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FOREWORD
My first experience with Daniel Rechtschaffen’s work was sitting in on a session he
conducted in a middle school class in the Oakland Unified School District when he was
working with a group known as Mindful Schools. This school had a reputation as one of
the more challenging in the district. When I walked in, a bit late, the class of about
twenty-five students was already in total silence. The atmosphere was utterly calm and
attentive. Almost everybody was sitting up in his or her seat, but there was no sense of
rigidity or stiffness. The students looked at home, and I immediately felt at home in the
stillness and silence. I could hardly believe that middle school students were capable of
it. The classroom teacher was sitting at the back of the room and Daniel was on a chair at
the front. He was holding up a brass bowl. Slowly, as I took my seat at the back of the
room, I saw hands being raised, a few to begin with, then more and more of them, all in
silence. What was this? What was going on here? What was I observing? I had never seen
anything like it before.

Well, it turned out that the instruction for this exercise was for the students to raise
their hand when they could no longer hear the sound of the bell. Daniel had struck the
bowl with a stick right before I walked in. Apparently listening for the absence of
something invited tremendous attending, even among middle school students.

That same day, I visited an elementary school in the same district and saw another
mindfulness instructor from Mindful Schools do the same exercise with first graders,
again, with the teacher at the back of the room and the instructor at the front. After inviting
the children to “put on their mindfulness bodies”—at which point the children all sat up
erect in their seats and got very still—and without saying anything more, she rang the
bowl in the same way Daniel had. Again, the sound reverberated through the room and
slowly, as it receded, I saw little hands being raised, one-by-one, all in silence. The
longer it went, the more hands were raised.

This first-grade teacher later shared with me that many of the children in her class had
serious attentional problems. She was astonished at how still the room became during
these sessions. It was a skill that over time, she found transferred to other moments in the
day when she could invite the class to settle, since they knew what it felt like, making it
easier to teach the subject curriculum (1).

Primary and secondary school teachers are becoming increasingly pressured to be even
more outwardly focused, driven by the “teaching to the test” directive and culture that so
dominates education at this time. The overwhelming emphasis is on information and facts,
with the laudable aim, of course, of engendering greater knowledge and understanding in
the next generation, and thereby, an educated and presumably maximally creative and



effective workforce for the world of the future. Except that the approach itself may be
sorely lacking and misguided, perhaps effective for a minority of students, but leaving the
majority behind; increasingly stressed, alienated, terminally bored, and even turned off to
learning. We could say that the dominant culture in K-12 education is creating a public
health crisis in the sense that the health of the next generation depends crucially on skills
and competencies that until recently were not the province of school at all.

Overlooked or ignored in the current atmosphere is the domain of interiority—of the
inner life of the growing learner—and how it can and needs to be recognized, attended to,
nurtured, and developed in concert with all the outer knowledge and competencies so that
each child learns how to be at home in his or her own skin, how to calm his or her own
mind and body, and how to cultivate self-awareness, emotional intelligence, confidence,
and resilience in the face of stress of all kinds and the pressures to perform, to be a
certain way, and to fit in. In my experience, nurturing and validating interiority also
serves as a catalyst for creativity and imagination.

In the face of this consistent exclusion of the inner life of their students from the
curriculum, more and more teachers are turning to mindfulness as a way to promote and
support qualities such as the sense of agency, of being your own person, of being
fundamentally OK as you are, of being whole, of belonging, in addition to developing
specific competencies that are important in sustaining that wholeness over the years, and
in optimizing learning. Such competencies include developing the ability to know and
recognize our own thoughts and emotions as “events “in the field of awareness and how
to disentangle ourselves when we are completely caught up in their content and emotional
charge. Simple mindfulness practices can offer reliable strategies for working with the
storms and turbulence that inevitably overtake the mind at times and cause sadness or
anger, or a sense of not fitting in, of not being good enough, or even not wanting to learn.
It promotes increased calmness, focus and concentration, greater impulse control and
reduced aggression, and increased empathy and understanding of others among other
important outcomes (2).

In making such practices an intimate and seamless part of the classroom experience—
as described so effectively in this book—children are given practical opportunities to get
to know and explore the terrain of their own being. This includes not only thoughts and
emotions but also an awareness of the universe of body sensations, including one’s own
breathing, and how they are continually changing, often in concert with one’s thoughts and
emotions. Going further, it also includes social awareness, the landscape of being in
relationship with others, and learning how to navigate that territory in satisfying ways that
foster connection, kindness, and a range of pro-social behaviors rather than separation,
disregard, and enmity.



