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INTRODUCTION
As an educator, you know that teaching kids social-emotional and self-regulation 
skills  should be “is” important for their development. But with more emphasis on 
testing and academics, it’s rare when schools set aside time for teachers to instruct 
their students in the use of these important tools. An ideal solution is to find short 
but effective lessons that fit easily into existing curricula. Mindfulness provides that 
solution.

The Basics of Mindfulness
You may have heard the term mindfulness in the news or during professional devel-
opment. It’s quickly gaining traction in the education world for its simplicity and 
usefulness. As defined by Jon Kabat-Zinn, a professor of medicine at the University 
of Massachusetts Medical School and creator of mindfulness-based stress reduction 
(MBSR), mindfulness is “paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the 
present moment, and nonjudgmentally.”

Put another way, mindfulness is a means to center your focus on a singular task 
(breathing, eating, listening) that clears your mind of all other thoughts. As adults, 
our minds are always racing. We’re thinking about having to go to the dentist after 
work and walking the dog and the important meeting we have to prepare for in two 
weeks. We also spend lots of time thinking about how embarrassing it was when 
we were late to the staff meeting or how we argued with our mother on the phone. 
Our brains get crowded with all these thoughts—past and future—which can lead 
to stress.

What we sometimes forget is that kids can feel this stress too. Their brains are 
also buzzing with worries about the past and future, which can make it hard for 
them to focus on what’s happening in class or keep their emotions in check.

Mindfulness practices offer simple and efficient techniques to bring one’s atten-
tion to the present moment. In doing so—when we temporarily release our worries 
about the future and past—we free up space in our minds for the here and now and 
charge up our abilities to concentrate. The best part is mindfulness doesn’t require 
hours and hours. A successful mindfulness practice takes just a few minutes a day.

Like most things, a mindfulness practice requires . . . well, practice. To reap the 
benefits, it’s important that the techniques are performed regularly, daily if possi-
ble. The more you do them, the easier they become. Starting a mindfulness practice 
can be difficult. Frequently, when new practitioners begin, they find their attention 
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2    Mindful Classrooms

pulled away by stray thoughts while trying to focus on something like breathing. As 
a result, they get disappointed and give up quickly. This is where the “nonjudgmen-
tal” part of Kabat-Zinn’s definition comes in.

It’s important, when crafting a mindfulness practice, to accept errors and move 
on. Let’s say you’re spending a minute focusing on your breathing. You’re doing well 
for about ten seconds and then you remember you must buy your cousin a birth-
day present. This is going to happen. It’s how our brains have been conditioned. 
Mindfulness encourages you to recognize that this thought happened, accept it, push 
it out of your mind, and pick up where you left off by focusing on your breath again. 
No blaming. No disappointment. Just acceptance. With diligence, practitioners find 
themselves able to go longer periods of time staying focused on their breathing. It 
becomes much easier not to be distracted by other thoughts.

By allowing yourself to periodically live in the moment and clear your mind of 
other thoughts, you can gain clarity, calm, and empathy.

And this is what we want to do for students. We want to give them the 
tools that help them channel their focus, practice compassion and empathy, and 
self-regulate their emotions.

About This Book
 In 2002, I started teaching kindergarten and prekindergarten in Austin, Texas. My 
teaching philosophy was always centered around compassion for my students and 
their families. But it’s one thing to show and believe in compassion and another 
thing to integrate those ideals into a classroom with guidance. I would have greatly 
benefited from some concrete exercises that supported social and emotional learn-
ing. What I didn’t realize at the time was that I already had the tools I needed to 
create those exercises.

I had been familiar with the concept of mindfulness for some time and had used 
various techniques to help me handle how overwhelmed I felt, both professionally 
and personally. I quickly saw how spending just a few minutes a day concentrating 
on my breath could help me calm down and focus on the matters at hand. It was a 
life changer. But I hadn’t yet discovered how these techniques might have applica-
tions in the classroom.

In 2009, I volunteered as a high school English and math teacher in Namibia. 
The conditions there were often harsh and, as a result, my students had over-
whelming needs. I began using mindfulness in my classroom to help them (and 
myself) cope with adversities. This is where I really began to understand how these 
techniques could be a positive influence in school for students and teachers.

When I returned to Austin in 2010 to teach again, I began dealing with depres-
sion and anxiety, so I sought help. In therapy, I learned more specifics about mind-
fulness. Through a simple five-minute daily mindfulness practice, I was able to be 
present for everyone in my classroom. More than that, my practice helped me pre-
vent my personal life from getting in the way of how I interacted with my students. 
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    INTRODUCTION    3

I was able to get to the root of their behavior rather than just deal with the behavior 
itself. My mindfulness practice also helped me recognize any biases or preconceived 
notions that I had about my students and how those notions might have been 
impacting how I was treating them. Overall, I became more compassionate in my 
instruction and more focused on my students’ social and emotional growth. 

