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Introduction 

Teachers are faced with an increasing number of students with mental health concerns, 

especially anxiety and depression (Farrell & Barrett, 2007; Hayes, Bach & Boyd, 2010), and 

childhood trauma is also on the rise (Lilly & Hedlund, 2010). When students are coping with a 

mental health concern or trauma, it can be very difficult to disregard meaningless stimuli (other 

students talking, noises in the room) and to focus on the task at hand. The Administration for 

Children and Families and the US Department of Health and Human Services has recently 

released a federal report recommending that schools prioritize helping children build self-

regulation skills. Researchers have identified the connection between self-regulation and the 

ability to manage thoughts and feelings, control impulses and problem-solve. The ability to self-

regulate has the potential to mediate against the negative effects of living in poverty and 

experiencing trauma (Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute, 2016). 

Many schools across the country are turning to the ancient practice of mindfulness to help 

address this urgent need, and are simultaneously experiencing many additional benefits, 

including a more positive culture and climate. According to Jon Kabat-Zinn, mindfulness is 

“paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and non-

judgmentally” (Kabat-Zinn, 1994). This definition is rooted in Buddhist traditions which are 

based on the belief that mindfulness can ameliorate suffering by calming and clearing the mind, 

opening the heart, and distilling attention. It is not only a practice, but a way of being in the 

world and a way of understanding the world (Rempel, 2012). Mindfulness-Based Interventions 

have nearly 35 years of research behind them, as they have progressively been implemented in 

health care, then mental health and finally in education (Mindful Schools, 2015).  

Progression of Mindfulness Implementation 

Health Care 

Jon Kabat-Zinn, a clinician and researcher at the University of Massachusetts Medical School 

introduced Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) in the late 1970s. There is a solid body 

of research that demonstrates the positive effect of mindfulness on health, with the major 

findings being that MBSR improves memory, the immune response, self-control, attention, 

recovery from addiction and emotional resilience. In a Harvard study of an 8-week MBSR 

course, participants had significant increases in grey matter in brain regions involved in learning 

and memory, emotion regulation, self-referential processing and perspective taking (Holzel, 

2011). As a result, MBSR is available in almost all major U.S. metropolitan hospitals and health 

care centers (Mindful Schools, 2015).  



Mental Health 

The healthcare industry was experiencing significant success with mindfulness, and next the 

practice was introduced to the mental health field in the form of Mindfulness Based Cognitive 

Therapy (MBCT). This approach to therapy was developed by Mark Williams, John Teasdale and 

Zindel Ziegal in the early 1990s and was initially designed to treat clinical depression. Two 

randomized clinical trials indicate that MBCT is effective at reducing depression relapse by 50 

percent (Mindful Schools, 2015). 

Clinicians began to adapt mindfulness programs for use with adolescents (ages 14-18) in 

outpatient clinical settings. In one randomized clinical trial, patients receiving MBSR showed a 

reduction in the symptoms of anxiety, depression and somatic distress, as well as an increase in 

self-esteem and sleep quality (Biegel, 2009). There is a solid body of research documenting the 

positive effects of mindfulness for both adults and teens in mental health settings.  

Education 

Mindfulness interventions were introduced to schools in the late 1980s, and programs were 

piloted throughout the 1990s and 2000s. Although there are not very many randomized clinical 

trials (this is very difficult to accomplish in a school setting), the research is promising and 

warrants further investigation. This research brief highlights some of the research, as well as 

some of the well-established, evidence-based mindfulness programs that are being used in 

schools. 

Physiological Effects of Trauma and Mental Health Issues 

Even with all of the challenges students may face in their lives (poverty, trauma, mental health 

issues), the brain is not a fixed structure. A student who has been traumatized is not doomed to 

a life of suffering. Behavior patterns are not set in stone, even when the odds are stacked 

against them. Neuroscience research supports the phenomenon of neuroplasticity in the brain, 

or the brain’s ability to produce new neurons and develop new pathways. This research has 

served as the foundation for understanding the impact of mindfulness on brain structure and 

function (Meiklejohn et al, 2010). 

When humans are stressed, threatened, anxious or angry, their access to the decision-making 

parts of the brain is compromised. This is a primitive response to stress that serves an 

important role in keeping us safe. When we are about to be hit by a truck, we don’t have time 

to weigh our options, we must just act. This fight/flight/freeze response becomes out of control 

when it is constantly being triggered by various stimuli that are not life threatening. In these 

instances, the first step is to help students shift gears in the brain and the nervous system. 

