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ABSTRACT
Mindfulness is a form of focused attention on the present moment. Kabat-Zinn (2003)
defined mindfulness as, “the awareness that
emerges through paying attention on purpose, in
the present moment, and nonjudgmentally to
the unfolding of experience moment by moment” (p. 145). There is promising evidence suggesting that mindfulness can be used as a valid
practice or tool in education to promote an assortment of desired cognitive, social, and emotional outcomes for youth (Zoogman, Goldberg,
Hoyt, & Miller, 2015). This type of learning modality can also help educators demonstrate student-learning outcomes associated with some of
the health and physical education national
standards (National Health Education Standards,
2016; Society of Health and Physical Educators,
2014). The purpose of this paper is to provide
health and physical educators with a foundation
in mindfulness theory, concepts, activities, and
related resources. Interested readers should be
able to pursue these concepts and ideas further
by designing their own curriculum to use within
the classroom.
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Mindfulness, a type of contemplative practice, is defined
as being aware of current experience and fully present in any day
-to-day moment, without any judgment on whether current
thoughts or feelings are good or bad (Bishop et al., 2004). As
Kabat-Zinn (1994) noted, mindfulness is purposively “paying
attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment,
nonjudgmentally” (p. 4). Mindfulness techniques offer great potential in helping an individual: increase focus/attention, regulate
emotional events, develop deeper capacity for compassion, and
reduce the amount of stress in their lives (Barbezat & Bush,
2014). There continues to be evidence that anxiety, depression,
and stress are serious problems facing students (Dyrbye, Thomas,
& Shanafelt, 2006). Mindfulness holds tremendous promise as a
valid and useful tool in helping reduce undesirable social and
emotional behavior within the teaching-learning paradigm of education. The purpose of the article is to provide health and physical educators with the theoretical and empirically-based underpinnings of mindfulness, as well as introducing strategies and activities that can be used to help students be more ‘aware of’ and
‘present with’ their learning. The activities and resources found in
this article should be thought of as tools that novice-toexperienced teachers can use to design and implement mindfulness practices within their own classrooms. This manuscript is
broken into three sections. Section one (Framing Mindfulness)
provides an overview of some of the salient literature and supporting evidence surrounding mindfulness, including K-12 empirical outcomes from using these practices in the school environment. Section two (The ABC’s of Mindfulness) covers the conceptual and theoretical underpinnings of mindfulness; discussed
here are three of the more prominent pillars that frame these
practices. Section three (Mindfulness Activities) entails the pragmatic lesson ideas and resources that teachers can use to start
developing their own mindfulness curriculum.
Framing Mindfulness
Put simply, mindfulness is moment-to-moment awareness without judgment (Kabat-Zinn, 2003). “Mindfulness opens
the mind and gives space for new understanding…” (Barbezat &
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& Bush, 2014, p. 98). Practices associated with mindfulness can be designed to promote and cultivate
greater ability for knowledge construction and help individuals to focus more attentively on the present
here and now (Zoogman, Goldberg,
Hoyt, & Miller, 2015). There is great
potential for, and sound empirical
evidence supporting the use of mindfulness in helping individuals decrease anxiety and improve mood
(Hoffman, Sawyer, Witt, & Oh, 2010),
reduce stress and rumination (Keng,
Smoski, & Robins, 2011), and increase self-compassion while forming
stronger interpersonal relationships
(Barnes, Brown, Krusemark, Campbell, & Rogge, 2007; Birnie, Speca, &
Carlson, 2010). The outcomes associated with practicing this form of
meditation are becoming more widely acknowledged and accepted as an
integral aspect of healthy living
(Meiklejohn et al., 2012; Moore &
Malinowski, 2009). Based upon this
growing body of literature it seems
plausible that using mindfulness
techniques can be a relatively simple,
yet effective means for maintaining
physical and emotional health.

