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1
Why Mindfulness Matters in the Classroom

What Is Mindfulness?
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 expe-
rience 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 (Kill-
ingsworth & 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.

“We are what we repeatedly do.”
— Aristotle

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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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 impor-
tance 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 feel-
ings, 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 breath-
ing. 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
As mindfulness increases in popularity, misconceptions, myths, and confusions 
abound. Here are a few things to consider:

•	 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 well-
being.

•	 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 

“I am an old man and have known 
a great many troubles, but most of 
them never happened.”
— attributed to Mark Twain

It is important to be gentle and 
kind to a wandering mind during 
mindfulness practice.
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them the opportunity to become more skilled in how they regulate their 
emotions, attention, impulses, and responses.

•	 Myth:	Mindfulness requires a quiet space to practice. While it is ideal to 
have as quiet an environment as possible during mindfulness practice, it 
is not entirely necessary. Schools and classrooms are full of expected and 
unexpected movement, noise, and interruption. Mindfulness activities can 
be practiced in the midst of all of this. There is no need to wait for a “right” 
moment.

•	 Myth:	Mindfulness is not backed by scientific research. There is a depth 
and breadth of research showing the ways in which mindfulness practices 
support attention, focus, and executive functioning (Leyland, Rowse, & 
Emerson. 2018); regulation of emotions and behavior (Black & Fernando, 
2014; Schonert-Reichl et al., 2015; Semple et al., 2010); empathy and 
perspective-taking (MacDonald & Price, 2017; Schonert-Reichl et al., 
2015); stress management (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2015; Sibinga et al., 
2016); and overall academic performance and well-being (Brown & Ryan, 
2003; Schonert-Reichl et al., 2015).

Self-Regulation and Emotions, Attention, 
and Behavior
For children to be successful in school and in life, they need to be able to manage 
their thoughts, emotions, attention, and behaviors during the rigors of the 
school day and beyond. This ability to self-manage is often called self-regulation. 
According to Stuart Shanker, a leading authority on self-regulation and child 
development, “we are in the midst of a revolution in educational thinking and 
practice. Scientific advances in a number of fields point to a similar argument—
how well students do in school can be determined by how well they are able to 
self-regulate” (2013, p. IX). In fact, many studies have shown that self-regulation 
is more important than IQ when it comes to predicting a child’s ability to do well 
in school.

So, what is self-regulation? Self-regulation, as a capacity of well-being, has been 
defined in a number of ways. It often gets confused with the idea of self-control 
or compliance; it is neither. In its most basic sense, it is a student’s ability to effec-
tively manage their attention, behaviors, and emotions in different situations. It is 
a skill set that allows them to develop strategies and habits of mind to help them 
achieve personal goals and respond mindfully to their everyday experiences:

•	 Emotion	self-regulation	is	a	student’s	ability	to	recognize	and	name	what	
they are feeling at any given moment and the ability to calm themselves in 
the face of challenging emotions and stress.

•	 Attention	self-regulation	is	a	student’s	ability	to	focus	and	keep	their	
attention where they want and need it to be, despite distraction.

•	 Behavior	self-regulation	is	a	student’s	ability	to	act	in	socially	appropriate	
ways, to adapt to new situations, and to respond thoughtfully to impulses.

Mindfulness and Emotions
Emotional well-being is crucial to learning and life success. Research shows that 
children who are able to regulate their emotions are better at recognizing and 
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managing their feelings and behaviors, making informed decisions, empathizing 
with and being kind to others, and coping with challenges. Not surprisingly, they 
also do better in school (Goldman, 1995).

Students who have high levels of stress have a much more difficult time man-
aging their emotions. If you ask most teachers, they will tell you they see an 
alarming increase in the number of students experiencing stress and anxiety in 
the classroom. This stress makes it hard for students to manage difficult feelings 
like anger, fear, or sadness, and it makes it difficult for them to learn. When our 
students are in a negative emotional state and are experiencing stress, there is 
a cascade of reactions that happens in their brains and bodies. Their thinking 
brains (prefrontal cortex) go temporarily offline in service of their survival brain 
(amygdala) (see image below).

The amygdala is one of the oldest parts of the brain and is consumed with sur-
vival. It is constantly scanning for threats or danger to avoid to help keep us safe. 
To help us flee or fight, our heart rate and blood pressure increase, our breath 
becomes quick and shallow, our pupils dilate, blood flow is sent to our arm and 
leg muscles and away from our internal organs, digestion shuts down because it 
is not immediately necessary for survival, and stress hormones course through 
our bloodstream. These responses are unconscious and automatic. All of this is 
in service of survival. The problem is that the amygdala cannot tell the differ-
ence between a true emergency and an imagined one. It can be triggered by a 
thought, a memory, or a worry about the future. These are not physical threats to 
us, but our brains experience them as though they are. So, in response, our bodies 
go into alert mode and our thinking brain (prefrontal cortex) temporarily shuts 
down. This stops us from thinking clearly. Over time, the amygdala grows and 
the brain gets used to responding to everyday life as though it is a threat. Execu-
tive functions, which are important for planning, problem-solving, and reason-
ing, are negatively affected. So it is very important for children to learn how to 
manage their stress response when it is not needed.

The good news is that mindfulness practice helps students do just that. 
Research shows regular mindfulness practice shrinks the amygdala, while the 
prefrontal cortex becomes stronger (Taren, Creswell, Gianaros, 2013). Teach-
ing mindfulness to children helps them better identify, understand, and manage 
their emotions. This leads to improved learning and overall well-being.

Mindfulness and Attention
Attention is a first starting point of learning. The impact of our teaching is 
dependent on our students’ ability to focus their minds at any given moment 
and to maintain that focus in the face of distraction. A student’s ability to focus 

The amygdala is often called the 
reptilian brain or our fight-flight-or- 
freeze response.



  17

2
Getting Started

Whether you have just heard about mindfulness for the classroom and are inter-
ested in giving it a try or you are already on your way to creating a routine of 
teaching and practicing mindfulness with your students, there are key consid-
erations, guiding principles, and introductory lessons to help set the stage for 
teaching, learning about, and practicing mindfulness in the classroom.

Key Considerations

Start with Your Own Practice
The most powerful mindfulness strategy in your classroom is your own practice. 
I remind people of a familiar safety message we receive on an airplane as we 
prepare for takeoff: the flight attendant reminds us to secure our own oxygen 
mask before helping others to secure theirs. We are advised to do this because if 
we were to run out of oxygen in an emergency, we would be helpless to support 
anyone else. This metaphor underscores the importance of self-care and the role 
it plays in preparing us to support and care for our students in the classroom. 
Mindfulness practice is one way to engage in self-care.

