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“We are constantly invited to be
who we are.”
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Imagine a third-grade classroom. It is morning and students begin to arrive with
the hustle and bustle that typically precedes the start of their school day. Dante
skips through the door. He is talking from the moment he enters, providing a
running commentary on everything he sees. Dante has a hard time “making
thoughts in my head stop,” as he puts it. When we all take our seats, his wide
eyes fix on the bell at the front of the class. I can almost see his thoughts easing
toward a less obtrusive stream. We are now months into the school year and, as
always, each day begins and ends with a brief mindfulness practice. Dante and
his classmates know this and ready themselves for the sound of the bell. At its
signal, they are invited to participate in a brief mindful breathing exercise that
asks them to become increasingly more present through focusing their awareness
on their breath.
Most eyes are closed and students’ attention is focused on noticing their own
in-breath and out-breath. With hands on bellies, they ride the waves of their own
breathing. As I look around the room, I see shoulders gradually dropping, the
loosening of tense jaws, and faces softening. Quick and shallow breaths have converted to slower and deeper breathing—a sign that bodies and minds have moved
into a more relaxed state. There seems to have been a palpable shift to presence
and calm in the room. These few moments have been a welcome and calming
refuge for all of us. They are also teaching valuable lessons in how to manage the
demands of school and everyday life. After just a few moments, I ring the bell to
signal the end of our practice. Students open their eyes and ready themselves for
our literacy learning block. And so the day goes.
Dante and the rest of his class have come to expect and look forward to brief
mindfulness lessons, activities, and practices as part of their school day. I have
noticed, as many of them have, that they are becoming increasingly more able to
manage their thoughts, attention, behaviors, and emotional responses. They are
less restless and more easily able to deal with classroom stimulation, distraction
and conflict. They are kinder to themselves and each other. In general, they are
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more focused, less reactive, and more at peace. Parents have noticed this too.
Dante and the rest of his classmates will continue to spend a few minutes each
day learning how to be more mindfully aware. They are learning how to manage
their own thinking, attention, behaviors, and emotions, and are being given the
tools to do so.
I first learned about mindfulness in the late ’90s, while working as an early
career elementary teacher in the heart of San Francisco. I was introduced to a
Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program (Kabat-Zinn, 2013)
started by Jon Kabat-Zinn, Professor Emeritus of Medicine at the University
of Massachusetts. After beginning to reap the personal benefits of mindfulness
myself, I was motivated to try a few practices with Dante and the rest of my students. Fast forward a few decades: I continue to have a dedicated daily practice
that has positively influenced every aspect of my life. As a mindfulness educator,
I teach educators, parents, principals, administrators, teacher educators, graduate
students, and teacher candidates how to embody and teach mindfulness practice.
Over the past 25 years, I have witnessed the ever-growing complexity and
demands of the profession. As teachers, we are being called upon to support an
increasingly diverse student population with varied strengths, challenges, and
ways of being, knowing, and learning. The demands placed on our students have
also changed. Studies show that today’s children are experiencing a rising level
of stress and worry that is alarmingly persistent and pervasive. They are also
navigating a complex, fast-paced digital world that is a strong competing force
for their attention, in the classroom and beyond. This seemingly magnetic pull
toward their digital devices and social media, and the levels of stress they are
experiencing, act as barriers to engagement, learning, and well-being. Teachers know this and are coming to understand the importance of giving students
opportunities to learn how to strengthen their self-regulation skills, social emotional competencies, and ability to manage stress. This learning is as important as
literacy and numeracy skills; it is foundational for successful learning and wellbeing.
Perhaps this is why interest in bringing mindfulness practice into educational
settings has grown so rapidly in the last decade. Universities and K–12 schools