Interiority and self-awareness require education and cultivation in parallel with the
more academic curriculum for these competencies to take root, blossom, and continue to
develop and deepen across the lifespan. That cultivation begins with exploring how to be
still and what that feels like, how to move intentionally and what that feels like, and how
to be maximally present whenever you choose to be or need to be. Mindfulness lies at the
heart of social emotional learning. It is essentially about choosing wiser and more
adaptive ways to be in relationship to one’s inner and outer experience as it is unfolding
moment by moment. As we will see, mindfulness adds an embodied practice element to
SEL that is likely to help a child’s responses be much more balanced, appropriate, and
effective in moments of crisis or conflict.

At the heart of the cultivation of mindfulness is awareness itself. Awareness is not
something we get or develop but rather something we discover we already have, a
capacity that is innate but easily ignored in favor of thinking, another wonderful human
capacity. But while thinking gets a lot of air time in school, with the hope of training
students to be better and more critical thinkers, there is little or no attention paid to this
other equally essential capacity of ours that can help modulate our thoughts and emotions
and expand their range. The calling of these times is to discover and familiarize ourselves
with this innate capacity and then learn to inhabit it, integrate it into our day, and make use
of it in navigating the ins and outs and twists and turns of our unfolding lives. What better
place to begin to tap into and nurture this dimension of intelligence than in school?

The cardinal quality of awareness is that it can contain anything and everything that
arises in our experience with clarity and discernment and without immediately judging it
—a suspension of the usual impulse to immediately categorize and evaluate every aspect
of our experience in terms of liking and disliking it, or wanting more or wanting less.
Awareness amplifies what is most human in us and expands our relationship with life
itself and our responses to it. I think of it as perhaps the ultimate intrinsic characteristic of
what makes us fully human.

The direct path to awareness and its intrinsic clarity is the systematic cultivation of
attention. The virtues of introducing its cultivation and practice to school children are
compelling. Such skills and practices and the potential insights and understandings that
can arise from them are, to my mind, no longer optional in the human repertoire. They are
absolutely essential for adults as well as children in our rapidly changing and
increasingly complex, and often bewildering world, in which, as Linda Stone, a former
Microsoft researcher put it, our “default mode” is increasingly one of continuous partial
attention (3). They complement the standard learning curriculum and make it easier to
teach, as the Oakland first-grade teacher observed. They also don’t take up a lot of time,
especially in the hands of experienced teachers well-trained in mindfulness.



As this book skillfully documents, it is now well known that stress has deleterious effects
on the developing brain (4). In particular, stress has been shown to degrade the executive
functions of the prefrontal cortex—which is essential for problem-solving, creativity, and
reasoning—as well as the activity of the hippocampus, which plays an active and
important role in learning, memory, and emotion regulation. Stress also affects the
amygdalae, the threat reactivity centers within the brain’s limbic system, which get bigger
with ongoing stress exposure, and smaller with mindfulness training. For this reason
alone, it makes sense to adopt and utilize simple attentional practices that we know
through scientific studies can counter the toxicity of stress. Many children don’t even
come to school in a condition that would allow for learning. They may not have had
breakfast that morning, or may have already experienced stress or even violence. Before
they can teach the required curriculum, teachers are feeling the need to give their students
the tools for self-regulation, for paying attention, for learning how to learn, for tuning their
instrument (of learning) before attempting to play it, just as musicians tune their
instruments before playing them. The practices in this book, if integrated into the lessons
of the day, can help to buffer the deleterious effects of stress on the developing brains of
the students. This is especially important for those children at highest risk and where the
societal costs of failure to learn and thrive are most extreme.

Other studies over the past twenty years have demonstrated a dramatic decline in
children in many of the cognitive and emotional competencies that we take for granted as
the foundation for eventually becoming fully embodied adults and contributors to society
(5). More recently, studies have revealed the importance of developing skills for deep
listening and effective communication, conflict resolution, critical thinking, goal setting,
and teamwork in public education (6). All these can be improved through mindfulness
practice.