Research shows that, when teachers practice mindfulness, they are more likely 
to develop habits of mind that support stress reduction, emotion regulation, 
and overall physical and emotional well-being (Flook, 2015; Molloy et al., 2018; 
Murphy, 2017). This is especially important, as recent research found that teach-
ers experience the highest rate of daily stress among all occupational groups, tied 
with nurses and higher than physicians (Greenberg, Brown & Abenavoli, 2016). 
Moreover, when teachers commit to a personal mindfulness practice, there is often 
a ripple effect in the classroom. Students are sensitive to your tone and demeanor 
and will respond to the presence you bring. According to  neuroscientists, mirror 

“As I teach I project the condition 
of my soul on to my students, my 
subjects, and our way of being 
together.”
— Parker Palmer
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neurons are neurons that fire both when we engage in an action and when we 
observe someone engage in an action (Rizzolatti & Sinigaglia, 2008). For exam-
ple, when a student is acting out in class or they are watching their classmate act 
out, their brain activity will look strikingly similar. Similarly, if students observe 
and experience you acting calmly, mindfully, thoughtfully, and with presence on 
a regular basis, their mirror neurons help them resonate with these behaviors and 
possibly make them more likely to mimic them.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, your own practice will give you the 
embodied experience necessary to teach and lead mindfulness in a way that is 
authentic. Your own practice will help you be more attuned to your students and 
their experiences of growth and challenge along the way. If you do not already 
have a dedicated personal practice, I encourage you to explore developing one 
alongside your students. It can be as simple as taking a moment or two each day 
to focus on your breathing before the school day starts, in the midst of your busy 
day as a reset, or as a gift to yourself at the end of the day. The key is to practice 
every day, whether it’s for one minute, 10 minutes, or more. You will surely feel it 
and so will your students.

Ensure Mindfulness Practice Is Secular
Within your school setting, it is crucial to ensure that mindfulness practices are 
presented in ways that are secular. This means it is important that you do not 
use language, tools, symbols, or gestures that are linked in any way to particular 
religious or spiritual traditions; i.e., do not use words like “the soul” or “spirit,” 
hand gestures, religious props, etc. The purpose of mindfulness practice within 
the school setting is to teach students skill-building exercises to help support 
present awareness, well-being, and self-management of attention, emotions and 
behaviors. In this way your teaching will be consistent with current scientific 
understanding and inclusive for all.

Be Trauma-Sensitive
While mindfulness practice is an excellent tool for helping to protect against 
and counteract the stress resulting from trauma, it can be triggering in some 
instances. As trauma expert David Treleaven has suggested, mindfulness does 
not cause trauma, but it might uncover it. You will not always know if your stu-
dents have experienced trauma in the past or are currently experiencing it. This 
is why it is best to use trauma-informed strategies with all of your students. Give 
your students choice in how (or if) they practice mindfulness. Become trained in 
recognizing trauma symptoms and understanding how to respond to them skil-
fully. Become familiar with resources available in your school for students who 
may need additional support.

If an activity unexpectedly triggers one of your students is into a stress response 
(pupils dilated, shallow breathing, agitated behavior, clenched body, tears, with-
drawal, freezing, etc.), respond immediately with kindness and compassion. 
If possible, help students switch into a relaxation response by offering them a 
number of alternative choices for mindfulness practice; e.g., Hoberman sphere, 
Mind Jar, Mindful Coloring, etc. Giving students the choice and opportunity to 
focus their attention on something external to their bodies can help them self-
regulate and gain a sense of control and agency.

“Children have never been very 
good at listening to their elders, 
but they have never failed to 
imitate them.”
— James Baldwin

Read how Heather Farragher, a 
high-school classroom teacher, 
describes her personal mindfulness 
practice influencing her teaching 
experience on page 29.

If you are aware that one of 
your students has experienced 
trauma, it is best to touch base 
with a school social worker or 
psychologist, and to communicate 
with parents, to get an opinion 
about whether mindfulness is 
appropriate for that student.

Patricia Jennings, an 
internationally recognized leader 
in the field of social and emotional 
learning and mindfulness, 
has written an excellent book 
entitled, The Trauma-Sensitive 
Classroom: Building Resilience 
with Compassionate Teaching. I 
recommend it highly.
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Differentiate for Diverse Student Needs
As teachers know, when we teach through the principles and guidelines of Uni-
versal Design for Learning (UDL) and differentiated instruction, we offer stu-
dents multiple and flexible ways to learn and demonstrate what they know. This 
promotes an inclusive environment for all students who come to our classrooms 
from a variety of backgrounds and with various needs, strengths, learning styles, 
preferences, and interests. It also helps us teach in a culturally responsive way. 
We are most responsive to our students’ needs when we have a good understand-
ing of them as unique learners and offer them options and choice. As you would 
differentiate for any other learning opportunity, you can plan for mindfulness 
activities with student needs in mind.

There are a variety of activities that appeal to various learning styles, whether 
a student is a visual, auditory, tactile, or kinesthetic learner. Here are just a few 
considerations for planning in a way that is equitable and inclusive:

•	 For	students	with	sound	sensitivities,	it	is	helpful	to	touch	base	with	them	
about their level of comfort with the sound of a ringing bell, which is 
often used to signal the end a mindfulness practice. In the past, I have 
found if I simply ring the bell at the farthest point from a student who has 
sensitivities, it is often enough to keep them comfortable.

•	 For	many	students,	incorporating	visuals	or	concrete	materials	supports	their
 focus and their understanding about what is expected during a particular 

mindfulness practice (see end of chapters for various visual supports).
•	 Invite	students	who	are	easily	distracted	to	practice	mindfulness	in	a	part	

of the room that is typically quieter; e.g., away from a ticking clock, a 
doorway, fish tank, etc.

•	 Students	who	have	a	difficult	time	sitting	still	can	be	invited	to	stand	or	
even move around (quietly) during certain mindfulness practices.

•	 As	students	learn	various	mindfulness	activities,	it	may	become	clear	that	
some students gravitate more toward certain activities than others. In this 
case, you might decide to offer them a choice of which mindfulness activity 
to engage in.

For the most part, as all mindfulness practices are designed to help students 
bring awareness to the present moment, the type of practice they engage in 
becomes somewhat incidental. You know your students best. How you bring 
mindfulness to them needs to reflect your needs and theirs.

Have Reasonable Expectations
Mindfulness practice may be new to many of your students. As we know, when 
we introduce anything novel to our class, there are a variety of initial responses. 
The majority of your students will take to the practices immediately, finding the 
peaceful and calming practices to be an experience they crave. You may notice 
that some students appear to daydream or even fall asleep in the midst of prac-
tices at first. Other students may initially resist, complaining or laughing or even 
acting out. Resistance is often a sign they are simply not used to intentional 
moments of calm in which they are asked to stop “doing” and just be.

