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 Mindfulness 
Matters

PART I

“Begin at the beginning,” the King said, very gravely, “and go 

on till you come to the end: then stop.”

—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

Pay Attention

“Th ere was another school shooting today,” my friend told me.

I already knew (Montgomery, Mele, & Fernandez, 2017), but I 

let her talk. My friend, a teacher, knew better than all of us what this 

meant. Fear. Questions. More students would be absent from her class 

tomorrow. Parent phone calls. E-mails. So many e-mails. Tears. 

“What can I do?” she asked. We all ask. 

In this book, you will fi nd an answer, a response that is proactive 

and practical—a response that, if adopted by a critical mass, might 

facilitate change. 

If attempted, we might be able to teach teachers, students, and 

ourselves how to be better humans, how to get along, how to ask for © H
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Mindfulness in the Classroom

what we need, and how to respond to the needs of others. Th ese lessons 

will teach us how to be better—delicately, appropriately, and in a way 

that ultimately elevates our humanity. If you are a classroom teacher, 

administrator, professor, school leader, teacher trainer, parent, student, 

or anyone who cares about schools and has a stake in the future of our 

world, this book is for you. 

What I am suggesting in the following pages isn’t rocket science, 

although there is science behind my methods. What I am suggesting is 

mindfulness, the conscious act of paying attention for a particular pur-

pose. Mindfulness guru Jon Kabat-Zinn used the following operational 

defi nition of mindfulness: “the awareness that arises through paying 

attention, on purpose, in the present moment, non-judgmentally” 

(Foundation for a Mindful Society, 2017, para. 2). 

Imagine a world where people are paying attention—to each other, 

to needs and hurts, to strengths, and to triumphs. Imagine a world 

where paying attention leads to appropriate responses: love, compas-

sion, collaboration, celebration. Imagine a world where we pay atten-

tion so closely that we no longer ignore our hurting neighbor. Imagine 

a world where individuals possess tools that enable them to commu-

nicate and collaborate for the good of their communities. Imagine a 

classroom like this. What learning could take place if teachers and 

students were paying attention?

Mindfulness is paying attention. If you, like my teacher friend, 

have been paying attention, you have noticed that we must do some-

thing. I believe that implementing a mindfulness protocol into our 

schools could be a preventative action that will make people more 

selfl ess, more socially aware, more compassionate, and better human 

beings in general. It could be an avenue to support teachers as they 

teach, learners as they learn, and society as it evolves toward love, pos-

sibly preventing the kinds of devastating tragedies that have plagued 

our nation’s schools and classrooms.

I believe that mindfulness is more than a buzzword in our system. 

I believe that it is a way to teach the social and emotional compe-

tence that students need to be successful in school and in life. I believe 

that the link between mindfulness and social and emotional learning © H
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Mindfulness Matters

(SEL) has yet to be fully explored or utilized in our schools and is an 

untapped resource for student and teacher success. 

Using mindfulness to promote both social and emotional com-

petence isn’t a revolutionary concept. Initial fi ndings indicate that 

a mindfulness approach to SEL works and that teachers hold the 

key (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 

[CASEL], 2018a; Cullen, 2011; Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Schonert-Reichl, 

2017; Sherretz, 2011; Tobin, 2018). Th ere is merit to these pioneers’ 

ideas, and this book provides teachers with a framework and the prac-

tical tools they need to practice mindfulness themselves.

Follow me on a journey toward mindful practice in the classroom. 

Let us explore eight principles of mindfulness as they are linked to 

social and emotional learning. Return to the heart of teaching the 

whole child as a human. Start with meeting students’ human needs so 

that they might reach their academic potential as well. Reclaim your 

teaching heart. Return to yourself as a teacher, as a leader, and as a 

human desiring to make the world a better place. 

Human Needs

As you may remember from Psychology 101, there is a hierarchy 

of human needs (McLeod, 2018). At the basic level, after our biolog-

ical needs are met, social and emotional needs are foundational. Only 

after we address the matters of the heart can we achieve higher intel-

lectual and cognitive pursuits. Until we address this social-emotional 

foundation, we will never get to the intellectual expansion that we 

strive for as educators. 