Some of the ways mindfulness training helps to facilitate this is by teaching students to become 

aware of and label strong emotional states; to anchor to sound, sight and the external 

environment (which helps bring the students out of fight/flight/freeze mode); and to work with 

the breath in order to encourage grounding and centering  (Mindful Schools, 2015). 



Protective Factor Regarding the Impact of Trauma and Toxic Stress 

Mindfulness practices are especially beneficial for students who have experienced trauma 

because they teach self-management techniques that allow them to play a key role in their own 

growth and development (Rempel, 2012). According to Eric Jensen in Teaching with Poverty in 

Mind, helping a student to gain a sense of control is the most important mediator of the 

negative impact of trauma and toxic stress. In addition, many pilot studies have reported an 

increase in optimism, or hope about the future, which is another area that needs to be 

addressed for children living in poverty (Jensen, 2009; Rempel, 2012). 

Development of Self-Regulation and Other Cognitive Skills 

According to 30 years of research in neuroscience, challenging behaviors can be attributed to 

lagging skills in one or more areas: executive function, emotion regulation, cognitive flexibility, 

social skills and language processing. For example, the ability to focus one’s attention on a 

particular task is essential in school, but when this skill is not fully developed, the child is not 

able to meet a particular demand and challenging behavior often ensues. There is an urgent 

need to provide students with ways to build these lagging cognitive skills, and one way to do 

that is to teach them strategies that will empower them to regulate their attention and their 

emotional states (Rempel, 2012). Mindfulness is one way to accomplish this goal. 

Building Character and a Positive School Climate 

Quite often schools will have invested Mindfulness training compliments other social emotional 

programs schools may be using (Mindful Schools, 2015). Mindfulness often leads to a 

broadening on one’s perspective and an ability to see beyond one’s own frame of reference 

(Rempel, 2012). This is one way to begin to develop empathy for others, which happens to be 

the first step in collaborative problem solving. Mindfulness the consideration of multiple 

perspectives and embraces the realization that there is not one perspective that is superior to 

others (Langer, 1993). 

Pilot Studies:  The Effects of Mindfulness in Schools 

Most studies on mindfulness in schools are limited due to issues with design, sample size and 

measurement tools, which reduces the confidence in the findings (Greenberg & Harris, 2011). 

Of the studies of mindfulness in schools, here are some of the findings: 

 Yoga-Based Intervention: 12-week, randomized control yoga-based intervention 

program for urban 4th and 5th grade students. The intervention occurred four times per 

week and included yoga postures, breathing techniques and guided mindfulness 

meditation. Yoga students reported decreases in involuntary stress responses, less 

rumination, intrusive thoughts and emotional arousal (Mendelson, Greenberg, Dariotis, 

Gould, Rhoades & Leaf, 2010). 



 Yoga-Based Intervention: Randomized control semester-long intervention for rural high 

school students during physical education. Yoga participants maintained baseline or 

improved on reported levels of tension, anxiety, negative affect, anger control, fatigue, 

confusion and resilience. Control group showed deterioration in each of these areas 

(Noggle & Khalsa, 2010). 

 Learning to Breathe Program: High school senior girls received the intervention and 

were compared to a non-randomized control group of junior girls. This is an adolescent-

focused adaptation of the MBSR model. Participants showed significant decreases in 

negative affect and increases in self-reported calm, relaxation and self-acceptance 

(Broderick & Metz, 2009). 

 Mindfulness in the Classroom: This program was implemented with 4th through 7th 

graders in a non-randomized control trial. The intervention is a 10-lesson, classroom-

based program that teaches mindful awareness of the senses, positive emotions, self-

regulation and goal setting. Teachers also led students three times per day in mindful 

breathing exercises. Intervention students showed improvements in self-reported 

optimism, positive affect, and externalizing behavior (as reported by teachers). Teacher 

ratings also indicated an improvement in student attention and social-emotional 

competence (Schonert-Reichl & Lawlor, 2010). 

 Meditative-Relaxation Technique: Used with children exhibiting aggressive behavior. 

Results suggest that the relaxation response can be easily learned and practiced by 

children with emotional difficulties. Participants saw a decrease in off-task behavior and 

an increase in attending behaviors (Redfering & Bowman, 1981). 

 Meditation on the Souls of the Feet: Implemented with a group of 7th grade boys with 

aggressive behaviors. Upon completion of the intervention, participants were reported 

be more relaxed, have more impulse control, better focus and improvements in 

sleeping. The effects of this intervention were still present at one-year follow-up (Singh 

et al, 2007). 