For our students, who are steeped in a culture of distraction, mindfulness 
might feel somewhat uncomfortable or even threatening at first. For example, stu-
dents with characteristics of inattention or hyperactivity can have a  challenging 
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time when asked to sit still and quiet for a period of time. This may result in 
some disruptive behavior. Hearken back to what Ross Greene said about chal-
lenging behaviors and their connection to unsolved problems or lagging skills to 
understand that a student could be acting out of fear, growing pains, or uncer-
tainty, rather than disrespect. We must start where they are, cultivating an atti-
tude of patience and compassion toward how they come to their experience of 
 mindfulness.

It is important to be consistent in offering daily mindfulness practices to your 
students. Each moment of mindfulness practice makes the next moment of prac-
tice that much easier. So do not expect full participation or silence in the room in 
a class that is just learning mindfulness. As with any other type of learning, think 
of it as a process. Mindfulness is a life skill that must be cultivated and developed 
over time. There might be initial challenges (though often they are minimal); 
remember that they are part of the process and, ultimately, the growth. Students 
who initially resist mindfulness practice are often the students who need it the 
most, and will often end up committing wholeheartedly to daily practices. All 
that is needed was a growth mindset and a little bit of time.

Treat This Time Differently
While there are many documented benefits of mindfulness practice, it is a some-
what unique school activity in that there is no required outcome. The goal is for 
students to practice being in the present moment, for them to get out of their 
heads and into the here and now. This is in contrast to the rest of the school day, 
when our sights are set on desired learning goals and outcomes for our students. 
Mindfulness activities are best introduced in a way that sends a message to stu-
dents that this time is carved out especially for them to engage in self-care.

It can be helpful to make slight changes to the environment to help distinguish 
this time from the rest of the school day. You might ask students to clear their 
desks or face their chairs in a different direction. Some teachers dim or turn off 
the lights, play calming music in the background, or chime a bell reserved for 
mindfulness practice. This signals a transition from worktime to mindfulness 
time. Some teachers have flexible seating in their classrooms, where students are 
invited to sit or lie wherever they are most comfortable (chairs, carpet, floor). 
Incorporating small but distinguishable changes to the environment helps stu-
dents transition into a mindfulness-ready frame of mind.

Do not Use Mindfulness as a Punitive Tool

I was invited into a fifth-grade classroom by a teacher who had recently initiated 
mindfulness practices in the classroom. As I came through the door, the teacher 
was attempting to redirect the off-task behavior of a good portion of the class. It 
was clear there was a need to reset the climate of the classroom. Suddenly, I heard 
the sound of the mindfulness bell. With a stern voice the teacher said, “This class 
has gotten out of control and I think it’s time for a mindful moment to help you 
calm yourselves down.” A few students responded with groans and eye rolls. My 
heart sank. Mindfulness should be offered to students as a welcome opportunity to 
practice self-care and to be peaceful, present, and still. Students will not experience 
mindfulness in this positive way when it is imposed as a consequence or as an obvi-
ous response to negative behavior. It will not take long for them to make a negative 
association.

Carol Dweck writes about growth 
mindset and the importance of 
a child’s belief in their ability to 
improve and learn. When students 
commit to practicing and sticking 
to something, especially in the face 
of challenge, this is considered 
a growth mindset. Teachers with 
a growth mindset recognize and 
cultivate opportunities for growth 
by offering repeated opportunities 
for their students to develop a skill.
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3
Mindful Breathing

What Is Mindful Breathing?
We breathe to live. In fact, we typically breathe 960 breaths an hour and more 
than 23,000 breaths a day. Our miraculous brain stems automatically take care 
of these breaths for us by regulating their depth and rate depending on what our 
bodies need. None of this requires our attention. In contrast, mindful breathing 
is an exercise in purposefully paying attention to our breathing, using our breath 
as a focus for concentration to help keep us in the present moment. We do this 
by focusing on the inhalation and exhalation of our breath as we allow thoughts, 
emotions, and sensations to come and go in the background. When we focus on 
the breath, we notice our minds tend to jump from one thought to another. This 
is the nature of our minds. The goal of mindful breathing is to help us notice 
when our minds have been distracted and to repeatedly bring our attention back 
to our breathing. We may notice our breath in the rise and fall of our bellies or 
our chests, or the air coming in and out of our noses. Through mindful breath-
ing, we are making a conscious choice to pay attention to our in-breath and out-
breath. When the mind wanders (oh, and it will!), we just bring our attention 
back to our breath. This is mindful breathing.

Our students have a profound and powerful tool at their disposal. In fact, it 
is quite literally under their noses. It is their breath. Perhaps this is why mindful 
breathing is a core mindfulness practice. The physical sensation of the breath is 
always with us and can be used as an anchor to return to the present moment. 
Think of a boat that drops an anchor to remain in a stable position. While cur-
rents or waves may cause the boat to wander, the anchor keeps the boat secure, 
ensuring it does not drift away. In this same way, students can use their breath as 
an anchor point when their minds naturally wander off.

Research shows simple and regular mindful breathing exercises help 
strengthen children’s control over their emotions, attention, self-regulation, and 
learning. This happens as a result of the repeated redirection of their minds back 

“I took a deep breath and listened 
to the old brag of my heart.”
— Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar
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to their breath. It also happens as they develop a deeper connection to their 
breath and their breathing naturally becomes deeper, quieter, slower, and more 
regular. Quite naturally, their exhalation becomes longer than their inhalation, 
which sends a message to their brain to slow or calm their nervous system. This 
is important because the depth and rate of their breath has a profound impact on 
students’ daily experience. When we are stressed, our fight-or-flight response is 
activated, our blood pressure rises, and our heart rate and breathing rate quicken. 
This makes it difficult to think clearly. The good news is that breath work is an 
excellent tool for interrupting the fight-or-flight response. We can actually use 
our breathing to talk our brain into helping us feel calm, which ultimately lowers 
blood pressure and heart rate and helps us think clearly.

When our breathing becomes deeper, slower, quieter, and more regular, the 
amygdala (the fight-or-flight centre of the brain) is calmed. The prefrontal cortex 
(the conscious thinking and reasoning part of the brain) is strengthened; this 
part of the brain is associated with higher-order brain functions such as aware-
ness, concentration, and decision-making.

Tips for Teaching Mindful Breathing
•	 Mindful	breathing	exercises	can	be	seamlessly,	easily,	and	quickly	

integrated into the classroom schedule in just moments at any point during 
the day—at the beginning and end of the day, before or after a transition, 
before or after tests or exams.

•	 It	is	helpful	to	schedule	5	to	10	minutes	throughout	the	day	when	students	
can expect a mindfulness practice. This way it becomes a natural part of 
their day.

•	 Students	can	sit,	stand,	or	lie	down	for	mindful	breathing.
•	 If	students	are	sitting	at	their	desks,	invite	them	to	move	their	chairs	away	

from their tables and turn them toward the area of the room where you are 
standing or sitting.