According to Linda Lantieri (7), a pioneering educator in Social Emotional Learning
(SEL) and mindfulness, the added value that mindfulness brings to conventional SEL is
primarily in the area of its embodied practices, known to promote neuroplasticity; that is,
structural changes in the brain regions we just mentioned, as well as others, which have
the potential to improve learning and memory, emotional balance, and cognitive
perspective taking. Mindfulness practices put a solid experiential foundation underneath
the more conceptually and cognitively-based SEL curriculum. They allow each child to
regularly exercise the muscle of emotional balance through practicing being present and
cultivating moment-to-moment non-judgmental awareness (my operational definition of
mindfulness) in moments of relative calm, and then, over time, learning to maintain or
recover a degree of equilibrium, even equanimity, in the face of stressful triggers and
threats. The muscle of mindfulness, when exercised regularly, especially if it is done
playfully and with a light touch, makes it more likely that the children will be able to call



on and make use of their SEL strategies under threatening and highly emotional
conditions.

My first introduction to mindfulness in the classroom came from a fifth grade public
school teacher, the late Cherry Hamrick, at the Welby Elementary School in South Jordan,
Utah in the early 1990s. Cherry was an intrepid and highly creative early pioneer in this
movement (8). She decided to try to bring mindfulness into her classroom after
participating in a Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program at the LDS
Hospital in Salt Lake City. In spite of my initial skepticism, Cherry’s introduction of
mindfulness into her fifth grade curriculum in a number of creative ways was a very
successful experiment that stretched out over a number of years. I had the privilege of
visiting the school and meeting with her students and some of their parents. Mindfulness
was obviously welcomed and having a positive impact not only in her classroom, but in
the school more broadly during those years. One anecdote I vividly remember from that
time: one of Cherry’s fifth graders was overheard (by a parent) saying to one of her
siblings when he was complaining about being teased by a classmate: “Just because his
mind is waving doesn’t mean that your mind has to wave.”

Mindfulness-based programs such as MBSR and MBCT (mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy) have become increasingly integrated into medicine, health care, and
psychology due to the growing evidence base for their efficacy in the lives and health of
medical patients with a range of chronic stress-related and pain-related conditions and
diseases, as well as people suffering from depression and anxiety. In a parallel
emergence, mindfulness and other contemplative practices are now making their way
increasingly into the mainstream curriculum in colleges and universities. (9). In primary
and secondary schools, as we have seen, bringing mindfulness to both teachers and pupils
is in part a response to the increasing stress and challenges faced by children, teachers,
and schools that, in toto, degrade optimal learning (10).

Introducing mindfulness practices into the classroom at any grade level involves
considerable creativity and innovation on the part of the classroom teacher. It is not in the
slightest a cookie-cutter, one-size-fits-all approach. Nor is it a covert strategy for
behavior management, even though a likely bi-product of it can be a much more effective
classroom atmosphere for learning. What Daniel Rechtschaffen offers us here is an
effective, user-friendly approach for classroom teachers, one that emphasizes that there is
no one right way to teach mindfulness and that it functions best when the teacher is
experimenting with using his or her own life as a laboratory for exploring and deepening
the practice of mindfulness. The book provides a range of different creative options and
approaches for teachers at every grade level who wish to bring this approach into their
classrooms with both rigor and playfulness. It is a treasure trove of perspectives and
practices that will be useful for years to come to support and inspire classroom teachers



and administrators seeking to introduce and integrate mindfulness into various aspects of
the curriculum, from kindergarten through high school.

In November 2012, I was walking across a football field that the Middle School shares
with the High School at Camp Zama, the sprawling US Army Headquarters in Japan. Out
of nowhere, a voice came over the PA system declaring a totally matter-of-fact tone of
voice: “The chimes will now signal the beginning of a mindful minute.” I could hardly
believe my ears. Apparently all the students knew what that meant—they had been
training in mindfulness—and dropped into stillness, silence, and awareness for that
minute. I learned later that it was the principal of the middle school who made the
announcement. This came about because a counselor, Jason Kuttner, thought bringing
mindfulness into the curriculum would be helpful. Now it is part of the curriculum
throughout the middle school, and many of the high school students have been introduced
to it as well. This is an example of how one person’s intention can make a school-wide
difference, just as Cherry Hamrick’s did in her school, and so many other teachers, many
of whose stories are in the book, are doing as well.

In December of 2013, Chris Ruane, a Member of Parliament in the United Kingdom, and
for many years a classroom teacher in Wales, gave a powerful and compelling speech in
Parliament addressed directly to the Minister of Education sitting before him in the
chamber. The speech, which he entitled Mindfulness in Education, aimed to make the
case for why the efforts in the UK to bring mindfulness into primary and secondary
education are so important, and why all classroom teachers should be offered the
opportunity to receive quality training in mindfulness (11). He singled out a number of
programs as exemplars, including what is called the “.b” program, a curriculum
developed by Mindfulness in Schools, the work of two secondary school teachers, Chris
Cullen and Richard Burnett. They have developed imaginative and highly popular
approaches for teaching mindfulness in elementary and secondary schools in the UK.
Their group has a research program linked to the Oxford University Centre for
Mindfulness. It is one of a number of inspiring mindfulness programs that Daniel
Rechtschaffen describes. There are many others, both at home and abroad.