I introduced mindfulness techniques to my classroom. The consistency of 
daily breathing was incredibly helpful in developing a sense of routine for my 
kindergarten students at a Title I school. I saw an increase in self-awareness and 
self-management, which led to improved responsible decision-making and social 
awareness. Students became more considerate toward one another, exhibited more 
patience, and made better choices. Mindfulness helped my students deal with diffi-
culties they were having at school , and parents reported improved behavior at home 
as well. I tried the daily practice at a preK classroom in a non–Title I school and 
saw similar results. The Austin Independent School District noted the impact my 
efforts were having and asked me to implement my work district-wide. Currently, I 
am their SEL mindfulness specialist.

As of this writing, Mindful Classrooms is being used in over a thousand class-
rooms across the United States. Even with that kind of reach, more solid evidence is 
required to convince some school districts and administrators to adopt new prac-
tices. Which brings us to the scientific research behind mindfulness.

Researc h About the Benefits of Mindfulness
The last time one of your students was angry and needed to calm down, you prob-
ably suggested that he or she stop and take a breath. Breathing is one of the oldest 
and best-known methods for helping someone regain control and avoid having a 
complete meltdown. And most of the time, breathing works. Why? It’s not just a 
diversion. It also involves physiology and brain chemistry.

Although mindfulness entails many aspects (stretching, listening, seeing, and 
eating, all of which we’ll discuss throughout this book), much of it revolves around 
breathing and focusing on breath. It’s not a coincidence 
that this central tenet is also a popular tool when it 
comes to anger management. Minute by minute, breath-
ing affects our bodies in ways we rarely think about. This 
is a key element of the science behind mindfulness and 
what it does for us.

We’ve been taught the basics of breathing: every 
inhale brings nourishing oxygen to our blood and every 
exhale expels carbon dioxide. But the benefits don’t stop 
there. Breathing has been shown to have positive influ-
ence on respiratory muscle activity, heart rate variability, 
and blood flow dynamics. Consequently, there’s a notable 
elevation in mood, release of tension, and pain relief.
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4    Mindful Classrooms

Researchers have been testing the impact of mindfulness, and the initial data is 
very encouraging. Neurologists, in particular, have noted the effects meditation can 
have on the brain.

A study published in Trends in Cognitive Sciences showed that the amygdala—
the part of the brain that fuels strong emotional responses and is generally respon-
sible for fear and anger—is less active following mindfulness meditation practice.1

Similarly, research published in The Journal 
of Alternative and Complementary Medicine
suggested that the prefrontal cortex—
commonly associated with regulating emotions 
and behaviors and making wise decisions—is 
stimulated during periods of quiet meditation.2

Perhaps most intriguing, a study published in 
the American Psychological Association’s jour-
nal, Emotion, indicates that the hippocampus—
critical to memory and emotional regulation—is 
more active following breath-focused mindful-
ness training.3

Purely from a physiological standpoint, much can be gained by adding a mind-
fulness practice to anyone’s daily routine: an uptick in memory, emotional regula-
tion, and decision-making skills just to start. From there, we can project how these 
gains would be a boon to any classroom.

Benefits in the Classroom
Other studies on the effects of mindfulness show how the techniques can yield 
valuable results in a classroom setting. For example, one study examined a 
two-week mindfulness-training course and the effects it had on mind wander-
ing and cognitive performance. The results suggested that mindfulness training 
improved both reading-comprehension scores and working memory capacity while 
also reducing the number of distracting thoughts. The researchers concluded that 
the use of mindfulness techniques is “an effective and efficient technique for 
improving cognitive function.”4

David S. Black, director of the BioMind Lab at Keck Medicine of USC, led a field 
intervention trial at a public elementary school with primarily lower-income and 
minority children. This study evaluated what effects a five-week mindfulness-based 
curriculum had on teacher-ratings of student classroom behavior. Results showed 
that teachers reported improved classroom behavior of their students (for instance, 
paying attention, self-control, participation in activities, and caring/respect for 
others) that lasted up to seven weeks post-intervention.5

William Kuyken, from the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Oxford, 
concluded that establishing and maintaining a regular mindfulness practice can lead 
to less stress while taking tests, which in turn can lead to better scores.6

Though still in its infancy, scientific 
research on the effects of mindful-
ness is showing a lot of promise. 
And, in addition to the ways mind-
fulness can help students improve, 
the unsung perk is that mindfulness 
can easily be introduced by anyone 
who works with kids, regardless of 
his or her background.