Mindfulness, the art of paying attention with intention, is really a 

pathway to academic success. Before we can teach students algebra, we 

need to help them know that they are worth the time and eff ort that 

it will take to learn. Th ey need to learn that relationships with their 

peers are worth time and eff ort. Let us help them understand that 

working together is as important as the math problem or the reenact-

ment of Shakespeare. Let us instill in them a love for themselves and © H
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Mindfulness in the Classroom

one another. Let us teach them the value of human life. Let us help 

them internalize practices that they need to thrive, regardless of the 

academic lesson they are learning. Let us give them life skills that they 

can carry with them into their future families and careers. 

Our students are worth it, and so are you. I invite you to accom-

pany me on this journey back to the heart of teaching and learning. 

Love will often be at the core of the principles I share with you. When 

we start to understand how to become more socially and emotionally 

aware and competent, we understand that we cannot move forward 

without love for one another. 

Structure of the Book

In this book, we will explore eight principles of mindfulness prac-

tice and how they align with social and emotional learning. We will 

discover how the use of these practices increases student achievement 

in various contexts. For each principle, specifi c classroom strategies 

and activities are available for you to try. 

Th is book is divided into three essential parts. Part I is the intro-

duction, in which I give you a preview of the eight principles and an 

overview of how to use this book. Part II is devoted to discussing the 

eight principles. Each principle, expounded on in its own chapter, is 

grounded in theory and linked to practice. Part III is the conclusion, a 

call to action, and a discussion of implications for practice. My goal is 

to leave you reeling with ideas about how to move forward, share your 

newfound knowledge, and make the world a better place. I believe that 

if we do this work, it will matter. Mindfulness matters. As I write these 

pages, I dream of a better place for my children and yours. Will you 

join me?
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 How to Use 
This Book

Eff orts and courage are not enough without purpose and 

direction.

—John F. Kennedy

Disclaimer: I am not very good at following instructions or direc-

tions. Because I am a big-picture, visionary person, the details and 

step-by-step procedures never seem to interest me. However, when-

ever I attend a training, I count it worthwhile if I walk away with fi ve 

or more practical ideas that I can implement the next day. So, as much 

as I’d rather talk about the theory and overarching concepts, once I buy 

into an idea, I know that I need the details in order to make anything 

happen.

Th e big picture and your purpose for teaching matter. Your pur-

pose for teaching answers the questions, “Why do you teach? Why do 

you want to teach? What are some goals of your teaching practice?” 

We will call this your “why.” Once you know your purpose and goals, 

you must determine how to proceed. In teaching, this includes devel-

oping pedagogical expertise by learning methods and strategies that © H
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will work to help you achieve your purpose. We can call these practices 

the “how” of teaching. I also refer to your collection of teaching meth-

odologies and strategies as your teaching tool kit. Th e tools in your tool 

kit are the raw materials that you use to plan and deliver an eff ective 

lesson. Once you have a purpose and some methods at your disposal, 

you can act. Your fi rst action might be to create a list of steps to follow, 

materials to gather, people to contact, resources to explore, or even 

papers to grade. Th e list dictates what you will do next, the “what.” Th e 

“why,” “how,” and “what” of teaching are essential to being eff ective, 

but the “why” is your source of inspiration and hope. Teachers should 

start with “why” (Sinek, 2009) and revisit their “why” as their teaching 

careers progress. As you get further into the pages of this book, you 

will learn more about the concept of “why” as it relates to mindfulness 

in the classroom.

Before we get to the good stuff , I want to give you a road map and 

some tips for using this book eff ectively. If you are like me and would 

rather just jump in, I give you full permission to use this book in any 

way that makes sense for you. However, I have learned the hard way 

that not everyone out there is a big-picture kind of person. If you are 

one of those detail-oriented, “get it done” kind of folks, the rest of this 

chapter is for you. 

From Principles to Practice

Th e remainder of Part I of this book provides some rationale and 

foundations that you will need to see the big picture of implementing 

mindfulness in your classroom. Part II of this book is divided into 

eight chapters. Each chapter is dedicated to a single mindfulness prin-

ciple that will support social and emotional learning in the classroom. 

Within each chapter, you will read a description of the principle. You 

will also learn about the essential characteristics that make the princi-

ple work. Pay attention to the essentials (see Table 1).

Embedded within each principle is a discussion of how the prin-

ciple may link to larger theories in educational research. Along the © H
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How to Use This Book

TABLE 1
Mindfulness Principles and Th eir Essential Components

Principle Essential Components

1. “I” Work   Be true; be you.
  Know who you are.
  Motivate others and yourself.

