inner circle and address the questions again. This time you may be surprised at what you discover.
The intent of this exercise is not to initiate some therapeutic process, but rather to invite you to pay attention to what you are in the midst of. In our fast-paced lives, it is very easy to become oblivious to the world around us and to the contexts we inhabit. It is important to tune in to the physical and the social worlds.
Level 1: The Inner Circle
Put everything aside for a moment and pay attention to yourself and what is going on within you. In this moment describe:
1. What are you thinking?
1. What are you feeling?
1. What do you want?
1. What is going on around you (smells, sounds, etc.)?
1. What are you doing or what have you just done?
Pay attention to your senses, thoughts, feelings, intentions, and actions. You may find it useful to methodically go through this list a few times as a way of gradually tuning in to yourself. Your responses to these questions will change and shift through time, and that is fine. You will notice that your answers will change many times during a day and from one day to the next.
Thinking includes your impressions, beliefs, conclusions, assumptions, evaluations, ideas, opinions, expectations, stereotypes, and reasons. Interpretations are all the different kinds of meanings you make in your head to help you understand yourself, other people, and situations. Interpretations are constructed out of your past, present, and anticipated experiences. And because your interpretations are constructed, your interpretations will probably be somewhat different from another person’s in the same situation. The interpretations you make depend upon the sensory data that you take in and how you take up that sensory data (determined by how you are feeling and what you want at the time). Thoughts often dominate the senses and feelings. Listen to your thoughts, then put them aside and pay attention to your body and address the other questions.
As living human beings we are constantly in a state of flux. Although much of our English language as well as our practices of thinking tend to fix our identity as if it were stable through time, in reality we know that we live in a constant flow of change. Change is happening all around us and to us constantly. Change is not something that suddenly arises, although some changes are more monumental and life-altering than others.
Level 2: Self and Immediate Surroundings
Now alter the focus of your attention. Pay attention to the chair you are sitting on, the height of the desk in front of you, the weight of your pen, the noises that surround you—the car rushing past outside, kids coming down the street talking about their day at school, cats fighting, the neighbour repairing a broken screen. What are you in the midst of? What do you notice? Describe and record it in your notebook.
Level 3: Self and Close Relations
Without getting caught in the latest saga of your life (assuming there might be one), what are you in the midst of in terms of your family, friends, and close relations? How might you characterize your social relations? This does not mean that you are characterizing your close relations with one broad brush, or that you are concluding anything. Pay attention to the current state of your social relations and write them down.
Level 4: Self, Work, and Community
Again, adjust your focus of attention, and this time think about yourself in relation to colleagues, workmates, neighbours, and acquaintances. Where do you work? Who do you work with? Who do you work for? What community do you live in? Where is your community centre? Have you ever been inside the door? If so, when were you there most recently and under what circumstances? What organization exists at this level? How are you involved in this community level?
Level 5: Self, Your Town, City, and Municipality
Now we are shifting again, this time to think about your local government. Who is your local government representative? Is the street outside your home in need of repair? Is the neighbour’s dog barking non-stop? Has your neighbour set up a used car lot in his front yard and you want to complain? Have you been to a swimming pool or sauna at the local recreation centre? What is your relation to your local government? Write out descriptions of your various relationships.
Level 6: Self and Your Province
Now, moving to a broader perspective, who is your representative in the provincial government? What political party does that person belong to? What are the current issues in your provincial riding? What has it got to do with you? (Part of your provincial relation is informed by taking this course, as post-secondary education is a responsibility of your provincial government. Therefore, paying attention to yourself in taking this course is one way to think about your relations to the province.) Write your responses.
Level 7: Self and Your Part of Canada
Who is your Member of Parliament (MP)? What political party does that person belong to? What are two issues within your riding at this time? If you don’t know, how might you find out? If you don’t know, what is your experience of not knowing?
Do you have a current passport? Have you travelled outside of Canada in the past year? If so, what was your sense of being a Canadian? As you watch the news about the war on terrorism, how do you understand yourself to be positioned in the world as a Canadian? What do you take for granted? Write your responses.
Level 8: Self and The World
And now, finally, how are you aware of yourself and your place in the world? Are you aware of the organizations that Canada participates in as a member of the world community (for example, the United Nations, NATO, WTO)? Do you contribute to or work for charities that operate in places beyond Canada’s borders (Oxfam, Doctors without Borders, Amnesty International, or the Red Cross)? Do you listen to the news avidly when there is an election in the US or a terrorist attack in Tel Aviv or a civil war in Africa or a natural catastrophe in the Indian Ocean? Do you march for peace? Again, write your responses.
Draw a Picture of Yourself
Now picture yourself within these circles or levels of awareness. What do you know about each of these levels? What do you not know and yet think perhaps you want to find out?
By doing this exercise you have begun the practice of paying attention to what you are in the midst of.