increase attention and focus (Bogels,
Hoogstad, van Dun, de Schutter, &
Restifo, 2008; Weijer-Bergsma, Frmsma, de Bruin, & Bogels, 2012). Zoogman et al. (2015) provided a metaanalysis of mindfulness interventions
with youth participants. Findings
from this twenty-article analysis
pointed out that mindfulness was
indeed a helpful intervention strategy for a variety of social, emotional,
and academic measures. Other researchers contend that mindfulness
training within K-12 has been shown
to improve/strengthen an assortment of critical intrapersonal and
interpersonal relationship skills, such
as memory, attention, social skills,
emotional regulation, and selfesteem (Meiklejohn et al., 2012).
With the aforementioned comments
in mind it is becoming increasing apparent that mindfulness techniques
should be considered within the K-12
curriculum.

tice of mindfulness, and in ultimately
reaching desired health and wellness
outcomes for teachers and students.
The ABC’s of Mindfulness

An argument can be made
that the building blocks or essential
cornerstones of mindfulness are
attention, balance, and compassion
(i.e., the ABC’s of mindfulness).
Attention refers to having a ‘gentle
focus’ and being keenly aware of the
present moment. Focusing attention
and being mindful sounds simple;
however, the reality of being consciously aware of the present moment for any given amount of time
can be quite difficult. To stay focused
on the present moment without the
mind ‘wandering’ to something that
has happened in the past or something that is planned for the future
can be a difficult task. Go ahead and
give it a try. Close your eyes and see
how long you can focus on, for example, your breath coming in and out of
Mindfulness aligns very well
your body. Before long your mind will
with designed K-12 national standnaturally start to wander to one
ards. The learning outcomes associatthought and then another. This
ed with mindfulness directly align
‘habitual chatter’ is what one ‘quiets
with National Health Education
down’ when practicing the art of
Standards 5 and 7: promoting healthy
mindfulness. Increasing one’s ability
In recent years there has
decision making and health enhancto stay focused and attentive can
been a resounding surge in the popu- ing behavior (National Health Educahelp reduce the ‘habitual chatter’
larity of mindfulness and the various tion Standards, 2016). There is also
that can be a distraction in the learneffects these practices have on adults tremendous potential for using minding process.
(de Vibe, Bjørndal, Tipton, Hammer- fulness practices within physical eduA critical skill for students to
strøm, & Kowalski, 2012). However, cation to help teachers demonstrate
develop
in order to stay on task and
advocates and researchers note that student-learning outcomes that are
mindfulness is not solely intended for associated with the Society of Health solve problems is consistent concentration and focus. Mindfulness can
adults (Zoogman et al., 2015). Within and Physical Educators National
K-12 education there is a growing
Standard 4: responsible personal and hone and refine attention (Jha,
body of literature depicting the posocial behavior (Society of Health and Krompinger, & Baime, 2007). There
tential benefit and practical applica- Physical Educators, 2014). Central to are numerous studies that have used
tion of including mindfulness practic- mindfulness in education is the idea mindfulness interventions to increase
es as part of the school curriculum
that students can learn more readily focus and attention (Chiesa & Serretti, 2009; Sedlmeier et al., 2012). In
(Flook et al., 2008; Napoli, Krech, &
if they can remain focused, calm,
Holley, 2005; Rosaen & Benn, 2006; open-minded, and perceive their en- one such study, MacLean et al.
Wall, 2005). Using mindfulness train- vironment to be free from stressors. (2010) discovered that mindfulness
ing for adolescents has been shown The next section will cover three ten- training can actually improve the effito decrease behavior problems and
ets that play a large role in the prac- ciency in which the brain operates in
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order to ‘free up extra space’ for increased attention. Cultivating greater attention is one element toward
improved academic success.
Another outcome that mindfulness can achieve in an effort to
help foster conducive learning environments for teachers and students
is emotional stability, also known as
equanimity. Equanimity can be
thought of as having ‘mental calmness’ or a feeling of complete composure, especially in situations that
might cause stress. Desbordes et al.
(2015) defined equanimity as “an
even-minded mental state or dispositional tendency toward all experiences or objects, regardless of their
origin or their affective valence
(pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral)” (p.
1). Emotional regulation is at the
heart of balance within mindfulness.
With emotional regulation one is
consciously aware of his or her own
affect and can react to situations of
stress/demand in ways that are socially acceptable. These individuals
have conscious control over their
emotions (i.e., emotional and mindful
balance). Thus, emotional balance or
equanimity can be considered an
emotion regulation strategy that can
impact how, and to what degree an
individual responds to a perceived
emotional stressor (Desbordes et al.,
2015).

question correctly in front of the rest
of the class or doing poorly on an
exam), become socially fearful (e.g.,
working in a group, participating in
teambuilding activities, or using an
assortment of interpersonal skills
while on a team), or any situation in
which they need to regulate their
emotions because of a perceived,
external stressor. The ability to prevent oneself from being overwhelmed by circumstances that arise
in the classroom can be a tremendously useful tool for students to develop. Not only is having the ability to
regulate personal emotions important, being able to show care,
concern, and compassion toward
others is another cornerstone in establishing a healthy learning environment.