If you are a teacher, or an educator, or involved in school administration and curriculum
development, the book you hold in your hands has the potential to transform your life, the
lives of your students, and the life of the school itself, as well as education in America. I
welcome its timely publication. May it be a useful and valuable resource for all teachers
who wish to optimize both inner and outer learning, and nurture the unique potential and
beauty of each of their students.

Jon Kabat-Zinn

Berkeley, California
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INTRODUCTION

For some reason a particular email from the “White House” looked different than the rest
of the political junk mail that so frequently clogs my inbox. It turns out my decision not to
send it to the trash was important. “We are pleased to invite you to join Obama
administration officials in a roundtable discussion,” the message began. They had invited
me to represent the mindfulness in education movement, describing the transformational
effects these practices are having on our youth.

Before I knew it, I was being screened through the White House gates and sitting with
a table of upright army generals, Homeland Security officials, and representatives from
the Department of Health and Human Services and a slew of other departments. It has
seemed obvious to me from the moment I first tasted the sweet inner stillness of
mindfulness 20 years ago that our society could be profoundly transformed if we taught
these practices to all children, medical patients, and—why not?—politicians, but I never
imagined the government would actually take the leap.

As a family and school therapist, I began teaching the transformative practice of
mindfulness to kids in 2006 to help them with anxiety, impulsivity, attention disorders,
and depression and to help them cultivate happy and fulfilling lives. I had no idea there
was already a mindfulness in education movement under way. Then I learned of
organizations such as Mindful Schools teaching in classrooms around the California Bay
area, the Mind Body Awareness Project bringing mindfulness to incarcerated youth, and
Mindfulness without Borders teaching students around the world. Thrilled that I was not
alone, I leapt in and began teaching mindfulness in California classrooms and helping
various organizations create mindfulness-based curricula.

Now I have one of those jobs that no one could have imagined 10 years ago. I fly
around the world consulting with school systems to help them create mindful, empathic,
and inspiring learning environments. One week I’m in Thailand leading an international
conference for teachers to bring mindfulness and social emotional learning back to their
home countries; the next week I am in Atlanta, consulting with a K–12 school and training
their baseball team in attention, embodiment, and team communication; the next week I’m
back in California leading a retreat for the educators who are part of the year-long
Mindful Education Institute. Luckily I’m teaching mindfulness and know that to teach well
I need to perpetually deepen my own presence, openheartedness, and attention, otherwise
the pace of my life would really stress me out. At the airport, when I am asked if the trip
is business or pleasure I like to give an emphatic, “Yes!”



I teach educators, administrators, and kids the most fundamental principles. If you are
teaching someone to drive a car, you need to sit them in the driver’s seat and make sure
they know the basic rules of the road. In educating children we are training them how to
navigate in the world, but we usually skip over the operating manual. How do your minds,
hearts, and bodies work? How do we cultivate attention? How do we develop kindness
toward ourselves and others? It’s rare that schools or parents show children how to
cultivate the very ethical attitudes they are espousing, and usually this is because we were
never taught these priceless practices ourselves. We may assume that our own happiness
is a state that happens to us, rather than a muscle we can exercise into strength and
potency. Once we have gained this insight, we can become strength trainers for our
students’ attention, happiness, and ethical values.

In 2008 I decided to launch the Mindfulness in Education Conference at the Omega
Institute, a holistic learning center in Rhinebeck, New York. This annual conference
brings together teachers such as Daniel Siegel, Jon Kabat-Zinn, Linda Lantieri, Goldie
Hawn, Danny Goleman, Susan Kaiser-Greenland, and many other leaders in the
mindfulness and education field. Leading this conference at Omega has a special
significance for me, because it was the place I gained my own education in mindfulness.

My parents, Elizabeth Lesser and Stephan Rechtschaffen, founded the Omega Institute
in 1977. My mother and father were pioneers in bringing masters of meditation, yoga, and
other contemplative traditions to the American public. I have early childhood memories
of Shaolin monks standing on sword blades, yogis twisting their bodies into knots, and
meditation masters sitting as still as statues for hours. This all seemed normal to me. I
was usually backstage with friends, making forts out of meditation cushions, but I must
have been listening to the teachings on some level.