Though still in its infancy, scientific 
research on the effects of mindful-
ness is showing a lot of promise. 
And, in addition to the ways mind-
fulness can help students improve, 
the unsung perk is that mindfulness 
can easily be introduced by anyone
who works with kids, regardless of 
his or her background.
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    INTRODUCTION    5

Though still in its infancy, scientific research on the effects of mindfulness is 
showing a lot of promise. And, in addition to the ways mindfulness can help stu-
dents improve, the unsung perk is that mindfulness can easily be introduced by 
anyone who works with kids, regardless of his or her background.

How to Use This Book
My goal with Mindful Classrooms was to create an easy-to-use resource that’s 
immediately accessible to all educators. Whatever your role—classroom teacher, 
resource specialist, paraprofessional, counselor, or any other type of educator—
you will be able to inject the activities into the day without taking time away from 
your established curriculum. Use them at the start of the day, after lunch or recess, 
during transitions between subjects or activities, or at another time that fits well in 
your day.

The key benefits to these exercises include: better ability to manage strong emo-
tions, increased empathy for others, heightened focus and memory retention, and 
better concentration.

The activities in this book consist of five different facets of mindfulness: 
• Stretching

• Breathing

• Listening

• Seeing

• Eating

THE LANGUAGE OF MINDFULNESS
The most common mindfulness exercises involve meditation and yoga. However, 
I won’t be using those terms in this book. Instead, I will talk about breathing and 
stretching. It’s much easier to get kids to practice mindfulness using already familiar 
terms. Additionally, some view meditation and yoga as religious practices, but class-
room mindfulness is secular and is not connected with any religion.

These mindfulness activities are broken up into thirty-six weeks to encompass 
most full school years. Use the activities in order or as best fits your classroom, set-
ting, or group. Each week’s entry begins with a suggested weekly schedule of five 
mindful exercises for each day of the week. Each exercise takes no more than five 
minutes to complete. 

You may choose to do as many of the daily exercises as you like. The best 
results come from doing at least one stretching and one breathing exercise a day. It 
can be fairly simple to start each day with three to five minutes of these exercises. 
Any time of day works but try to make that time consistent to help you and your 
students benefit the most from daily mindfulness. 

Here’s an overview of what each activity involves. You’ll find specific prompts 
in each week’s activities.
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6    Mindful Classrooms

Mindful Stretching
Stretching is a great way to kick off each day. The activities give a new stretch for 
Monday through Thursday, with review on Friday. Perform each stretch slowly. 
When you’re just starting out, guide  students into the pose by using the given 
scripts. Each pose is accompanied by  three slow, deep breaths. You can modify the 
poses for students who have mobility concerns (see page  174 for suggestions). 

Mindful Breathing
Traditionally, mindful breathing is done through the nose (feel free to adjust this for 
students who find this difficult). Students should use normal in-and-out breaths, not 
deep breaths. (Unless, of course, a particular script or activity calls for it.) Try mindful 
breathing after stretching at the start of each day. At first, guide students through five 
deep breaths (“slowly breathe in, slowly breathe out”). As students improve, set a 
timer starting at thirty seconds and slowly work your way up to a minute. 

While breathing exercises are typically done with eyes closed, be aware  some stu-
dents  may not be comfortable doing this. Don’t press them on the issue. Invite them 
to keep their eyes open but to focus on a single spot, rather than looking around.

It’s beneficial to have a timer handy when doing mindfulness exercises. You want one 
you can set for any amount of time up to five minutes (but not one that audibly ticks 
away the seconds; the noise can be distracting). My favorite is the Insight Timer app. 
It allows you to set any time increment, choose ambient sounds, and use a number 
of soothing bell tones to begin or end a breathing session.  

Scripts have been provided for different types of breathing. In guided breathing, 
you’ll lead students through a breathing exercise, giving them verbal prompts that 
guide them to think about a social-emotional learning topic. This can lead to silent 
reflection on the topic or class conversation. 

In intentional breathing, you lead students through basic breathing exercises to 
focus on their breath with intent. This helps kids (and adults) feel centered and can 
help during difficult times that might be caused by strong emotions. This type can 
also be done during transitions. 