The third piece of the mindfulness picture is compassion. Compassion has three components: cognitive (“I understand what you’re going through”), affective (“I feel your
pain”), and motivational (“I want to
help you”). Gratitude, empathy, loving-kindness, self-esteem, and social
connection are all important intrapersonal and interpersonal relationship skills associated with compassion and supported within a
mindfulness framework (Barbezat &
Bush, 2014). With the rise of bullying,
teasing, and other forms of social
harassment in schools it becomes
There is empirical evidence
paramount that teachers create a
suggesting that mindfulness can alter
learning environment that fosters
the brain in ways that help individusupportive and nurturing interactions
als improve their emotional balance
for all members of the classroom
(Goldin & Gross, 2010). Some studies
(O’Connor & Graber, 2014). There
show that mindfulness practices can
has been promising research associhelp individuals complete tasks with
ating mindfulness training with highequanimity even in emotionally
er instances of compassion (Birnie,
stressful situations (Ortner, Kilner, &
Speca, & Carlson, 2010). In one ranZelazo, 2007). Emotional balance
domized control study Neff and Gerwithin the classroom is especially
mer (2013) demonstrated significant
important when students are faced
self-compassion and well-being outwith situations that might cause
comes as a result from an 8-week
them to panic (e.g., not answering a

15

mindfulness program. Shapiro,
Brown, and Biegel (2007) maintained
that mindfulness practices helped
participant’s lower stress while at the
same time increased their capacity
for self-compassion, both of which
may be helpful as a preventative
measure to thwart off depression
(Nolen-Hoeksema, Morrow, &
Fredrickson, 1993). Carson, Carson,
Gil, and Baucom (2004) used a mindfulness intervention in their randomized controlled study and found improved interpersonal relationship
benefits (e.g., high relatedness, closeness, and acceptance of one another)
from establishing the contemplative
practices. There appears to be a clear
and ever-growing body of evidence
illustrating the link of mindfulness to
heighted levels of compassion, a behavioral trait that would be welcomed in any educational environment.
The work of Noddings (1992)
that positioned care as an essential
feature of the classroom also is a reminder of the importance for teachers to create a classroom community
where acts of compassion are not
only felt but, actively and purposively
enacted by students. Through her
extensive writing on an ethic of care,
Noddings has championed the need
for all educators to establish ways to
infuse care into the classroom:
whether it is through listening attentively to students, supporting student
needs, modeling empathy around
students, and/or identifying ways to
demonstrate that students are
meeting intended learning outcomes.
By establishing care as a form of
compassion, a teacher can build
strong, appropriate teacher-student
relationships that enhance the classroom community (Frank, 2013; Noddings, 1992). Developing the capacity
for compassion allows for the development of a classroom where stu-
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dents can nurture psychological wellbeing among themselves. Mindfulness practices hold the potential to
promote exactly that, the possibility
for loving-kindness (i.e., care, concern, and tenderness) among students to exist.
Attention, balance, and compassion (i.e., The ABC’s of mindfulness) are some of the more salient
features/outcomes associated with
the practice of mindfulness. These
three building blocks or cornerstones
are desired traits to develop, especially for students who are growing,
making mistakes, and learning their
place within a larger society. While
mindfulness has been shown to cultivate these elements of intrapersonal
and interpersonal development, it
also holds potential in allowing students the opportunity to explore
their own personal meaning and value system. Barbezat and Bush (2014)
eloquently pointed this out by
stating, “meditation and introspection provide effective means for students to become aware of their emotions and reactions while at the same
time helping them clarify what is personally most important” (p. 17). In
supporting students’ evaluation and
examination of personal and moral
values one might contend that mindfulness becomes spiritual or even
religious in nature. One important
caveat to note here is that, although
mindfulness practices were originally
developed as part of a religious tradition, teachers should not fear using
such practices in the classroom, as
they can be taught and utilized as
purely secular activities designed to
create space for enhanced learning
opportunities.