•	 Invite	students	to	close	their	eyes	or	look	down.	Invite	students	to	put	one	
or both hands on their belly.

•	 You	can	begin	and/or	end	mindful	breathing	exercises	with	the	sound	of	a	
bell.

•	 Start	with	30	seconds	to	one	minute	and	increase	the	number	of	minutes	as	
students become more comfortable and tolerant.

•	 Let	students	know	ahead	of	time	that	their	minds	will	wander—a	lot—and	
that this is completely expected. Their realization that their mind has 
wandered and bringing it back to their breath over and over again is the 
mindfulness practice.

•	 For	students	who	have	difficulty	sitting	still,	invite	them	to	stand.

Breath Activities
Before introducing formal mindful breathing practices to students, it is helpful 
to give students an opportunity to become aware of and learn about their breath. 
Awareness of breath is an integral part of each mindfulness practice. These intro-
ductory activities bring awareness to the breath, and involve play, movement, and 
visualization.

It is important to note that it might 
not be comfortable for all students 
to focus on their breathing as an 
anchor for mindfulness practice. 
Students with respiratory 
challenges, asthma and 
emphysema, bronchitis or colds, 
etc. might experience feelings of 
anxiety when asked to pay careful 
attention to their breath. For these 
students, it is important to give 
them alternative options; e.g., 
mindful sensing, imagery, etc.

Many teachers use a vibratone or 
chime to begin and/or end mindful 
breathing. The bell should be 
different from any other tone you 
use to get the attention of your 
students.
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Breathing Sphere Activities
A breathing sphere is an excellent visual tool for modelling how the lungs expand 
and contract as we inhale and exhale. As students observe the expanding and 
contracting of the breathing sphere, they follow along with their breath. They 
inhale as the sphere expands and exhale as the sphere contracts. As they watch 
the sphere and mimic its pace with their own breathing, they deepen their con-
scious awareness of their own breath.

Hoberman Sphere Breathing
Patented by Chuck Hoberman, a Hoberman sphere is an isokinetic structure 
that resembles a geodesic dome. It is capable of folding down to a fraction of its 
normal size by the scissor-like action of its joints (see image in margin). If you are 
using the commercially bought sphere, follow these steps to model how to use the 
sphere and then invite students to join in.

1. Begin by making sure the breathing ball is contracted (not expanded).
2. Using both hands, gently hold the breathing ball in front of your belly. On 

opposite sides of the sphere’s surface, hold one square.
3. Take a deep breath in as you slowly expand the sphere. Be sure to choose a 

pace that is not too slow for younger students.
4. Allow the sphere to slowly contract to its smallest size as you model 

breathing out.
5. Repeat one more time.
6. Invite students to join in for 5–7 breath cycles.
7. Ask students to Think–Pair–Share (think for a moment, then turn to a 

partner to share) what this experience was like for them. They may be asked 
to think about how this was different from how they normally breathe and/
or how they are feeling after trying this activity.

Hand Sphere 
While a commercial sphere might be convenient to use, it is not necessary. Stu-
dents can create their own spheres with their hands. This gives them an oppor-
tunity to practice sphere breathing at home. Follow these steps to model how to 
create and use the handmade sphere and then invite students to join in.

1. Hold your palms and fingers together in front of your chest.
2. As you inhale deeply, separate your palms and expand your hands while 

keeping your fingertips and thumbs touching.
3. Slowly bring your palms back together as you model breathing out.
4. Repeat two more times.
5. Invite students to create their own spheres, starting with their hands and 

fingers together in front of their chests.
6. Before asking them to sync their sphere with their breathing, circulate the 

room to make sure they are able to expand their “sphere” properly; e.g., some 
students forget to keep their fingers touching.

7. Once all students have made their spheres properly, invite them to practice 
for 5–7 breath cycles. Students may try this individually or in partners.

8. Ask students to Think–Pair–Share (think for a moment, then turn to a 
partner to share) what this experience was like for them. They may be asked 
to think about how this was different from how they normally breathe; how 
they are feeling after trying this activity; etc.

You can purchase a Hoberman 
sphere or invite students to use 
their hands to make their own 
breathing sphere.

Hoberman Sphere, US © Charles 
Hoberman
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Voice from the Classroom: Alternative to Mindful Breathing
by Chris Urquhart

Breathwork is posited as the cornerstone of almost all mindfulness practices, reflect-
ing the rich history of practices associated with breathwork across the globe. How-
ever, some students have a difficult time focusing on their breath due to challenges 
such as anxiety, emphysema, asthma, lung/chest trauma, or chronic bronchitis. It 
is therefore important to consider different entry points into mindfulness practice 
beyond focusing on the breath. The Hoberman Sphere is a popular teaching tool for 
mindfulness in the elementary classroom. It is often used to model the expanding 
and contracting of the lungs as we breathe. For students who prefer not to focus on 
their breath, you might considering using the sphere to invite students to focus on 
mindful seeing. Instruct students to view the colorful sphere carefully as it expands 
and contracts. They can be invited to focus on every detail they see. This gives all 
students an opportunity to use the very popular Hoberman Sphere as an entry point 
for mindfulness.

Pinwheels
A pinwheel is another excellent tool for helping students become familiar with the 
power of their breath. Students receive feedback from observing how quickly or 
slowly the pinwheel turns in reaction to their breath: quick or slow, deep or shal-
low, and loud or quiet. They also receive feedback from their minds and bodies as 
the depth and pace of the breath changes. When students are prompted to breathe 
deeply and slowly, it gives them an opportunity to activate their  parasympathetic 
nervous system, which has a calming effect. As students become aware of this, it 
helps them learn they have tools at their disposal to help calm down the nervous 
system when they are angry or upset. Their breath is one of the most powerful 
tools they have. The pinwheel helps them understand this.

1. Depending on how many pinwheels you have, invite one, a few, or all 
students to hold their pinwheels with the sideways edge facing them.

2. Begin by inviting students to take a long, deep, slow breath in.
3. Next, invite students to blow on their pinwheel with a long, slow, loud 

exhalation. Prompt students to bring their awareness to their breath as they 
do this.

4. Repeat two or three times. Prompt students to notice how the pinwheel is 
turning and how their bodies and minds feel.

5. Next, invite students to blow on their pinwheels using quick, shallow 
breaths. Prompt students to bring their awareness to their breath as they do 
this.

6. Repeat two or three times. Prompt students to notice how the pinwheel is 
turning and how their bodies and minds feel.

7. Finally, invite students to blow on their pinwheel with a regular breath. 
Prompt students to bring awareness to their breath as they do this.

8. Repeat two or three times. Prompt students to notice how the pinwheel is 
turning and how their bodies and minds feel.