 Attention Academy Program: study conducted with 194 1st through 3rd grade students 

from nine classrooms across two schools. Students were randomly assigned to control 

and intervention groups, and intervention consisted of 12 45-minute sessions which 

included meditation, movement and relaxation exercises. Students in the intervention 

group showed reductions in test anxiety and improvements in teacher-rated attention 

and social skills (Napoli et al, 2005). 

 Classroom meditation: this study consisted of 32 adolescents attending a private 

residential school for students with learning disabilities. Students were led in a 

mindfulness meditation for five to ten minutes at the beginning of each class period, 

five days per week for five weeks. Students reported a decrease in anxiety, while 

teachers reported improvements in social skills, problem behaviors and academics 

(Beauchemin et al, 2008). 

 



Mindfulness Programs for Schools 

 The CARE program for teachers in pre-K-12 classrooms (www.garrisoninstitute.org) has 

four aims: 

  1. Improve teachers’ overall well-being 

  2. Improve teachers’ effectiveness in providing emotional,         

      behavioral, and instructional support to students 

  3. Improve teacher-child relationships and classroom climate 

  4. Increase students’ prosocial behavior 

 

 Stress Management and Relaxation Techniques (SMART) in Education: is a professional 

development program for K-12 teachers and administrators (http://smart-in-

education.org/). 

 This program includes the following elements: 

1. Concentration, attention and mindfulness 

2. Awareness and understanding of emotions 

3. Empathy and compassion training 

 

 MindUp (http://www.thehawnfoundation.org/mindup) is an evidence-based curriculum 

for teaching mindfulness to students, pre-K through 8th grade. The lessons are designed 

to foster social and emotional awareness and competence, psychological wellbeing and 

academic success. 

 

 Mindful Schools Curriculum: (www.mindfulschools.org) is a program that trains 

educators in their own practice first, then trains them to teach mindfulness to their 

students, K-12. The curriculum teaches concepts such as mindfulness of sound, breath, 

body, emotions, test taking, generosity, appreciation, kindness and caring. 

Want to Get Started? Here Are Some Ideas… 

Here are five ways to welcome mindfulness into your school now: 

1. Calmer transitions: When it’s time to move on to lunch or PE, have students take 

three deep breaths and then listen to the sound of a bell. You can find a mindfulness 

chime online at: http://fungie.info/bell/# or you can purchase a Tibetan singing bowl 

on amazon.com. Have students listen quietly until the sound fades away before 

moving on. 

 

http://www.garrisoninstitute.org/
http://smart-in-education.org/
http://smart-in-education.org/
http://www.thehawnfoundation.org/mindup
http://www.mindfulschools.org/
http://fungie.info/bell/


2. Take 5: For children too young or too restless to sit for regular meditation, have 

them sit and take note of five things they can see; then shut their eyes and count 

five things they can hear; then notice five things they are touching. 

 

3. Peace Corner: Set up a space in the classroom where children can go to deal with 

difficult emotions. It may have pillow, stuffed animals, calming books or clay that 

can be molded. Many times students will have great ideas about what would be 

calming for them if we just ask. 

 

4. Mindful Walking and Centering: For teachers – when standing, focus on the 

sensation of the weight on the feet and the pressure of the feet on the floor. When 

walking, maintain awareness of the weight shifting from one foot to another. 

 

5. Mindfulness apps: There are many guided meditation apps available for use in the 

classroom. The Calm app is being used by many teachers in a group setting and is 

free to download. You could introduce it to students by saying, “I want to introduce 

something to you that can help you deal with stress, anger and other difficult 

emotions, as well as help to improve your ability to focus and concentrate in school, 

in sports or in music” (Kamenetz, 2016). 

 

 

Conclusion 

In summary, short but regular formal mindfulness training exercises, combined with informal 

mindfulness awareness practices, can strengthen one’s capacity to relate to any experience in 

ways that are responsive rather than reactive (Meiklejohn et al, 2010). As schools are realizing 

the importance of developing the whole child, which includes strengthening emotional 

intelligence, mindfulness in coming to the forefront as an inexpensive, yet very promising 

intervention. Mindfulness programs value the development of empathy, creativity, prosocial 

relationships and compassion for self and others, all of which will serve students well 

throughout their lives (Rempel, 2012). When one feels more in control of him/herself, one’s 

ability to learn and form positive relationships increases. For a small investment of time 

(approximately 10 to 15 minutes per day), a lower-stress, more positive learning environment 

can be fostered. When implemented universally in a school community, schools are taking a 

strengths-based preventive approach and may be saving time in the long run because students 

are better able to focus and manage emotional states. 
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