rooms to help students develop the
benefits associated with mindfulness.
The intent of this section is to provide content/lesson ideas for teachers to utilize in developing their own
mindfulness curriculum. Though important and briefly covered at times,
the pedagogy surrounding the implementation of these activities does
not fall within the scope of this paper. However, the content/lesson
ideas summarized should be considered a starting point for K-12 and
university instructors to design their
own mindfulness lessons or curriculum. This section is divided into two
categories: focused-attention activities that require stillness (calm and
stationary positions) and focusedattention activities that require
movement (mindful walking). It
should be noted that these activities
only represent a small ‘sampling’ of
the totality of mindfulness practices
from which teachers could choose to
use within their own classrooms.

Stillness: Calm and stationary
positions. Three different types of
mindfulness practices will be covered
under the category of calm and stationary positions: contemplative
breathing, body scan, and harnessing
the four elements. Contemplative
breathing (adapted from Barbezat &
Bush, 2014) is a useful introductory
activity to help students start practicing the act of mindfulness. This activity it great to use at the start or end of
a lesson to help students focus on a
desired concept, topic or learning
outcome that was or will be covered
during the lesson. The following narrative in italics lists instructions to
have students perform: Sit comfortably in a position that allows you to be
both relaxed yet alert at the same
Mindfulness Activities
time. Now, gently close your eyes,
Provided here are sample
leave them half-open, or gaze, unfoactivities that can be implemented in cused at an object in the room. Take
health and physical education class- two-to-three slow, relaxed breaths.
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Now, focus and place attention on
your breathing. This can be the air
going into and out of your nose or
even your chest or belly expanding
and contracting. If at any time, you
are distracted by a noise, thought, or
feeling; acknowledge it, experience it,
and then gently let this go and focus
back on your breathing. Your mind
will find it nearly impossible to stay
focused on your breathing for even a
short time – that’s perfectly okay!
The key is to realize that your mind
wandered off and return back to focusing attention on your breathing.
After 1-2 minutes, ask students to
move their focus from their breath to
a question, topic, or lesson focus and
repeat the same process. For example, have students focus on what
they believe they were able to accomplish from the day’s lesson. Now,
focus on what you thought you
learned today or were able to accomplish successfully. When an answer
comes up, acknowledge it, then go
ahead and drop it. Drop the answer
and continue to think deeper about
what your accomplishments were.
Try to come to a final answer in a
short phrase or a few sentences. If
your mind starts to wander no problem, no big deal, acknowledge you
have wandered off topic and return
to thinking about what you learned
today. After 1-3 minutes have students take 2-3 short, slow breaths
and open their eyes. At this point the
teacher can conduct a pair/share discussion, ask volunteers to share with
the entire class, or move on to the
next part of the lesson.
Body scan (adapted from
Barbezat & Bush, 2014) is an activity
that can help students become more
attuned to several parts of their
body. This practice is also an excellent tool to help students identify
and release physiological stress. The
body scan can be thought of as an
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extension to contemplative breathing
in that the teacher helps students to
move focus from one part of the
body to the next. As with the contemplative breathing have students
find a relaxed yet alert position with
eyes closed, and focus on breathing
for about a minute (i.e., the same
steps as contemplative breathing).
Remember to remind the students
that it is perfectly okay for the mind
to start to drift or go off to another
thought; the key is to acknowledge it
and then gently return back to the
focus on the breath. Now, move your
attention to the top of your head,
ears, and the back of your head. Notice any sensations, or lack thereof in
this region of your body. For each
body part or region, have students
maintain focus for 30-seconds up to 2
-minutes, depending on time and
preference. Move your attention to
your face, forehead, eyes, nose, and
lips. Now, let’s go ahead and focus on
the neck and shoulders, as these areas tend to hold a lot of tension and
stress. After a few minutes (and focus
on a few body parts) remind students: If at any time, you are distracted by a noise, thought, or feeling,
acknowledge it, experience it, and
then gently let this go and focus back
on your breathing. Your mind will find
it nearly impossible to stay focused
on your breathing for even a short
time – that’s perfectly okay! The key
is to realize that your mind wandered
off and return back to focusing attention on your breathing. Depending on
allotted time, a teacher can have students focus on a wide variety of body
parts such as, the back, stomach,
arms, legs, internal organs, and even
the whole body at once.