9. To conclude, have a whole-group or Think–Pair–Share discussion about 
whether they noticed a difference in how their minds and bodies felt when 
they were breathing quickly from when they were breathing slowly. Ask 

Photo courtesy of Chris Urquhart
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them what they learned about their breathing. You may want to write these 
prompt questions on the board for students who would benefit from both 
hearing and reading the prompts.

Birthday Candle Activity
Most students will have observed or experienced candles on a birthday cake 
being blown out. If the ritual is familiar to them, this activity helps to harness 
that memory to help them become aware of their breathing. Once the Birthday 
Candle Activity has been introduced to students, they can be prompted at any 
point throughout the day to “take a deep breath in and blow out the birthday 
candles” when they are feeling anxious, agitated, or angry.

1. Ask students to sit down, close their eyes, or look down in front of them.
2. Invite students into the practice:

Imagine a birthday cake with lots of lit candles on it. Take a nice deep breath in 
through your nose and imagine you are blowing the candles out with a forceful 
breath from your mouth.
(Pause)
But wait. These are the kind of candles that blow out and then light up again. Take 
another deep breath in through your nose and blow the candles out again.

3. Repeat the script one or two more times.
4. Prompt students to Think–Pair–Share what they noticed about their breath 

and how their bodies and minds felt after blowing the candles out several 
times.

Introducing Guided Mindful Breathing
Once students have become familiar with and accustomed to noticing their 
breath, the following exercises introduce students to formal mindful breathing 
practice. It is best to begin by practicing for just a couple of minutes to start. 
Increase the amount of time as students become more comfortable and familiar 
with the practice. Students can be invited to put one or both hands on their belly 
to help them notice the rise and fall as they breathe in and breathe out; this often 
helps them stay focused on their breathing.

Three Deep Breaths
This introductory breathing exercise gives students an opportunity to learn how 
to use the pace and pattern of their breathing to calm down their nervous systems 
as they take just three deep breaths. It takes less than a minute and gives students 
a tool they can use wherever and whenever they are feeling stressed. This exer-
cise also lays the foundation for many of the remaining exercises and lessons 
throughout the book.

1. Invite students into the practice:

Today you are going to learn about and practice something called Three Deep 
Breaths. The exciting thing about this exercise is that once you learn it, you can use 

Use scripts as a guide. You may 
read as-is or modify to fit your 
needs.

The mindful breathing scripts can 
be modified depending on age and 
grade level.

When first introducing this exercise 
for your students, you may find it 
helpful to model what a mindful 
deep breath looks and sounds like.
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your Three Deep Breaths wherever you are to help you feel less stressed and more at 
peace. The more you practice, the more it will help you.
 Let’s start. Without forcing it, take a nice, deep breath in through your nose. You 
should feel your belly rising as you inhale. Now breathe out slowly and smoothly 
through your mouth. Do this two more times.

2. You can invite students to share how their bodies and minds feel after trying 
Three Deep Breaths. Invite them to share examples of scenarios when they 
could use Three Deep Breaths to help them calm down.

Mindful Breathing
This introductory mindful breathing exercise guides students to focus on their 
breath and to return to it when their minds wander.

1. Invite students into the practice:

Let your bodies get comfortable in your chair. If you need to, rock left and right until 
you find just the right spot. Sit up with your back straight and let your shoulders 
drop. Imagine there’s a string at the top of your head and it’s pulling your back up 
just a little straighter. Both feet are touching the ground and your hands are on your 
belly. You can close your eyes or let your chin drop a little and look down.
 We are going to start by taking three nice deep breaths. At your own pace, breathe 
in through your nose and breathe out through your mouth. You’ll do this three times.
(Pause)
Now go back to breathing as you usually do and keep your attention on your breath. 
Let your breath find its own rhythm.
 Notice your breath moving into your body and your breath moving out of your 
body. Notice your hands rising up as you breathe in and falling as you breathe out. 
It’s like imagining your hands are riding the waves of your breathing.
(Pause)
Notice when your mind gets distracted and wanders away from noticing your breath. 
It’s okay that your mind does this, because that’s what minds do. You might start 
noticing your thoughts instead of your breath. Or you might notice sounds around 
you or feelings in your body. This is completely expected. Just notice when this 
happens and then bring your attention back to your breathing over and over again. 
When you do this, you are practicing mindfulness.
 Now I’m going to be silent for a few moments. Use this time to continue to notice 
your breathing until you hear the sound of the bell. After that, you can open your 
eyes.

2. After students have opened their eyes, invite them to Think–Pair–Share 
what the experience of mindful breathing was like for them.

3. You can invite students to complete the Writing Prompt after Mindful 
Breathing activity sheet on page 49 or 50. This activity sheet invites students 
to share details about how they felt before and after mindfulness, and to use 
pictures or words to describe what it was like to try mindful breathing.
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Thoughts as Clouds
Most of us have spent some time watching clouds go by in the sky. It can be a 
very relaxing experience. In this exercise students are prompted to watch their 
thoughts go by, just as they would watch a cloud go by in the sky. The sky is a 
metaphor for students’ minds. The clouds are a metaphor for thoughts and sensa-
tions that come and go.

1. Let students know this is an exercise that asks them to use their imaginations 
to picture a blue sky and some clouds moving in it.

2. Take a moment or two to draw on prior knowledge/experience of noticing 
clouds moving in the sky. If possible, show a brief video clip of a blue sky 
with moving clouds to prompt their imaginations for this exercise.

3. Invite students into the practice:

Let your body get comfortable in your chair. If you need to, rock left and right until 
you find just the right spot. Sit up with your back straight and let your shoulders 
drop. Imagine there’s a string at the top of your head and it’s pulling your back up 
just a little straighter. Make sure that both feet are touching the ground and your 
hands are on your belly. You can close your eyes or let your chin drop a little and look 
down. When you’re ready, turn your attention to your breathing. Notice your breath 
moving into your body and your breath moving out of your body.
(Pause)
Now, you are going to create a picture in your mind of a blue sky. Notice how blue it 
is.
(Pause)
Now you begin to notice there are some white puffy clouds moving across your sky.
(Pause)
Notice these clouds are beginning to cross from one side of your sky to the other. 
Don’t try to force them across. Just notice them quickly moving into your sky and 
then disappearing from your sky. Notice them coming and going.
(Pause)
As you see your clouds come and go, you also notice that the blue part of your sky 
stays exactly the same.
(Pause)
It stays as blue as it was before.
 Now, imagine the sky is your mind and the clouds are your thoughts. Just like the 
clouds come and go in the sky, notice your thoughts and then let them go. When you 
are practicing mindfulness, you will have lots of thoughts, because that’s what our 
minds do. Don’t try to force them away. Just notice them like clouds moving through 
your sky.
 While you do that, I’m going to be silent for a minute or two. Use this time when 
I’m not saying anything to continue to notice your breathing. When thoughts come 
into your mind, just notice them and let them go. Notice and let go. Notice and let go. 
When you hear the sound of the bell and you’re ready, you can open your eyes.

