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Becoming Mindful

Collaborating to Empower Students and Peacefully Resolve Problems
MICHAEL ROZALSKI, ANGELA STEWART BENJAMIN ANDRUS, AND CHRISTINA INTERLICHIA

the COVID pandemic, and more pressure is placed on

younger students, more students are experiencing high
levels of stress. According to a national survey, “approximately
one in every four to five youth in the U.S. meets the criteria for a
mental disorder.”! Anxiety was found to be the most commonly
occurring mental disorder, with approximately thirty-two per-
cent of adolescents meeting the criteria for the disorder.2 While
not all youth may struggle with mental disorders, every student
faces daily stress both in and out of school.

g s the expectations in schools increase, especially during

Children may utilize unsuccessful coping strategies to handle
stress and challenging situations. Students with disabilities
are reported to experience higher levels of stress than their
peers and may struggle to find effective coping methods.3
It is important to address the various forms of stress young
students may face as it can jeopardize their development

and affect their mental and physical health in adulthood.
Because of the increasing rates of stress and anxiety, most
children will benefit from learning constructive tools to cope.
Mindfulness is the practice of using posture and activities
(e.g., mindful eating) to maintain an acute awareness of our
surrounding environment and bodily sensation, while exam-
ining both or emotions and thoughts. Mindfulness is not a
solution to all the challenges students may face, but it can
provide them with safe and positive strategies to respond to
stress and anxiety.

The implementation of mindfulness practices can be an
opportunity for teachers and librarians to form a collabora-
tive relationship to transform the quality of the classroom or
library experience. The coordination and cooperation of
these two diverse, but complementary, groups of educators
can enhance the classroom environment for students.® In a
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classroom environment, these strate-
gies can empower students to regulate
and monitor their moods and emotional
states. Adopting mindfulness practices
can strengthen the community of a
classroom by improving students’ inter-
personal skills and how they connect
with peers. Research has shown that
implementing mindfulness can improve
relationships, social skills and inter-
actions, and trust and intimacy with
peers.”

Research indicates that mindfulness can
be beneficial to students’ mental and
emotional health.! When mindfulness-
based programs are implemented
in schools, students have reported
increased social-emotional resilience
and decreased school-related stress-
ors.? The coping strategies students gain
from mindfulness practices can help
them to regulate emotions more effec-
tively in response to stress in school.
For instance, mindfulness-based stress
reduction (MBSR) teaches participants
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'€alming Yourself Down

€4, Stop and think.

124 agk yourself;
How does my body feel?

132 Try:

to “decenter” as they learn to experi-
ence their thoughts and emotions with-
out attaching a reaction to them.® As
roughly a third of students may have an
anxiety disorder, introducing mindful-
ness practices may reduce the anxiety
and other symptoms of students strug-
gling with mental disorders. A group of
adolescents who participated in a MBSR
program reported a reduction in symp-
toms of anxiety, depression, and improved sleep quality.!
Similar results were found with elementary schoolchildren.'?

Furthermore, mindfulness training may be especially help-
ful to students with anxiety disorders, ASD, and ADHD by
providing the ability to effectively cope with stressors in the
environment.!* In another study using an MBSR program that
focused on urban youth, the participants were found to expe-
rience less hostility and emotional discomfort,'* highlighting
how mindfulness strategies can provide students with the
tools to reduce stress and handle emotions constructively.

Mindfulness strategies can equip students with skills that
can improve attention and increase cognitive function. After
parents and their children (aged nine to twelve) underwent a
mindfulness-based intervention, the children were found to
have improved attention regulation. Students were found to
employ an attention strategy they had learned of focusing on
the breath to maintain attention on a targeted object, despite
other stimuli present in the environment.!® These results sug-
gest that introducing mindfulness in classrooms of younger
students may help them to focus better and remain on task.
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An example of some of the items and signs a Calm Corner could include.

Additionally, a study in Israeli public schools of students
similar in age found the longer students participated in a
mindfulness-based program, the more effectively they could
apply the strategies. Long-term practicing students reported
increased positive functioning and the ability to “apply
mindfulness-based coping strategies in real-life situations.”'®
The ability to remain focused and to positively function can
help students to be more productive and on-task within the
classroom. Another study found that after introducing mind-
fulness strategies (e.g., body relaxation, following the breath,
and mind awareness) to children, the participants showed an
increase in executive function, such as improved attention
and emotion regulation.”” These results suggest that develop-
ing an awareness of mental states through mindfulness can
help students to cope with stress or other challenging emo-
tions and focus better on tasks.