reduce stress and anxiety. This lesson
idea requires knowing the four elements of western culture: earth, air,
fire, and water. Have students sitting
in a comfortable position with their
eyes closed, or unfocused staring at
an object in the room. Start with the
element of earth. Ladies and gentlemen go ahead and focus your attention on your feet touching the
ground. The ground represents earth,
a solid presence that will give you
strength and stability. Focus on your
strength and stability as you feel the
earth beneath you. For each element,
allow students 1-3 minutes of focused attention before moving on to
the next one. Next comes the element of air. Now focus your attention
to your breathing. Feel the air going
in and out through your nose. The air
holds the potential to be a powerful
force. Air represents the independence and power of the mind, and
with each breath you are consciously
blowing away your stress, anxiety,
and fears. Let us turn our attention to
water. Take a moment and swallow.
The act of swallowing represents water moving, wandering, and meandering down a path. Water represents your ability to reflect and think
deeply about yourself, who you are
and what your goals are in life. Finally, let us focus our attention on fire,
deep within the core of our body. This
element represents our confidence in
rising above our challenges in life.
Each element brings focus to important elements in our own life:
earth for stability and strength, air
for independence and power of mind,
water for its reflective abilities, and
fire for building within us confidence
to overcome challenges. Take 1-3
minutes and have students focus on
Harnessing the four elements
all of these elements. Ask yourself
(adapted from Willard, 2014) is an
how you personally feel connected to
activity that can help individuals
each element, and whether you need
practice focused attention, while remore practice with any of these qualimaining calm and relaxed in order to
ties. After 1-3 minutes have students
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take 2-3 short, slow breaths and
open their eyes. At this point the
teacher can conduct a pair/share discussion, ask volunteers to share to
the entire class, or move on to the
next part of the lesson.
Contemplative breathing,
body scan, and harnessing the four
elements are three simple ideas for
teachers to use to incorporate mindfulness within the classroom. Two
great resources for designing activities/lessons for the classroom are:
Mindfulness for Teen Anxiety
(Willard, 2014) and The Mindful Teen
(Vo, 2015). Both texts offer an assortment of pragmatic lesson ideas that
can be easily modified/implemented
in any school environment.
Movement: Mindful walking.
Movement can also be used to focus
students’ attention. Although mindful walking will be the focus in this
section, it should be noted that there
are several physical activities in
which mindfulness can be incorporated within health or physical education classes. Aikido, tai chi, yoga,
and even surfing are physical movement forms that align with mindfulness practice that will not be covered
within the scope of this paper; however, these movement forms hold
tremendous potential for helping
students further develop beneficial
social and emotional outcomes.
Walking meditation “brings close
attention to the ordinary action of
walking…” (Barbezat & Bush, 2014, p.
161). The importance of mindful
walking is to bring acute focus to the
muscles of the body, the movement
of the legs and feet, the arms swaying, the balance that occurs with
each step. Mindful walking deemphasizes speed or competition in
moving from one location to another;
instead, the individual practices becoming fully aware of his or her body,
and what they are doing moment-to-