4. Invite students to Think–Pair–Share their experience of noticing thoughts as 
clouds.

5. You can invite students to complete the Thoughts are Like Passing Clouds 
activity sheet on page 48. This activity sheet invites students to record what 
thoughts came and went as they were trying this exercise. They are invited to 
draw or use words to consolidate learning.

Thoughts as Clouds teaches 
students about the nature of their 
minds and about letting their 
thoughts come and go as they 
focus on their breathing. Rather 
than trying to push their thoughts 
away or ignoring them, they are 
asked to simply notice them come 
and go without being drawn into 
them. This can be a very powerful 
lesson in teaching students that 
they are not their thoughts. They 
will learn, instead, that they are the 
observer of their thoughts.
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4
Mindfulness and the Five Senses

What Is Mindful Sensing?
Our senses are the main tools we use to perceive the world. As we go about our 
busy lives, most of us use each of our five senses—sight, hearing, smell, taste, 
and touch—almost unconsciously. In general, we do not pay close and mindful 
attention to each of our senses as we go about our daily lives. We can invite our 
students, however, to use their senses to help develop their mindful attention. 
Mindful sensing involves paying purposeful attention to one sense at a time. You 
can take students through a mindfulness exercise that isolates one sense or you 
can take a tour of some or all five of the senses. Either way, you are inviting stu-
dents to use their senses as an anchor (just as they did with their breath) to con-
nect and reconnect with the present moment.

Mindful sensing gives students an opportunity to strengthen their ability to 
direct their attention to a task at hand and to redirect their attention when some-
thing distracts it away. Actually, our minds have a mechanism that helps us to 
navigate our senses while keeping our attention where we want and need it to be. 
Our brains have something called the RAS, or reticular activation system. It acts 
like a filter for most of the sensory input coming at it from our environment. This 
part of the brain is often compared to a gatekeeper or executive assistant. Just as 
an executive assistant decides which phone calls get screened out and which ones 
get through, the role of the RAS is to make sure we do not take in more sensory 
information than we can handle. Research in neuroscience shows that our senses 
take in millions of bits of data per second, but our brains can process only around 
40 pieces of data per second. This is an incredibly small percentage. So the role 
of the RAS is to decide which data/information should be brought into the con-
scious mind and what information can be safely ignored.

Think of your own experience as you read this. It is likely there is a lot of 
competing sensory information in your current environment—the hum of the 
lights or sounds of traffic, the smell of lunch, the feel of your clothes against your 

“In truth we are always present; we 
only imagine ourselves to be in one 
place or another.”
— Howard Cohn
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skin, the sight of people or objects around you, the distant taste of coffee or a 
recent snack. All these sensory experiences are wired directly to and through the 
RAS. Your RAS is helping you to safely ignore some of the sensory information 
coming at you as you read this, helping keep your mind focused and alert. Right 
now, your RAS is alerting your brain that messages are on the way through your 
sense of sight and it’s alerting the rest of your senses not to send any conflicting 
messages until your brain is free to get back to them. At times your brain may be 
temporarily diverted from the visual sensation involved in reading (by the sound 
of a loud bang or baby crying) but, for the most part, your RAS is helping to make 
sure you can direct and redirect your attention back to the page.

We can help to strengthen our students’ RAS by giving them opportunities to 
practice being intentional about directing their attention to one or all of their 
senses. This also strengthens their ability to regulate their attention towards the 
present moment and on the task at hand. As students strengthen their RAS, they 
strengthen their capacity to direct their attention where they want it to be and to 
keep it there.

Tips for Teaching Mindful Sensing
•	 Mindful	sensing	activities	can	be	integrated	into	the	classroom	schedule	in	

just a few moments a day.
•	 Activities	can	be	modified,	shortened,	or	lengthened	as	appropriate	for	

grade level.
•	 As	with	many	mindfulness	activities,	mindful	sensing	activities	begin	and	

end with students noticing their bodies and turning their awareness to 
their breath.

•	 Apart	from	for	mindful	seeing,	it’s	often	easier	for	students	to	pay	careful	
attention to their experiences when their eyes are closed.

•	 As	students	become	familiar	and	comfortable	with	mindful	sensing,	they	
can be invited to focus on one or all of their senses for just one minute 
during the day when a moment of calm is needed.

•	 Children	with	ASD	often	have	either	a	heightened	or	reduced	sensory	
response through one or more of their five senses.

Introducing Sensory Awareness

Tapping into the Senses
This lesson introduces students to the five senses in preparation for mindful 
sensing activities. It provides a grade-appropriate overview of the function and 
purpose of each sense.

1. Copy and display individual Sense Cards found on pages 70–72.
2. Use the Tapping Into Our Senses activity sheet on pages 73–75. The first 

page of the activity sheet for K–Grade 2 is different from the first page for 
Grades 3–6; the second page is the same for both grade ranges. The first 
page of the activity sheet provides a grade-appropriate explanation of each 
of the senses; the second page provides a space for students to consider and 
write about how they have used each of their senses in a given day.

In addition to providing 
mindfulness practices for the 
five senses, this chapter includes 
mindful eating, which is often 
considered a core mindfulness 
practice.

Sense Cards can be used in a 
pocket chart when leading small 
groups or the whole class through 
mindful-sensing activities. They 
can also be placed at stations, in 
the Peace Corner, or at individual 
or clustered desks.

This introductory lesson is optional.

Senses cards from pages 70–72 can 
be printed on heavy paper, such as 
cardstock, and can be laminated. 
Of course, they work just as well on 
simple copy paper.
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3. To draw on background knowledge, point to each of the Sense Cards and 
have students Think–Pair–Share how they are using their senses right now. 
Invite one or two students to share for the whole class.

4. Distribute the first page of Tapping into Our Senses activity sheet and use it 
to review the role and purpose of each of the senses.

5. Invite students to complete the second page of the activity sheet, which asks 
them to think more deeply about their experience of using each of their 
senses.

6. Invite a few students to share responses with whole group.

Individual Senses

Sense of Smell
Our most powerful sense is our sense of smell, yet we often don’t notice the 
smells around us until they become extreme. Mindful smelling invites students 
to intentionally activate and focus on their sense of smell. Students are guided 
through focusing their awareness on their sense of smell. This can be done by 
simply using the natural smell in the air (even if it’s neutral). You can also tap into 
students’ sense of smell by bringing some familiar scents into the classroom to 
play a guess-that-smell game (small jars or paper cups filled with scented items, 
such as cinnamon, lavender, vinegar, coffee, banana, orange peel, scented soap, 
essential oils, peppermint, etc.). It is important to be aware that some students 
might be sensitive to certain scents.