I remember toddling into my father’s room at four years old and seeing him sitting
motionless, cross-legged, on his bed. I stood there for a few moments, confused. There
was a stillness I was not accustomed to. I could tell there was something important
happening, but he was just sitting, doing nothing.

I stood transfixed until he opened his eyes and gestured for me to come over. I
climbed up on the bed for my first mindfulness lesson. He taught me to watch each breath
moving in and out. On every in breath I was to count, one, two, three. . . . Every time my
mind ran away I was to bring it back and count again from the beginning.

My brother and I tried to turn it into a competition to see who could count the highest
without thinking. “I got to 23,” I said. “No way, you’re lying!” he replied. We realized
quickly that there was no way to verify the other’s internal experience, and hence no way
to turn it into a competitive game. We gave up pretty fast and went back to basketball and
checkers, but this first glimpse at the inner working of my mind spurred a lifelong inquiry.



Early on I began asking myself unsettlingly awesome existential questions. Why was I
here? What happens when I die? I was one of those kids who had an early hunger to ask
the big questions of life and had a mindful environment in which that inquiry could grow. I
was gifted with parents and teachers at Omega who would listen to my early cosmic
questions with care and insight. However, when I would ask my 10-year-old school
friends something like, “What do you think happens to our minds when we die?” I would
get scared, frozen faces in response.

Not knowing how to speak to my peers or teachers about what I was experiencing led
me to split into two distinct selves. There was my “social self,” who played with friends,
watched Saturday morning cartoons, and sat at my little desk memorizing agonizing
timetables. I strove to be as normal as an American kid could become. I would watch
MTV with a pen and paper, taking notes on how to be cool. I started a rap group in third
grade and wore hip-hop gear 10 sizes too large and Air Jordan sneakers. Although my
social self found acceptance in the culture of cool, my “authentic self” was longing to be
integrated. School was definitely a place that my authentic self felt like a foreigner trying
to pass as one of the locals, wondering why no one at school was talking about the big
questions.

I have had to cobble together the holistic education my body, mind, and heart were
seeking. Studying Western philosophy in college fed my mind but left my heart and body
empty and seeking. Graduate school in psychology met my needs for emotional and
relational development, but my body remained neglected. Spending time in nature with
indigenous teachers, practicing tai chi, and dancing brought me to a deeper sense of
embodiment. My mindfulness practice has been the guiding star the entire time, shining
awareness on the journey. My life has been a path of integration, my authentic self and my
social self gradually becoming one and the same.

In returning to Omega to lead the Mindfulness in Education conference, I realized I
was looking to teach the same empathic upbringing I had been raised with. We usually
have 300 teachers join us for this weekend of inspiring speakers, practices, and
community building. Soon I realized that to really train a teacher to learn an inner
mindfulness practice, embody it for their students, and teach skillful lessons, we were
going to need a lot longer than a weekend. I ended up leading five-day retreats, which
allowed us to dive much deeper, but still, it seemed like attendees needed more. I started
the Mindful Education Institute in 2011 as a yearlong teacher training so that participants
could have silent mindfulness retreats of a full week and spend a year as a community
bringing this into their worlds. This book is an extension of my exploration of how to best
serve this growing mindfulness in education movement.

This movement cannot be summed up in a weekend conference, a year of training, or



in this book. I am inviting you on a journey to a new paradigm, one where we are learning
and teaching with our students, which necessitates admitting that we are all works in
progress. Like toddlers learning to walk by toppling over again and again, I offer my own
clumsy attempts at being a teacher worth learning from, inviting you to stumble with me
into a future so inspiring we cannot yet imagine it. I have taught in hundreds of classrooms
around the world, but I have never been a full-time classroom teacher; I am humbled
again and gain by how much I don’t know. I am striving to be an author without being
authoritative. In the same way, I am inviting you to become more of a learning companion
than a top-down teacher. With this book I invite you on a collaborative journey with me.
You have knowledge and insights beyond my own that we all need to hear. The wisdom of
a group is always greater than that of an individual.

I can say with certainty that everything we need to build the compassionate society we
all want is already here. It’s as if we want a beautiful house and are standing next to a
giant pile of wood and tools. I have learned from my time teaching mindfulness practices
to kids that even preschoolers can learn impulse control, compassion, attention,
communication skills, and stress relief—all of the necessary building materials for a
healthy, happy, and responsible life. We have the materials; now we need to build the
house.

