Session Two:
Presence and the Executive Control of Attention
Somewhere in this process, you will come face-to-face with the sudden and shocking
realization that you are completely crazy. Your mind is a shrieking, gibbering madhouse
on wheels barreling pell-mell down the hill, utterly out of control and hopeless.
No problem. You are not crazier than you were yesterday. It has always been this way
and you never noticed.
- Henepola Gunaratana

- American Association for the Advancement of Science et al. Science 2014; 343:600-610
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Key Distinctions
States: specific constellations of subjective experiences, and the correlated neuronal activity
that co-arises with the experience. Some states are congruent with, and support, our
commitments in the world, are rich and satisfying. Others are out of alignment with our
commitments, and represent suffering. The nervous system ideally moves fluidly from one
state to another as needed.
Subjective Experience: The contents of awareness at any given moment of time. Generally, this
consists of a mix of top down and bottom up inputs. While either can dominate or overwhelm
awareness, most often top down processes run the inner show. Mindful awareness practices,
and somatic practices, increase our bandwidth for bottom up processes over time, and reduce
the automaticity of the usually predominant top down processes.
Soma is a word deriving from the Greek, and loosely means “the body in its wholeness.”
Somatic literacy can be thought of as familiarity with the full range of our experience. We use
it here to incorporate all aspects of the body and related awareness. Somatic literacy will help
you move more deeply into your own experience, and into the leadership meta-competencies
that derive from the capacity to direct our attention into any aspect of our experience we
choose.
Executive Control of Attention: the inherent functionality we all possess to witness our
experience, and to direct our attention to an experience of our choosing. In the metaphor of a
global theater of consciousness, this is like the lighting person who directs the spotlight of
attention at a particular place on the stage. We distinguish these channels of experience:
o Perception (experience of the world … sight, sound, smell, touch, taste)
o Sensation (internal sensations… breath, energy, constriction, pulsing, tension,
numbness, hunger, craving)
o Emotion (joy, anxiety, anger, fear, happiness, contentment, etc.)
o Cognition (images, words, thoughts, mental models, process constructions, etc.)
o Relationships (trust, mistrust, connectedness, resonance, boundaries)
o Stillness (vast time, vast space, timelessness, emptiness)
Seat of Awareness: The inner Witness… the executive control of attention, around upon which
we can turn the beam of observation.
Presence: The present moment spacious awareness of possibility.
Resilience: the capacity to be resourceful and creative, to make choices, and to take effective
action, no matter what is going on around us.
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Channels of Experience
Perception
This category includes the five senses through which we receive input from the world: sight,
sound, taste, touch, and smell. We have specialized organs (eyes, ears, tongue, nose, and skin)
that are adapted to receive this information, and dedicated regions of our brains to process the
signals from these organs, make sense of them, and decide what response, if any, is called for.
Internal Sensations
This includes internally generated sensations about the physiological condition of the body.
Sensation includes pain and throbbing, itching, hunger, thirst, energy movements (such as
pulsing, streaming, tingling,) temperature, muscular sensations, the internal sense of breath
and heartbeat, “air hunger,” tightness, numbness, urges and action impulses, and many other
sensations that comprise our unfolding internal experience.
Cognition
Cognition arises in language, images, concepts, narratives, mental models of reality, memories,
and dreams. Most of the time the contents of our cognition is figure, and the entire rest of our
experience is ground.
In most professional contexts, the prevailing assumption is that emotions and sensations are
background noise that distracts us from the fundamental activity of thinking. (This
assumption is itself a mental model, a cognitive belief system.)
Witnessing cognition enables us to observe our habitual patterns of thought, recognize their
habitual nature and our flawed thinking, see that our narrative is simply one perspective of
many, and choose more helpful maps upon which see and to base actions.
Emotion
Our emotional life is one of the most important determinants of what we would call our
quality of life, fulfillment, and satisfaction. Some lists of human emotions differentiate
hundreds of different emotions. Others reduce them to as few as four basic building blocks
(anger, fear, happiness and sadness.) Most lists have six to eight basic emotions. When we can
observe and feel our emotions, without either being overwhelmed by them or suppressing and
denying them, we become much more able to respond to the world as it is.
Relational Awareness
We sense what is going on in our relationships on this channel. We sense trustworthiness,
connection, unconditional positive regard, charisma, mistrust, love, attraction, tentativeness,
and a host of other qualities that help us read people so that we can quickly decide how to
manage our relationship with them. While these experiences may not always be accurate they
very quickly inform our reactions and we unconsciously act from this information.
Stillness
All experience arises from the ground of stillness. Our sixth channel of awareness is this
stillness itself. We may experience stillness initially as the absence of the other five. However,
we can also sense timelessness, spaciousness, a moment of choice and possibility.
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While the experience of stillness is spacious, it is not simply the absence of other things.
Stillness is the direct experience of availability, quiet, a pause. Like a cat waiting, both alert
and relaxed for the mouse that she knows will inevitably appear, stillness is being not in
action, yet ready for action.
It is the moment of choice, the moment of awareness that we can do something new. This
breathtaking neutrality only exists in the present moment and is always available, simply for
the looking.

Coaching Implications
1. Detailed information about our experience, and that of our clients, is
constantly available and being revealed on all channels. This
information provides a window into what is arising in our nervous
system/physiology.
2. Witnessing our present moment experience, especially on the channel
of internal sensation, is how we bring ourselves present. Doing so
produces a state change.
3. Witnessing ourselves is the essential Subject! Subject move described
by developmental theorists such as Kegan. Self-awareness is a
fundamental capacity for our coaching presence, and for the leaders
that we coach.
4. The channels are distinctions around which we can dive deeper and
deeper into our own experience and our aliveness.
5. Making these distinctions explicit with clients invites them to observe
their inner experience and to become more somatically literate.
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Coaching Toolkit
Inner Move: Track Experience on All Channels
Cultivate your somatic literacy on all channels so that you are increasingly available to the
fullness of your internal experience. This will provide invaluable information during coaching
conversations, as well as increasing your capacity for presence. There are a lot of strategies for
doing this, including self-observations, centering, sitting, and other bodymind practices.

Inner Move: Map Awareness
Becoming familiar with the details of our experience means that we can more readily observe
ourselves in action, and pay attention to ourselves. Use the Awareness Map to jot down notes
on a particular experience or internal state/mood. Put something down for each of the
channels so that you build access to the information that’s available on all channels.

Relational Move: Provide Distinctions in Language for Internal Experience
Make the channels of awareness explicit in your conversations, so that the client has linguistic
tags from which to enter experience and name what she is experiencing.

Relational Move: Invite All Channels Into Coaching Conversation
Ask specific questions about the channels, especially emotions and internal sensations, to
invite the client more into presence and to access more fullness and depth in her experience.
•
•
•
•
•
•

“What sensations are you noticing right now?”
“What emotions are you experiencing?”
“How is your trust with me right now?”
“What are you noticing in your environment?”
“What do you hear in the tone of your voice?”
“What story about X do you seem to be driven by here?”

Relational Move: Invite Linkages Between Language and Inner State
Shift levels, both ways, from talking about content to witnessing experience. Over time this
builds awareness of the relationship between these levels. Talking about certain things
produces certain states. As well, some states are more likely to produce creative and
innovative ideas than others.
•
•
•

“As you say this, what emotions are present?”
“You are describing something you’ve said you’re really excited about. What do you
notice inside as you describe this?”
“You’ve just told me about a pretty challenging situation. What
sensations/emotions/story do you notice in yourself right now?”
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