Winter 2017 Volume 3 Number 3

moment (Barbezat & Bush, 2014).
There are various forms of contemplative walking (see Live and Dare,
2016 for a list); with all the forms of
walking meditation there are a few
tips for teachers to consider. Slower,
longer sessions tend to work best;
however, 10—15 minutes is a good
allotted time to start with for beginners. Before starting tell students to
keep their eyes open, stand with
their feet shoulder-width apart, and
balance weight evenly on both feet.
Have students take a couple of slow,
deep breaths so that they can feel
relaxed yet alert. Remind students, if
at any time, you are distracted by a
noise, thought, or feeling,
acknowledge it, experience it, and
then gently let this go and focus back
on your breathing. Your mind will find
it nearly impossible to stay focused
on your breathing for even a short
time – that’s perfectly okay! The key
is to realize that your mind wandered
off and return back to focusing attention on the technique being practiced.
The two techniques of contemplative
walking that will be mentioned in this
section are: Thich Nhat Hanh and Zen
(a.k.a. kinhin) walking, because they
are arguably two of the easier forms
to pick up. With Thich Nhat Hanh
walking (adapted from Live and Dare,
2016), mention to students that this
form of walking uses affirmations to
produce positive emotional balance
(i.e., greater equanimity). Students
will walk slowly, focusing on their
breathing, and bringing attention to
the present moment. They will silently repeat the following phrases (in
italics) as they focus on their breathing: breathing in I have arrived;
breathing out I am home. Breathing
in I am here; breathing out I am present. Breathing in I am solid; Breathing out I am free. The key is to provide students with an opportunity to
choose to be in the present moment,
instead of having them dwell on the
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past (e.g., the latest gossip they
heard at lunch) or what they plan to
do in the future (e.g., going to a
friend’s house after school).

setting is to have students who come
away with a better understanding of
self, as well as targeted learning outcomes. Table 1 lists over twenty
different resources (including apps,
Zen walking or kinhin
articles, books, videos, and websites)
(adapted from Live and Dare, 2016)
for educators interested in learning
occurs in a clockwise motion around
more about mindfulness. These rea room or outside area. Teachers can
sources offer a variety of techniques,
start with providing students with the
tips, lessons, web links, and researchaforementioned tips (listed above)
based literature to expand anyone’s
for mindful walking. Then, have stumindfulness repertoire (See Table 1,
dents position their eyes about four
p.21).
to six feet in front on the ground.
Remind students about safety and
Incorporating mindfulness
being aware not to bump into anoth- practices as part of a health and
er student. Students will take one
physical education curriculum holds
small step (~1-2 feet) for each breath tremendous promise for students.
(inhalation and exhalation). The focus The purpose of mindfulness is to help
will remain with syncing the breath
individuals become more aware of
with the step in unison. If the teacher the present here-and-now, nonjudgwould like to modify this technique
mentally, and with loving-kindness
they can have students switch from that can permeate to others. Mindthe focused-attention of the breath/ fulness has been linked to an assortstep to open-awareness, where the
ment of social and emotional learnfocus shifts to experiencing all asing benefits such as lower levels of
pects of walking (e.g., movement of anxiety and stress, better emotional
each muscle, parts of the body, feet regulation and equanimity, higher
touching and leaving the ground,
focus and attention, and increases in
mental thoughts, emotional feelings, overall production on learning tasks.
awareness of outside sensations such Whether mindfulness is used as a
as the wind or noise coming from the short brain-break activity for a couple
environment). In essence this modifi- of minutes in class or as a series of
cation aligns with mindfulness walk- lessons within the larger scope of an
ing (Live and Dare, 2016), where be- entire unit, the evidence supporting
ing open and aware of the totality of its use and benefits seems promising
the walking experience is the main
enough for teachers to take notice
goal rather than the focusedand embrace it.
attention of the breath and step.

Resources and Concluding Remarks
There are an assortment of
mindfulness tools/methods that
teachers can use to help students
cultivate deeper awareness, concentration, and insight (Barbezat & Bush,
2014). These tools/methods hold
great potential in helping create environments that are conducive to
learning. The goal of using mindfulness activities in the classroom
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Zoogman, S., Goldberg, S. B., Hoyt, W. T., & Miller, L. (2015). Mindfulness interventions with youth: A meta analysis. Mindfulness, 6(2), 290-302. doi:10.1007/s12671-013-0260-4
Videos
Jon Kabat-Zinn on Mindfulness (60-Minutes) at http://www.cbsnews.com/news/mindfulness-anderson-cooper-60minutes/
9 Mindfulness videos at http://mrsmindfulness.com/9-mindfulness-videos/
UCLA Mindful Awareness Research Center videos at http://marc.ucla.edu/body.cfm?id=100
Websites
www.mindfulschools.org
www.liveanddare.com/types-of-meditation
www.valleymindfulness.com
www.beginnerstaichi.com
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