Mindful Listening
Encourage students to listen for ambient sounds and either notice the qualities of 
what they hear or figure out what the sounds are as they transition from one activ-
ity to the next. This book emphasizes listening specifically for sounds of nature, 
nonliving objects, and humans in addition to general listening. Feel free to listen 
for other categories and/or to randomize the days when specific listening focuses 
are suggested. This activity is great for transitions between subjects or activities or 
before moving from one room to another. Mindful listening can also be used as a 
prompt for journaling, arts integration, self-reflection, and so on.  Scripts for mindful 
listening are on pages 162–165.
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    INTRODUCTION    7

Mindful Seeing
Mindful seeing is also a great activity for transition. Encourage students to look 
around and notice their surroundings in depth and detail. Mindful seeing requires 
giving thought to every observation. This book emphasizes looking specifically for 
colors, shapes, and sizes of objects in addition to general seeing. Feel free to look 
for other categories and/or to randomize the days when specific sight focuses are 
suggested. Mindful seeing also can be used as a prompt for journaling, arts integra-
tion, self-reflection, and so on.  Scripts for mindful seeing are on pages 166–169.

MINDFULNESS FOR DE-ESCALATING
Mindful listening and seeing are great strategies for helping escalated students 
calm down. 

•  Calmly ask students to start listening mindfully and to name the different 
sounds they hear. This can help bring students into the present moment and 
away from the space in their minds that might be causing the escalation.

•  Ask students to focus their eyes on something in their surroundings and to 
describe it in detail. You might prompt them: “What color is it?” “What shapes 
do you see?”

Mindful Eating
Mindful eating can be used during snack or lunchtime. Mindful eating involves 
taking one bite at a time and focusing on one sense for a period of time. For exam-
ple, if students are given slices of oranges during snack time, instruct them to take 
a moment to look at an orange slice and make silent observations. What do they 
notice? Then tell them to slowly 
take one bite. Ask them to chew 
slowly and swallow that bite. 
Now, ask them to look at the 
orange again and notice any 
changes after that first bite. This 
activity is best done in silence, 
so students can focus on their 
food and then share their experi-
ences with the bite(s). It’s a great 
way to start snack or lunchtime. 

When mealtime begins with 
mindful eating, it becomes a 
calmer, slower, and more appre-
ciative experience. When things 
are getting crazy in the cafeteria, try calling for a “mindful eating break” by ring-
ing a chime and leading the cafeteria in one bite at a time for a few bites. It’s a 
great way to help students refocus in a nonpunitive way. Carrcroft Elementary in 
Wilmington, Delaware, created a mindful eating bulletin board for their cafeteria 
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8    Mindful Classrooms

PREPARING TO EAT MINDFULLY
For the first few weeks, bring some small snacks to class—raisins, marshmallows, and 
so on—being sure to provide only snacks that accommodate allergies, dietary needs, 
and religious observances. (Nuts are generally not a good idea.)

It’s best to bring food that naturally comes in a small form, so you don’t have to 
break it down. Raisins are great, because students can focus on a single raisin at a 
time. (It’s up to you if you want to pass out more raisins after the exercise is over.)

You can change up this food item each week or, once students become used to 
how this works, maybe try this exercise during lunch.

using student art and phrases (for example, “One Bite at a Time,” “Slow Down, 
Focus  on the Taste,” and so on) to help remind students about mindfulness in the 
cafeteria. 

If providing treats for the class, please consider any limitations (allergies, religious 
exemptions, and so on) students may have. It’s not important that everyone eats the 
same thing. What matters is that students observe the experience of eating slowly.

Lunchtime can be a much-needed break for teachers, and they often eat sep-
arately from students. In this case, teachers can provide the prompts to students 
 when they drop off students for lunch and then follow up afterward to see how the 
activity went . Scripts for mindful eating are on pages 170–172.

Getting Started
One of the best things about these mindfulness exercises is that they don’t require 
any sort of special equipment or preparation. Most stretches can be done within the 
space it takes to stand or while seated. You’ll want to make sure each student has 
enough space to fully lie down without touching anyone else for some of the more 
expansive exercises. Kids can do mindful listening, eating, seeing, and breathing 
from their seats. As noted earlier, you may want to have a timer handy (preferably a 
silent one, since ticking can be a distraction).

The scripts for mindful seeing, listening, and eating exercises are all located at 
the back of this book (see pages  160– 172) and as downloadable reproducible hand-
outs (see page  viii for information on how to download). Have copies of these scripts 
ready to go before the start of each exercise.  Make notes on your printed scripts of 
any adaptations you would like to make to fit the specific topic of the week.

Throughout the book, you may notice that some students in the photos are 
using mats or are barefoot. These are both optional. What’s important is that the 
students are comfortable. If you don’t have carpeting, you can still do these prac-
tices on the floor or maybe take the students outside.

Before you begin mindful breathing exercises, remind students:
• Whether they’re focusing solely on their breath or concentrating on a specific 

topic, it’s okay if their minds wander. This is normal.
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