How This Book Is Organized
Part I is Why Mindful Education Matters. There is a great mindfulness in education
movement under way. We begin this journey with an introduction to the work that is
already happening and being brought to diverse populations in different formats. We need
to go back and ask the obvious question of what mindfulness is. Mindfulness has ancient
roots with very modern applications. With cutting-edge research we have taken great
strides in understanding the effects that these practices have on the mind, heart, and body.
We will look at how mindfulness can support our students and us as teachers.

In Part II, Begin with Yourself, we learn that to teach mindfully, we need to be
mindful. There’s no way around it. If you are a parent, teacher, therapist, or anyone else
with children in your life, the greatest gift you can give to them is your authentic presence.
With this in mind, I’ve devoted the section to teaching you the art of mindfulness so that
you can embody the practices with your students. Even if you only read this part of the
book, you have the opportunity to transform your classroom. We will also look into some
basic psychological foundations of how to become aware of ourselves so that we are not
projecting onto our students. From here we will learn to cultivate awareness in our
bodies, focus attention, develop compassion, and to be mindful in our everyday lives.

Part III, Cultivating a Mindful Classroom, will discuss how to bring these teachings



into the classroom from a place of deepened presence and compassion. We look at the
characteristics of a mindful teacher and how to embody our practice with our students.
We look at some essential ingredients of creating a mindful classroom, such as council
practice, the peace corner, and making classroom agreements.

We examine helpful skills for working with different age groups and how to language
these teachings to be most accessible to each developmental stage. We explore cultural
diversity and inclusion and how to teach mindfulness in the most appropriate, supportive
way. We also examine how stress and trauma affect students and methods to best care for
them.

In the final section, Part IV, Mindful Education Curriculum, we finally explore a
number of lessons that can be delivered in various settings. We learn how to introduce
mindfulness and how to format lessons. These lessons are grouped into four basic types—
embodiment, attention, heartfulness, and interconnectedness—and can be adapted for any
age group and population. Finally, we learn how to help students integrate mindfulness
into their lives. As we bring our mindful attention and compassionate commitment into the
world, we help develop the peaceful society we all long for.

This book is an invitation to self-discovery, waking up with a wide-open heart to the
world around you, and becoming a skilled purveyor of whole new way of being. I invite
you to be courageously hopeful and dedicated with me.
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PART I

Why Mindful Education Matters
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The Way of Mindfulness

Let’s begin our exploration of mindfulness with an experiment. Notice your eyes engaging
with the letters of this text as you read. At the end of this paragraph, see if you can stop
and focus on the letters simply as shapes for a minute, as if you were a baby in awe of the
varied forms flowing in through your eyes. Let your eyes and body relax and take in the
text as a work of art, letting go of the need to assign meaning to the words.

After you finish reading this paragraph, pause for a moment and try listening to the
sounds around you, smelling the smells, sensing the temperature and pulses in your body,
without assigning any meaning to your experiences. No labeling the sound as the “heater,”
or identifying the smell as “pancakes.” See if for a few minutes you can simply receive
your sensory world like a beautiful symphony.

The process of understanding what mindfulness is begins with firsthand experience. In
my initial meeting with any class, I ask the students if anyone has heard of mindfulness. I
want to know about their preconceived notions. Years ago the majority of my students had
no idea what mindfulness was. Now when I ask, almost everyone raises a hand. The
responses range from sage-like definitions to questions like “Isn’t that what Oprah does?”

After introducing myself and learning a bit about the students, I invite the class to sit
in attentive silence for one minute. Students often finish this period of silence with a sense
of amazement, saying something like, “It was so quiet I think I heard the buzz of the light
bulbs.” They are delighted. They have been in the same classroom for an entire year, and
have never heard the noise right above their heads. Within one minute of silence, there it
is. In one of my favorite exercises, I lead my students in eating raisins mindfully. Kids say
there’s as much taste in that tiny bit of food as in eating a whole watermelon. Sometimes
students ask, “Is this magic?” It’s the kind of magic that instead of tricking the mind by
showing it something mysterious and unreal invites you to see how profoundly mysterious
reality already is. I frequently say to students, “It’s as if we were in the Muggle world of
Harry Potter all this time and then all of a sudden, with mindfulness, we realized that
there’s the whole magical world of Hogwarts all around us.”

