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Peace Army Battles for Non- Vlolent Resolutions

BY BETSY YAGLA
Tico Times Staff

AT first glance, it may seem a bit on the
hokey side, but soldiers (teachers) in the
Peace Army soon end up converts of their
leader, Dr. Rita Marie Johnson, and her
techniques, which inelude puppets and fin-
ger Sensors:

Johnson’s primary focus is “to really
create one country where the children learn
to be peacemakers.” To do that, Johnson ,
from the United States, created the Peace
Army, which is working to slowly change
social and emotional learning in schools
across the country.

The army chose the Desamparados ele-
mentary school, Escuela Excelencia Elias
Jiménez Castro, as its first battleground to
teach peace.

The Peace Army’s efforts, which began
in October, are aimed at 21 of the school’s
teachers, who will then teach the army’s
ideas to the students.

DARY Vargas, a 25-year-old army
recruit, teaches second grade and is in her
first year of teaching.

“This program has helped me deal with
all the stress of teaching and being a new
teacher,” she said during a Peace Army
meeting.

“This has helped me so much. It has
helped me teach the kids better by seeing
what they need and getting to know them
as human beings,” Vargas said. “With all
the teaching standards and regulations, it’s
hard to see what the individual student
needs.”

The program teaches two different
methods.

The first is called “Freeze Framer,”
which was developed by the Institute of
HeartMath, a non-profit research organiza-
tion based in California that tries to help
people find balance between heart and
mind. The computer program is designed to
teach people to “feel peace” and build emo-
tional intelligence.

THE school has 10 computers with the
program installed. It works by using a fin-
ger sensor that monitors heart rhythms. The
user tries to align their heart and mind,
which generates a peaceful feeling.

The second method, which the army
has just started teaching, is non-violent
communication — learning to identify the
emotions of yourself and others.

In this form of communication, the
teachers role-play by using real-life situa-
tions they have experienced in the previous
week. They explain the situation and then a
student tries to guess — not ask — their emo-
tion. Once the emotion is discovered, they
then guess what is needed to resolve the
emotion — whether it be love, understand-
ing or order.

After role-playing, Juan Carlos Lépez,
a young Desamparados teacher, explained
that once his role-playing partner discov-
ered his emotion, he felt understanding.
Without acting, his wide face had changed
from looking slightly hurt to relieved.

“MY need isn’t just in my mind,” he

says. “It’s real. Real enough that you could -

figure it out and it validated my need.”

The program helps the students get in
touch with basic universal needs.

“Once you get in touch with the feeling
and the universal need, that’s really when
the moment of peace begins,” Johnson
said. “Then you can say, ‘Oh, that’s why I

Photo courtesy of tha Marie Johnson

PROGRAMMING peace: A student at the Desamparados elementary school, Escuela
Excelencia Elias Jiménez Castro, demonstrates the “Freeze Framer” computer pro-
gram. A finger sensor monitors heart rhythms while the user tries to align their heart

and mind generating a peaceful feeling.

was frustrated. I had a need to contribute,
or whatever it is, and I wasn’t finding a
strategy to doit.” ”

These techniques are not part of a cur-
riculum that is taught once and then forgot-
ten. It is something that is used every day,
proponents say. The principles are so basic
they are something many people overlook:
being nice to oneself and others and having
self-control.

The first method is about feeling peace
and the second is speaking peace.

THANKS to a donation, the Peace
Army could supply each teacher with two
hand puppets and two headbands — both of
a giraffe and a jackal — to demonstrate non-
violent communication. The headbands can
be worn either forward or backward, indi-
cating that the wearer is either speaking to
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