\What Is Mindfulness?

Mindfulness is the practice of focusing on the present
moment.!® [t is a commitment to channeling both your mental
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and physical being, allowing you to answer two key ques-
tions—What are you feeling in your body? and what emotions
are you experiencing? We attempt to answer those questions
by practicing two actions simultaneously: focused attention
and mindful relaxation. Focused attention is the effort to con-
centrate on the present moment, using breathing as a guide.
Mindful relaxation is a conscious effort to open the mind to
non-judgmental compassion. We often refer to the skills by
the acronym RAIN:

m Recognize your emotion

n Allow the emotion to be present

n [nvestigate the emotion with kindness
m Non-identifying with emotion

Collectively, these practices, influenced by hundreds of years
of Eastern traditions, have physiological,’® mental,?* and emo-
tional benefits.?!

Because of common misunderstandings, it is also beneficial
to know what mindfulness is not—it is not turning off the
brain, escaping from reality by avoiding difficult feelings,
or practicing religion (although some religious practices do
incorporate mindfulness and meditation). In fact, mind-
fulness requires us to examine our feelings and asks us to
focus attention on the relationship between our feelings and
actions. We need to understand

= our red flags or triggers;
= what cognitive/emotional signs accompany stress;
= what our thoughts are while under stress; and

= how we cope.

How Can Mindfulness Practice Benefit Teachers and
Students?

Approximately 80 percent of school-age youth meet the cri-
teria for a severe mental disorder across their lifetime.?
Research shows that highly stressful environments create
deficits in children’s working memory, attention, and inhibi-
tory control skills,?* and mental health issues may also impact
academic functioning.?* Although students encounter many
barriers to emotional regulation and school success, includ-
ing lack of self-control, anxiety, experience of trauma, and
inability to delay gratification, teachers can introduce mind-
fulness to provide effective coping mechanisms. Teachers
who practice focused attention and mindful relaxation have
been shown to improve healthy relationships at school and
home, particularly as it relates to social emotional learning.?

Mindfulness helps to boost resilience and positive coping,
and also addresses common social and emotional learning
goals.

Collaborating to Promote Mindfulness

Creating a peaceful environment has long been a goal for
school librarians.?® Changing the physical space within the
public-school classroom or in common areas in public librar-
ies is one way in which librarians collaborate to promote
a calming environment (e.g., creating a reading rug area).
Teachers can also work with librarians to build a collection of
children’s literature that promotes mindful practices. Times
of mindfulness can also be opportunities for librarians to
enter the classroom and participate in group reading sessions
or co-coordinate engagement in calming activities.

A mindful classroom provides a safe and comfortable envi-
ronment and requires a focused and thoughtful change in
routines. We will outline the general classroom arrangement,
including the Calm Corner and describe daily routines and
procedures for practicing mindfulness.?

The Calm Corner

Although teachers are typically limited by the physical space
and classroom furniture to which they are assigned, a mindful
classroom incorporates some standard adjustments. Teachers
should create a sense of openness by arranging desks in small
working groups, allowing for students to access a variety
of seating options (e.g., comfortable cushions, beanbags,
yoga mats). Adding other features (e.g., lighting that can be
adjusted, lava lamps), background music, and a Calm Corner
are also low-cost ways to create a more peaceful and mindful
space.

A Calm Corner is a safe space in a classroom that allows
students to self-regulate using a variety of tools. The goal is
to provide a physical space in the classroom where students
can physically check in and out, as needed. It is important to
note that the teacher does not send the student to the Calm
Corner; when students are feeling anxious or distracted, they
choose to go to the space. They also decide how long to stay,
after considering the seriousness of the dysregulation they
are experiencing. For example, sand timers can be utilized
to provide students with time boundaries for using the Calm
Corner (i.e., “little problem” uses a five-minute timer, while
a “big problem” uses the larger ten-minute timer) and allow
them to return to the classroom when they are ready to learn.
All Calm Corners should include tactile (e.g., students can
be taught to focus their attention on how a lump of clay feels
when they hold it in their hands), visual and auditory tools,
and be collaboratively created with the students.
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Routines and Procedures

A mindful classroom requires a focused and thoughtful
change in routines and consistent interaction with quality
children’s literature.