across the globe are finding ways to incorporate mindfulness programs and practices into their regular schedules. The Ontario Institute for Studies in Education
at the University of Toronto, where I am a teacher educator in the Department
of Curriculum Teaching and Learning, has recently introduced opportunities for
mindfulness education and practice to our entire community, in order to support
mental health and well-being. Schools are responding because there is a mounting depth and breadth of scientific research being published on its benefits.
I have written this book for those of you in the educational field who are interested in deepening your understanding about mindfulness and its role in the
classroom. It will help you incorporate simple and effective mindfulness lessons
and activities that can help students cultivate the skills they need to support selfregulation, emotional well-being, and learning. Perhaps you will find, as so many
of us have, that mindfulness practices encourage children to more mindfully and
heartfully respond to their inner and outer experiences of the world and to the
experiences of others. Through brief daily activities, students can learn to meet
each moment of their school day (and beyond) with greater awareness, attention,
and resilience. This ultimately helps prepare them for learning and for life.
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This book will help you build mindfulness skills in the classroom through simple,
creative, ready-to-use lessons. Step-by-step lessons can be easily and immediately integrated into your school day and adapted for diverse classrooms. Scripts
accompany many of the lessons; they are offered only as suggested guides. They
should be modified to fit your particular needs and the diverse needs of your students. Most importantly, they should reflect a depth of understanding that comes
from your own practice.
This book is not meant to be used as a prescribed curriculum or program. If
you are experienced in bringing mindfulness practices to your students, you may
choose to use this book as a way to enhance your already-existing program. In
this case you might find it most helpful to jump around through the chapters to
sample some of the skill-building exercises that might be new to you and your
students, and that apply to your particular setting.
If you are embarking on bringing mindfulness into your classroom for the
first time, Chapters 1 to 3 can be used as a somewhat chronological overview.
These chapters offer the building blocks for introducing, teaching, and leading
mindfulness in your classroom. Once you have laid the foundation for mindfulness, you will find many lessons to choose from in the remaining chapters of the
book. Please consider what resonates with you and applies to your setting and
your students.
In Chapters 2 though 8, you will find lessons that include step-by-step instructions and guiding scripts. You will find practical reproducible templates and
activity sheets, as well as illustrative photos and text written by practicing teachers to share their experiences of implementing particular mindfulness practices
into their school day.
Chapter 1: Why Mindfulness Matters in the Classroom explores what mindfulness is, presents common myths, and explains the science behind how mindfulness helps support emotion, behavior, and attention regulation.
Chapter 2: Getting Started provides suggestions for how to prepare yourself
and your learning environment for mindfulness practice. It includes sample letters to parents and two starter lessons for introducing mindfulness to students.
These lessons help set the stage for mindful breathing (Chapter 3) and the
remaining activities and practices throughout the book.
Chapter 3: Mindful Breathing introduces a core mindfulness practice that is
foundational to all mindfulness practices. It explains what mindful breathing is
and the rationale for students practicing it. It includes various lessons for introducing activities to help your students become aware of and learn about their
breath. The remaining activities give you an opportunity to guide your students
through various fun and engaging mindful breathing exercises.
Chapter 4: Mindfulness and the Five Senses includes various lessons to help
students use their senses (smell, hearing, touch, taste, and sight) as anchors for
mindfulness practice.
Chapter 5: Mindfulness of Emotions introduces mindfulness and the ABCs
of the brain, and various lessons and activities to help students learn how to recognize, name, and manage their emotions.
Chapter 6: Mindful Movement includes mindful movement games and activities, including yoga, to help students bring awareness to the connection between
their bodies and their minds.