1. Invite students into the practice:

Let your body get comfortable in your chair or on the floor. Sit with your back 
straight and let your shoulders drop. Imagine there is a string at the top of your head 
and it’s pulling your back up a little straighter. Both feet are touching the ground and 
your hands are on your lap. Gently close your eyes and turn your attention to your 
sense of smell. Really focus on what you can smell. If you don’t smell anything, that’s 
okay. Just be aware of this. When you notice that you are no longer focusing on your 
sense of smell, this means your mind has wandered. Bring your awareness back to 
your sense of smell. Continue to rest your awareness on your experience of smell until 
you hear the sound of the bell and it recedes.

2. You can invite students students to write or draw what they noticed during 
mindful smelling and to record what it was like for them to use their sense 
mindfully.

Sense of Hearing
In mindful hearing (listening), students are guided through focusing their aware-
ness on their sense of hearing. They may be asked to be still and quiet, and to listen 
to the sounds around them. Students often note the hum of the lights, the sound 
of their classmates breathing, children on the playground or in the hallways, the 
sound of cars driving by outside their school window, the school announcement 
over the PA system, etc. Students may also be asked to listen to deliberately cre-
ated sounds, to play listening games, or to listen mindfully to a partner.

Use scripts as a guide. You may 
read as-is or modify to fit your 
needs.
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The Environment 
1. Invite students into the practice:

Let your body get comfortable in your chair or on the floor. Sit with your back 
straight and let your shoulders drop. Imagine there is a string at the top of your head 
and it’s pulling your back up a little straighter. Both feet are touching the ground and 
your hands are on your lap. Gently close your eyes and turn your attention to the 
sounds around you. Really focus on what you can hear from outside of the room and 
from inside of the room. When you notice that you are no longer focusing on your 
sense of hearing, this means your mind has wandered. Bring your awareness back to 
your sense of hearing. Continue to rest your awareness on your experience of hearing 
until you hear the sound of the bell and it recedes.

2. You can invite students to write or draw what they noticed during mindful 
hearing and to record what it was like for them to use their sense mindfully.

Mystery Sound
In this activity, students are asked to listen to deliberately created sounds and to 
guess what the source is. Share with students that, in addition to being fun, this 
activity helps to strengthen the part of their brain that will help them to be better 
listeners. For older students, explain that it helps to strengthen the RAS.

 1. Gather objects that make distinct sounds; e.g., click of a ballpoint pen, bells, 
drums, shakers, crinkling of paper, coins, bouncing ball, keys, etc.

 2. Place objects in a cardboard box or thick bag so students are unable to see 
them. Invite students to close their eyes or face away from you on their 
chairs.

 3. You can use the Mystery Sound activity sheet on page 76 or 77 for students 
to record their guesses.

 4. Invite students to focus on their breathing for a few in and out cycles (30 
seconds).

 5. Ask students to listen very carefully to each of the sounds so they can to try 
to identify what it is. Students should be instructed not to call out.

 6. Begin making a sound with one of your mystery objects; continue for 5–10 
seconds.

 7. Put the object out of sight and ask students to open their eyes and record 
what they believe the mystery object is.

 8. Continue steps 6 and 7 with the remaining objects.
 9. Have students Think–Pair–Share their Mystery Sound guesses.
10. To conclude, show each of the objects in the order they were presented.

ABC Game
This is a fun and engaging way to invite students into mindfulness practice using 
the alphabet. You or one of the students can begin saying “A” out loud. Any of the 
other students can elect to say the letter “B” out loud, and so on. If two students 
say their letters at the same time, the group must start over at “A.” Any student 
can elect to begin again. The object of the game is to get as far into the alphabet 
as possible without having to start over. This game can go on for as short or as 
long a time as you would like. In this activity, students are listening mindfully 
for someone else to say a letter; they are practicing how to notice their responses 
(e.g., frustration, anger, happiness) without being drawn into them. You may also 
do this activity with numbers instead of letters.

For more on the RAS, see page 55.
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1. Students can be seated at their desks, standing, or sitting on the carpet. Invite 
students to close their eyes or lower their chins, and look down.

2. Let students know they may get frustrated with having to start the alphabet 
over a number of times. Invite them to notice what they are feeling. This is 
part of the mindfulness practice.

3. Invite students into the practice:

Let your body get comfortable in your chair or on the floor. Sit with your back 
straight and let your shoulders drop. Imagine there is a string at the top of your head 
and it’s pulling your back up a little straighter. Both feet are touching the ground and 
your hands are on your lap.
 Now turn your attention to your sense of hearing. In a moment, we’re going to 
begin the ABC Game. In this game, I’ll begin by saying the letter “A.” Then someone 
else will say the letter “B.” You do not have to be invited or raise your hand. Just call 
out the letter out. No one knows who will say the next letter and that’s how it should 
be.
 Continue moving along the alphabet until two people say one letter at the same 
time. This will probably happen. When this happens, we start back at the letter 
“A.” You might have to start over and over again, and that’s expected. Your job is 
to listen mindfully to whoever is saying a letter (that could also be you) and notice 
your thoughts when two people say the letter at the same time and we have to start 
over. Notice what’s on your mind. You might feel frustration or anger, and that’s 
okay. Just notice these feelings and then bring your attention back to listening to your 
classmates saying the letters. Let’s begin.

4. Continue the ABC Game for 1 minute.
5. Ask students to Think–Pair–Share their experience of playing the ABC 

Game and to name challenging feelings, such as frustration, anger, etc., that 
might have arisen during the game.

6. Let students know they will be playing the ABC Game a second time. This 
time, if feelings of frustration or anger or sadness arise, ask them to simply 
notice those feelings and bring their attention back to listening to the sounds 
of people calling out the alphabet.

7. Play the ABC Game for 1–3 minutes.
8. Have students Think–Pair–Share their experience of the second round of the 

ABC Game; ask them to share if they were able to notice their feelings rather 
than be drawn into them.

Mindful Listening with a Partner
Listening is a fundamental goal in many language arts programs, yet it is often 
the least understood, taught, and practiced language skill in school. While stu-
dents spend years learning how to read and write, very little focus is given to 
teaching the important skill of listening. We imagine listening to be a natural 
skill. Actually, it requires intention, attention, and practice. This is becoming 
increasingly more challenging for our students as they are immersed in a culture 
of distraction. As Stephen Covey has written: “Most people do not listen with 
the intent to understand; they listen with the intent to reply” (Covey 1989). This 
is because, regardless of our intent, our minds tend to wander and our inner 
dialogue often hijacks our attention away from truly listening. Our own narra-
tives, biases, thoughts, and perspectives related to what the person is saying start 
to take over. To listen mindfully takes practice; over time, it is a skill that can be 
strengthened.
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Students generally love this activity. They come to understand how to be a 
more thoughtful, present, and empathetic listener. They also experience what it 
feels like to be truly listened to, which helps improve mutual understanding and 
trust. As one student said, “It feels like an act of care and love. When someone 
truly listens to us we feel it and know it.”