Mindful Mornings

As students enter class, greet them by name and with sooth-
ing background music, e.g., nature sounds from the Calm
app or mindfulness videos from GoNoodle (https://www
.gonoodle.com/). Ask them to practice their mindful breath-
ing as they unpack and get settled at their desks. The teacher
uses mindful language, such as “put your mindful body on,”
meaning that students are paying attention to the sensations
inside of their bodies, while being aware of the space around
them.? As part of this routine, the students will use their per-
sonal journals to set an intention for the day, which is a way
to bring the students’ focus to the moment, and identify two
positive self-affirmations.

Morning Meeting with Quality Children’s Literature

After all students have arrived, grab their attention for a morn-
ing meeting. Students sit in a circle so that they can see one
another, perhaps on the classroom’s reading rug. A student
leads the class in a breathing exercise by counting breaths
and modeling the use of the Hoberman ball (a ball connected
by joints that can expand and contract with gentle pressure
that changes the apparent size of the ball). When using the
ball, the student slowly counts aloud and opens the ball as the
class inhales and closes the ball as the class exhales. Prompt
students with questions to create awareness of movements
within a still body, such as “what movements do you notice
in your body when you are trying to be totally still? How does
your body feel after doing the mindful movements?”

Next, the teacher begins by greeting the student to their left
or right with a handshake, high-five, fist bump, pinky shake,
elbow bump, silent eye greeting, or another creative greeting.
Students should look at each other in the eye when greeting
one another around the circle. Next, the teacher reminds stu-
dents of the expectations of mindful listening, authenticity,
and empathy. Use a “talking piece” (i.e., a single object that
indicates which student can contribute to the discussion);
this helps create consistency to have one student speaking
at a time. Everyone else is invited to practice mindful listen-
ing to hear the speaker. The teacher poses a question, such
as “what are you grateful for this morning?” and passes the
talking piece around the circle so that each child may share
their response. Allow students to borrow items from the Calm
Corner as students share emotions, positive affirmations or
personal celebrations, and daily intentions from their jour-
nals. Invite students to identify/discuss problems that we
need to address as a group and select a class goal for the day.?®
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Books with Mindfulness Themes

DiOrio, Rana. What Does It Mean fo Be Present? lllus.
by Eliza Wheeler. SourceBooks, 2010, 32p.

Gates, Mariaom. Good Morning Yoga: A Pose-by-
Pose Wake Up Story. lllus. by Sarah Jane Hinder.
Sounds True, 2016, 36p.

Goldsaito, Katrina. The Sound of Silence. lllus. by
Julia Kuo. Little, Brown Books for Young Readers,
2016, 40p.

Grossman, Laurie and Musumeci’s 5th Grade Class.
Master of Mindfulness. lllus. by the authors. New
Harbinger, 2016, 72p.

Luyken, Corinna. The Book of Mistakes. lllus. by the
author. Dial, 2017, 56p.

MacLean, Kerry Lee. Moody Cow Meditates. lllus. by
the author. Wisdom Publications, 2009, 32p.

Maclean, Kerry Lee. Peaceful Pig Meditation. lllus.
by the author. Albert Whitman, 2016, 32p.

Morelli, Licia. The Lemonade Hurricane: A Story of
Mindfulness and Meditation. lllus. by Jennifer E.
Morris. Tilbury House, 2020, 32p.

Nance, Andrew Jordan. Puppy Mind. lllus. by Jim
Durk. Parallax Press, 2016, 32p.

Rubenstein, Lauren. Visiting Feelings. lllus. by Shelly
Hehenberger. Magination, 2013, 32p.

Russo, Brian. Yoga Bunny. lllus. by the author. Harper-
Collins, 2020, 40p.

Sileo, Frank. A World of Pausabilities: An Exercise in
Mindfulness. lllus. by Jennifer Zivoin. American
Psychological Association, 2017, 32p.

Silver, Gail. Anh’s Anger. lllus. by Christiane Kromer.
Plum Blossom, 2009, 40p.

Silver, Gail. Steps and Stones. lllus. by Christiane
Kromer. Plum Blossom, 2011, 40p.

Sosin, Deborah. Charlotte and the Quiet Place. lllus.
by Sara Woolley. Parallax Press, 2015, 40p.

Stewart, Whitney. Meditation Is an Open Sky. lllus. by
Sally Rippin. Albert Whitman, 2015, 32p.

Yamada, Kobi and Bellair, Leslie. What Do You Do
with a Problem? lllus. by Mae Besom. Compen-
dium, 2021, 36p.

Zuppardi, Sam. Jack’s Worry. lllus. by the author.
Candlewick, 2016, 32p.