2. Creativity   Creativity must be practiced and cultivated.
  Creativity takes time.
  Creativity is inclusive.
  Creativity takes courage.

3. Cultivating 
Connections

  Be humble.
  Be gentle.
  Be patient.
  Practice empathy.
  Practice compassion.
  Be peaceful.
  Promote unity.

4. Writing   All teachers are writing teachers.
  Writing is a process.
  Writing is personal.

5. Breathing and 
Movement

  Conscious breathing is slow.
  Conscious breathing is deep.
  Conscious breathing is rhythmic.
  Move fi rst.
  Move for fl exibility, stability, and strength.

6. Gratitude   Gratitude is simple.
  Gratitude builds health.
  Gratitude brings joy.
  Gratitude improves the strength of relationships.

7. Holding Space   Th e space belongs to students (and you, but mostly 
them).

  Holding space occurs in a positive classroom 
environment.

  Holding space is an art.

8. Commit-to- One   Commitment shows what you believe.
  Commitment shows what you value.
  Commitment opens doors.
  Commitment leads to success.
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way, you will periodically fi nd boxes entitled “Try Th is.” Th ese boxes 

contain practical activities that you can use to apply the principles in 

your real life. Some of the activities are for teachers or other adults 

who teach or train people. Some of the activities are for use with your 

students. Some activities are individual refl ections. Th ere are a variety 

of ideas to try, and I encourage you to jump in. Try one thing at a time 

and refl ect on the outcome. 

At the end of each chapter, you will fi nd a list of discussion ques-

tions and a journal prompt. Th ese questions and writing prompts are 

designed to help you internalize what you have read in a real way. 

Some of the discussion questions are metacognitive refl ections, and 

some are practical ideas to try. 

In the Appendix, you will fi nd outlines for lesson plans that could 

be used in the classroom. Each lesson plan relates to one of the eight 

principles. All of the activities and ideas are adaptable, and you should 

use your experience and expertise to ensure that you are applying ideas 

in age-appropriate, ethical ways. All of the lesson plans are suitable 

for multiple grade levels and age levels when scaff olding is provided. 

Scaff olding includes making the needed modifi cations and adapta-

tions to meet all learning needs, literacy levels, learning styles, etc. Use 

these lesson plan outlines and apply best practices, especially practices 

that you know work in your learning context. If you don’t think that 

a lesson plan will work for your class or grade level, change it or try a 

diff erent one. 

Th e remainder of this chapter is divided into three sections, each 

written for a specifi c audience. Th e fi rst section is for the classroom 

teacher and other adults who work directly with children. Th e second 

section is for individuals who train teachers, primarily adults who work 

with other adults (e.g., teacher educators, university professors, profes-

sional developers, school administrators, instructional facilitators). Th e 

last section is for all readers. 
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How to Use This Book

How to Use This Book: For Teachers

Teachers, spend most of your time with Part II of the book. Read 

about the mindfulness principles and pay close attention to the essen-

tials and the “Try Th is” sections. Try the activities and let me know 

how they go! Incorporate these activities into your lesson planning or 

daily schedule as you see fi t. Th ere are more than 50 activities at your 

disposal. Find the lesson plans in the Appendix. Read and adapt the 

plans to your teaching context. 

Notice that in each chapter, there is a discussion of how the mind-

fulness principle relates to social and emotional learning. Th ere are 

fi ve categories of SEL competencies: self-awareness, self-regulation, 

social awareness, relationship-building skills, and decision-making 

skills (CASEL, 2018c). Any direct connections to one or more of the 

competencies will be made explicit and included in the chapter.

At the end of each chapter is a list of discussion questions as well 

as a journal prompt. Use these when conducting a systematic review of 

this book or a book study. Use these individually or with colleagues in 

your professional learning community to enhance your understanding 

of the text. 

As a teacher, it is important to notice when and how social-

emotional learning might help you, when it might help your students, 

and when it impacts the classroom environment. All three areas of 

application were considered for each principle. All three consider-

ations are essential for wide implementation of SEL in a classroom 

or on a campus (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). For each principle, I sys-

tematically explored several questions, listed in Figure 1. I encourage 

you to use this list of questions to explore and apply each mindfulness 

principle to your practice. 

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n