 1. Get students into partners and have them face each other. Use the entire 
space of your classroom so partners are as far apart from other students as 
possible.

 2. Let students know they will each be taking a turn speaking while their 
partner listens to them for a length of time between 2–5 minutes; this will 
vary by grade level (e.g., 5 minutes for Grades 4–6).

 3. Remind students that this is a mindfulness practice. That means they are 
using what their partner is saying as an object of focus. When their minds 
inevitably wander, it means they are no longer connected to the present. 
They should be instructed simply to bring their attention back to the 
present by listening once again to the words of the person speaking.

 4. Ask partners to decide who will be the first listener and who will be the 
first speaker. Ask listeners to raise their hands. Prompt students in the 
listening role to listen only. This means they must be silent but attentive. 
There should be no talking and no audible sounds. This can often be quite 
challenging for students who are used to the ebb and flow of a natural 
conversation. The inherent challenge in this exercise is what makes it a 
valuable mindfulness practice.

 5. Ask speakers to raise their hands. Prompt students in the speaking role 
to speak for as much of the allotted time as possible. Many students share 
experiences or concerns with their partners. If speaking students run out of 
things to share, prompt partners to hold the space with silence. This often 
means neither of the partners is speaking; tell them that’s okay.

 6. Once students understand the instructions, start the timer for 2–5 minutes.
 7. Once the timer has gone off to signal the end of the first partner’s 

opportunity to practice mindful listening, have students switch roles.
 8. Start the timer for 2–5 minutes once more.
 9. Once the timer has gone off, and before allowing students to debrief about 

their conversation, invite students to share their thoughts about what it was 
like to be in the mindful listener role or the speaker role.

10. You can invite students to complete the Be a Mindful Listener activity sheet 
on page 78, to share what it was like for them to speak and be listened to 
mindfully.

11. You can give students a few minutes to debrief about what was shared 
during their Mindful Listening activity with their partners. Students often 
need a moment or two to comment on or ask questions about what was 
shared.

Voice from the Classroom: Mindful Listening
by Dakota Panacci

Each day my students would enter the classroom buzzing with energy from recess. 
Every conversation, game, fight, or thought experienced out at recess came back 
into the classroom with them. The playground seemed to bring out stress and 
anxiety in many of my students. This was especially difficult for my students with

I do not give students an 
opportunity to debrief between 
listening sessions, as I want them to 
uphold the mindful environment. I 
often invite students to debrief at 
the end.
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special education needs and behavior challenges; it made learning quite difficult. In 
truth, many of my students had aggressive behaviors, both verbal and physical, with 
few coping strategies to help them self-regulate. Our goal with mindfulness practice 
was to provide a tool to help them calm down and refocus before behaviors esca-
lated in a way that would be harmful to themselves or others. We wanted students 
to focus on listening or breathing patterns and use them to de-escalate.
 Over time we established a routine of mindfulness practice to follow a major 
transition into the classroom. For 10–15 minutes, we use mindful listening and 
breathing to teach de-escalation strategies. Students typically participate in two lis-
tening activities.
 In the first activity, students choose a sound they want to focus on for their 
mindful listening and breathing exercise for the day. They choose from birds chirp-
ing, waterfalls, rain falling, or leaves rustling. As students walk into the classroom, 
they are invited to find a quiet space. Some sit on a chair with their feet flat on the 
ground and their hands in their laps, while others lie on the floor with their feet out 
straight and their toes toward the ceiling. Once the room falls silent, students begin 
by focusing on the different sounds in the room. Eventually, we play their chosen 
sound and they direct their focus there. The bell rings and students are asked to 
focus on each inhalation and each exhalation of their breath. Over time, the length 
of the listening and breathing activity gets longer, moving from three to ten min-
utes. At the sound of the second bell, students are asked to open their eyes, wiggle 
their fingers and toes, and quietly sit up. As students sit up and show their readiness 
to begin their learning, we begin to move to our academic tasks.
 In the second activity, students sit with their eyes closed at their desk or on the 
carpet. One student comes to the front of the room and quietly makes a noise using 
classroom objects or clothing. They may run their zipper up their sweater, tap a 
marker on the whiteboard, or scratch their nail on the carpet. Students who are 
seated are asked to guess the noise that was made. When a student guesses cor-
rectly they come to the front of the room and complete the activity once again. 
This particular practice happens right after recess during mindfulness practice and 
throughout the day when students need a break to refocus.
 This has supported my students in many ways. David is a student who often 
exhibited verbal and physical aggression toward staff and students. At the begin-
ning of the year he would yell, throw objects, and get physical with those around 
him. One day, David became extremely frustrated after losing a board game. As 
a class team we could sense the potential for aggressive behavior and gave David 
some space. By this time, David had been practicing mindfulness for most of the 
year. David sat quietly at a table and, after a few minutes, I approached him to ask if 
he wanted to continue to play. As he sat with his fists clenched tightly he said, “I’m 
not ready… I want to sit here and listen to Caleb play his game.” I left David at the 
table and, over the course of a few minutes, he unclenched his fists, calmed himself, 
stood up, and went back to join his classmates.
 Mindfulness practice has become an integral part of my teaching day. Like David, 
many students have found and commented that these activities help them control 
their emotions and behaviors because they give them tools to refocus their energy. 
It helps to support their ability to self-regulate both in and out of the classroom.
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Fostering Mindfulness is an essential guide to mindfulness activities and strategies that support 
the needs of today’s students. This timely book shows you how to help students cultivate the skills 
they need for self-regulation, stress management, and learning. Simple activities and practices 
throughout the book are designed to strengthen areas of the brain that allow students to better 
manage their own attention, emotions, and behavior in the classroom and beyond. Child-friendly 
language is used to explain mindfulness, physiology, and brain science. 

This practical book shows you how to incorporate mindfulness in your classroom practice in 
just minutes a day, and includes definitions, teaching tips, and activities for 

• making mindful breathing a core foundational practice 
• using the five senses as anchors for mindfulness
• helping students recognize, name, and manage their feelings
• exploring the connection between body and mind through movement
• incorporating practices that encourage students to focus their attention in the present 

moment
• creating and using a Peace Corner in the classroom that is devoted to self-regulation 

and self-care
• developing habits of mind that are central to resilience

This comprehensive resource offers step-by-step instructions, scripts, activity sheets, ready-
to-use templates, and scientific insights. Based on extensive classroom experience, this highly 
readable book includes stories from teachers who successfully incorporate mindfulness in their 
classroom practice.  

Ideal for new and experienced teachers, Fostering Mindfulness is committed to building skills 
that nurture attention, cognitive and emotional development, and overall well-being.
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