A wealth of peer-reviewed mindfulness research has been validating what
practitioners have known for thousands of years. Practicing mindfulness regularly
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supports immune function, cognitive development, attention skills, and emotional
regulation; promotes happiness; and even makes us more empathic. Mindfulness is being
brought into the military, into boardrooms of Fortune 500 companies, and even into the
Olympic Games, where you can watch athletes taking calming mindful breaths before
their big event. There are other examples of how mindfulness is being used in the culture
at large, including Congressman Tim Ryan’s weekly congressional mindful sitting group,
Chase Bank’s “Resource Center for Mindful Spending,” and the World Economic Forum
at Davos that recently kicked off its annual meeting with the Mindful Leadership
Experience. For mindfulness, the time is now.

If mindfulness works so well for adults, imagine how much easier it would be to
teach self-love, inner resilience, and nonjudgmental awareness right in the beginning of
life before the layers of psychological armoring build up. What would our world be like
if every child was offered skills for nurturing and developing their hearts, bodies, and
minds? The preliminary research on teaching mindfulness to youth is showing us exactly
what we would most hope for. Research on mindfulness in youth has been shown to raise
test scores, reduce impulsivity, enhance well-being, and build executive functioning.

You may be getting the feeling that mindfulness is the next wonder drug. It has been
touted as the cure for everything from attention deficit hyperactivity disorder to chronic
pain to depression and from suffering itself. Though scientific results make it look like a
magic pill, the difficulty is that we cannot swallow mindfulness with a glass of water; we
have to practice diligently to experience its effects. Mindfulness is no anesthetic; we have
to feel more instead of less. We may try mindfulness hoping it will make us feel
immediately peaceful and happy, but often it forces us even more viscerally into our own
anxiousness, fear, and discomfort. Mindfulness invites us to turn our ship of awareness
directly into the storm. Its magic is that when we relax our resistance muscles and open
up to what is true, here and now, a whole new way of being and teaching unfolds.

When we practice mindfulness, we are not memorizing what someone else has
already discovered, we are setting up conditions in which we can observe the direct
experiences in our own minds, bodies, and hearts. Defining mindfulness is like trying to
explain to a child what the word fun means. It’s easier just to play a game with them and,
as they are dancing around gleefully, you can say, “This is called having fun.” Instead of
telling you what mindfulness is, I’ll ask you a few questions.

• Have you ever been playing sports, making music, or creating art, when all your
thoughts seemed to move into the background and you were totally absorbed in the
present activity?

• Have you ever been in a dangerous situation where your senses became highly
attuned and your attention was laser focused?
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• Have you ever looked into the eyes of a baby and felt yourself dumbstruck with
love and wonder?

• Have you ever become engrossed in a story where some complete stranger’s
successes felt like your successes, their hardships were your hardships, their joy
was your joy?

In these kinds of moments, our awareness is rooted in the present moment without our
minds getting involved with judgments and comparisons. These moments of awareness
often arise spontaneously, but we practice mindfulness so that we can cultivate it not just
in extreme cases but in our normal everyday moments. If you are walking, and are aware
of the touch of your feet on the ground and the audiovisual stimuli streaming in as you
walk, then you are mindfully walking. If you are driving a car and are aware of the road
signs zooming by and the feel of the wheel in your hands, then you are mindfully driving.
As simple as this sounds, just think of how many times you may have arrived at a
destination across town and realized that you were consumed in thoughts the entire ride.
Being mindful could save your life.

Mindfulness is not some new-fangled invention. You don’t need to construct this
awareness for your students or yourself; we are born with it. In fact, in some ways,
children are far more mindful than adults. A child gazing with wide-eyed wonder at ants
on a leaf is a clear example of mindful attention. As babies emerge into the world,
everything is brand new and miraculous. Of course, everything is still miraculous 20, 30,
or 40 years later, but our adult minds somehow learn to make the mysterious mundane.
Developmental neuropsychology shows that the brain of an infant is twice as active and
adaptive as it is when a person reaches the age of 18. Just as the child playing peek-a-boo
believes that the world disappears behind his hands, adults seem to trick themselves into
thinking that just because they have restricted their breadth of awareness, the wide-open
world is gone. Somehow we can fly over snow-capped mountains in an airplane, bored,
only glancing up occasionally from our sudoku puzzle. It’s all too easy to spend our time
planning, worrying, and fiddling around on our gadgets while the magnificence of life
passes by.