After sharing, engage in a whole group activity. This could
include reading and discussing one of the books (see the side-
bar “Books with Mindfulness Themes” for suggestions), and
practicing the students’ favorite yoga poses. If a book includes
additional materials (e.g., a CD with guided meditations from
Sitting Still Like A Frog), incorporate the activities into the
morning routine to help students approach the day calm and
ready to learn. Students can also practice breathing exercises
or guided activities from popular apps like Smiling Mind
(https://www.smilingmind.com.au/smiling-mind-app) and
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Stop, Breathe, and Think (https://www.stopbreathethink
.com/kids/).

The sidebar “Librarian and Teacher Resources” provides
additional professional resources and classroom ideas for
teachers and librarians. The curation of these resources can
be an opportunity for teachers to form stronger relationships
with their school librarians. These activities also provide an
opportunity for librarians to visit classrooms and interact
with students outside of the library setting. Close the morn-
ing meeting with a mindful listening activity. It can be fun
to find different sounds for the students to listen to, such as
bells, rattles, singing bowl, or chime. Students close their eyes
and focus their attention on the sound. When students can no
longer hear the sound, they raise their hand. Once the entire
class has raised their hand, the teacher invites the class to
now focus their attention to their own breath. When ready,
students open their eyes and transition to the next activity
silently and mindfully.

Brain Breaks

Throughout the day, a mindful classroom engages in mind-
fulness breaks. This allows students to calm their minds and
reinforce regular mindfulness practices.* These breaks give
students a chance to check in with their minds and bodies
and refocus awareness and attention. For example, in the
middle of a math lesson the teacher may ask students to put
their pencils down, take a brain break, and take five deep
breaths before continuing with the lesson. With a partner, you
could pretend to pitch the baseball and swing the bat, com-
plete awheelbarrow race (e.g., one student does a plank on the
floor and the second student carefully grabs the planking stu-
dent’s ankles and takes small steps forward on their hands).
The teacher may also ask the students to individually give
themselves a hand massage, listen to a new sound, stand on
their tippy toes, look at a new picture, listen to music, describe
their thoughts or body sensations in a journal, or walk slowly
or backwards with focused attention. Students may be asked
to draw a picture to illustrate their mind and emotions in the
present moment. Encourage students to engage in a mindful
moment when they need a rest.

Problem-Solving: Rethink/Redo

Cultivating mindfulness builds on prior experience noticing
and writing about thoughts, feelings, and sensations. When a
student engages in behavior that does not align with the class
compact agreements, the student can complete a “rethink,
redo” self-reflection. The student reflects on the following
questions: What happened? What were you feeling? What
did you want to happen? Who was hurt? What will you do to

Librarian and Teacher Resources

Bersma, Danielle and Marjoke Visscher. Yoga Games
for Children. lllus. by Alex Kooistra. Hunter House,
2003, 146p.

Hanh, Thich Nhat. Planting Seeds: Practicing Mind-
fulness with Children. Parallax Press, 2011, 240p.
Lantieri, Linda. Building Emotional Intelligence.

Sounds True, 2014, 176p.

Rawlinson, Adrienne. Creafive Yoga for Children.
North Atlantic Books, 2013, 232p.

Rechtschaffen, Daniel. The Way of Mindful Educa-
tion. Norton, 2014, 352p.

Rechtschaffen, Daniel. The Mindful Education Work-
book. Norton, 2016, 288p.

Snel, Eline. Sitting Still Like a Frog. Shambhala, 2013,
112p.

Willard, Christopher. Growing Up Mindful. Sounds
True, 2016, 256p.

repair the connection and make things right? This reflection
encourages students to become aware of their inner experi-
ence while also focusing attention to their behavior and the
impact it has on others in the classroom.

Ending the Day

At the end of the school day, a mindful teacher says goodbye
to each student as they walk out the door. The teacher may
remind students to take a mindful moment as the day is end-
ing. Once the student leaves the classroom and heads to the
bus, the student may take a deep breath and look at the sky
or focus on nature. Shift attention away from the school to
the new environment. Personal time for rest and recovery is
important and healthy. A mindful teacher strives to nurture
themselves in the same manner that they support their stu-
dents.

Conclusions

Mindfulness has positive benefits for both teachers and
students. Practicing mindfulness impacts the brain in areas
of emotional regulation and attention and provides stu-
dents with specific skills to improve problem-solving and
reduce anxiety. Although integrating mindfulness practices
(e.g., daily self-affirmations) and creating physical spaces
for a Calm Corner require a shift in language and message,
it may provide great benefits in the classroom. Teachers who
embrace the opportunity to employ mindfulness may see
changes in their own behavior and those of their students.
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