8

Chapter 7: Guided Mindfulness includes several guided mindfulness and
guided imagery activities to give students opportunities to use their imaginations
and awareness to practice focusing their attention and being in the moment.
Chapter 8: Mindfulness and the Peace Corner includes suggestions and ideas
for how to introduce, set up, and manage a Peace Corner to give students opportunities to engage in practicing self-regulation and self-care.
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May the lessons within this book help you foster mindfulness for yourself and for
your students in the classroom and beyond.
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Why Mindfulness Matters in the Classroom

What Is Mindfulness?
“We are what we repeatedly do.”

Mindfulness is both a way of being in the world and a practice. As a way of
being, mindfulness is the quality of presence we bring to everything we do. It
describes our innate capacity to pay full and conscious attention to something in
the moment. It is the awareness that emerges from paying attention on purpose,
in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of our experience
(Kabat-Zinn, 2013).
Each of us naturally experiences states of mindfulness. Think of being in
nature and hiking to the peak of a beautiful mountain. When you are completely
attentive to where you are and what you are experiencing as you make your way
to the summit, you are in a state of mindfulness. You may feel the rise and fall
of the path beneath your feet or notice the majesty of the trees, the curve of a
stream, or the calls of wildlife as you climb. This present awareness is an experience of mindfulness. You are not experiencing mindfulness if you are in the
midst of hiking and your mind is elsewhere. The elsewhere is often described as
“mindlessness” or “being on autopilot.” This is when our bodies are in one place
but our thoughts are somewhere else. Many of us have had the experience of
driving in a car to get from one place to another and having had very little or no
awareness or recollection of what we passed along the way. Our bodies were in
the car getting us from point A to point B, but our minds, for the most part, were
elsewhere. While we were focused enough on our driving and the environment
around us to get to our destinations safely, our attention was being distracted by
the endless stream of thoughts in our head.
A recent Harvard study showed that our minds wander 47% of the time (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010). This means we are spending almost half of our
waking hours thinking and worrying about something other than what we are
actually doing. Our brains are in a default mode of mind wandering and are, in
essence, being perpetually hijacked.
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— Aristotle
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Our brains are fantastic time-travel
machines. We spend a lot of time
thinking about the past and plenty
of time thinking and worrying
about the future. In other words,
we spend a lot of time thinking
about what is not happening in the
moment.
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“I am an old man and have known
a great many troubles, but most of
them never happened.”
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It is important to be gentle and
kind to a wandering mind during
mindfulness practice.
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— attributed to Mark Twain

While mindfulness is an innate capacity we all naturally possess, it is also more
readily available to us when we practice on a daily basis. In this sense, it is helpful
to think of mindfulness as a skill that can be cultivated and strengthened over
time through various formal and informal exercises. We recognize the importance of exercising our bodies to help keep them healthy, resilient, and strong.
In the same way, our minds require attention and exercise to keep them healthy,
resilient, and strong. Think of mindfulness as mental strength training for your
students’ brains. Like a workout for their bodies, it takes regular practice and
some discipline.
Here is how the practice of mindfulness works. Mindfulness practice is often
defined as the intentional focusing of our awareness on our thoughts, our feelings, our body sensations, and the surrounding environment without judging
them. It typically involves directing attention to a specific focus, often called an
anchor, such as the breath. I invite you to experiment with this for a moment.
Shift your attention away from reading this book to focus solely on your breathing. Close your eyes and just notice your in-breath and your out-breath for one
minute. Then come back to reading where you left off.
Chances are, within a very short period of time, your mind was drawn away to
thoughts, sounds, or physical sensations. Actually, this is the nature of our minds;
it is typical and expected. Despite this, people most often give up on mindfulness
practice because they think they are doing it wrong when their minds wander
repeatedly. In fact, it is when you realize your mind has wandered and you bring
your attention back to your breath that you are experiencing, practicing, and
strengthening mindfulness. It is the repeated redirection of the mind back to
focusing on the anchor that breaks the conditioned response of distraction. It
also strengthens the part of the brain that controls self-regulation and promotes
greater resilience and a variety of positive mental and physical outcomes.

Common Myths about Mindfulness

Br

As mindfulness increases in popularity, misconceptions, myths, and confusions
abound. Here are a few things to consider:
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• Myth: Mindfulness practice is a religion. While mindfulness has its roots in
many cultures, philosophies, religions, and psychologies, it is a universal
practice that is now most widely considered secular or mainstream.
Secular mindfulness exercises were brought to the mainstream, in part,
through the work of Jon Kabat-Zinn. The mindfulness exercises, lessons,
and practices introduced in this book are not connected, in any way, to
religious or spiritual practice. They are life-skill practices designed to help
students develop habits of mind central to learning, resilience, and wellbeing.
• Myth: Mindfulness is about clearing the mind. In fact, it is quite the
opposite. In mindfulness practices, we give our students’ minds something
to focus on. Thoughts will actually come and go, and this is part of the
practice. Mindfulness is about becoming a witness to those thoughts
without being drawn into them. It is not about making thoughts stop. It is
about simply noticing them.
• Myth: Mindfulness requires a lot of time. Daily practice is important, but
it does not take a lot of time from the school day. When you engage your
students in as little as 10 minutes a day of regular practice, you are giving
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