It’s never too late to experience the mystery and exhilaration of life. Mindfulness
invites us back to the preciousness of the present moment. Kids are already immersed in
the present moment, and I am mostly interested in not squashing the bright awareness that
is already there. I begin by telling students that we are going to “play mindfulness.”
There’s no homework, no tests, and no way you could possibly get it wrong. By the time
we have become adults, most of us have been thoroughly schooled to think that to be
loved we need get all the answers right. The mindful way is to unravel some of these old
standards so that we can feel happy exactly as we are. For adults mindfulness returns us
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to direct engagement with the present moment, like you were kneeling down on one knee
and getting engaged to this moment, and saying yes!
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The Mindful Education Revolution

Sitting on his bunk bed, locked behind juvenile detention bars, 17-year-old Damon feels
his breath softly rising and falling. As another angry thought surfaces, he remembers his
mindfulness lesson and notices the tension in his body. He smiles at the passing thought
and feels his whole body relax. He notices an inner spaciousness and a sense of freedom
that he’s not sure he’s felt before.

Across town eight-year-old Susan walks to the peace corner in her classroom. She is
aware of anxious sensations in her heart and throat—the same feelings she has every time
she takes a test. She sits on a comfy cushion, closes her eyes, and imagines she is getting a
big hug. The tightness loosens, and a warmth spreads through her body.

As Susan’s teacher, Nia, walks into a meeting with the school’s vice principal, she
uses mindful breathing to stay centered and calm amid the swirling thoughts and feelings
as she remembers their past disagreements about discipline and punishment. This time, to
her surprise, the vice principal is asking for advice. How is it that Nia’s class has gotten
the best test scores and yet is the only one that doesn’t seem stressed? “Is it this
mindfulness thing? Can you teach the rest of us how to do it?”

As you read these words, students from Rwanda to Israel to Jamaica and throughout
the United States and Canada are exercising their attention muscles, they are opening their
hearts to gratitude and forgiveness, they are learning to relax and to love themselves.
Meanwhile teachers are getting the inner resources they desperately need, learning self-
compassion, stress-relief, and invaluable lessons to teach their students. They are gaining
the inner calm and compassionate attention that can make teaching the passionate
profession that originally inspired them. This movement begins within each of our hearts
and can transform the entire world.

Doesn’t every one of us—teachers, parents, and children—want to feel relaxed rather
than stressed, happy rather than depressed, attentive rather than distracted? Don’t we
want to feel balanced in our mind, hearts, and bodies? Of course we do. It feels better that
way.

Students are told to pay attention a thousand times in school, but rarely are they taught
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how. We tell our kids to be nice to each other again and again, without ever teaching them
the incredibly accessible exercises that cultivate empathy and forgiveness. We tell
students not to be so reactive and even put them in juvenile detention centers all because
they can’t regulate the disturbances within their own bodies. There are methods for
teaching impulse control, attention, and empathy, but young people have rarely been taught
them. Mindfulness has been effectively training these qualities for millennia, and there is
a mounting research base that backs up its immense health benefits.

Many in the education field are now looking to mindfulness as an antidote to the
escalating dysregulation of the youth in our society. The statistics are disturbing, and they
validate the concerns of teachers and parents alike. The rates of severe psychological
disorders have spiked at younger and younger ages. The National Institute of Mental
Health reports, “Approximately one in every four to five youth in the U.S. meets criteria
for a mental disorder with severe impairment across their lifetime” (Merikangas et al.,
2010). We can look at health factors in nearly every arena and see the same accelerating
imbalance. Obesity, autism, attention deficit disorder, anxiety, depression, bullying—
whether it is social, psychological, or physical, the trends are moving in an unsettling
direction.

We can listen to experts in the fields of education, developmental psychology, and
neuroscience, but the most important people we need to listen to are our children. Our
kids are the canaries in the coalmine, the most vulnerable members of our society,
responding to the stressors of our world. What is unaddressed in adult society rears its
head in the sandbox games our children play. When I work with young children in my
therapy practice, I invite them to play with a vast assortment of little figurines in a sand
tray. Invariably the worlds and scenarios the children create represent the unresolved
emotional experiences of their lives. A child of domestic violence puts a baby in a crib
surrounded by wolves; a child whose parents are getting divorced chooses two houses
and places a wall between them. The children represent their inner emotional state in
symbols and then play with them to try to find resolution. The stressors children are
raised with form the architecture of their very brains and bodies, influencing who they
will be for the rest of their lives.

As children overhear the daily news of school shootings, wars, and ocean levels
rising, their minds and bodies are developing amid this myriad of stressors. When the
stress levels are high, children sound an alarm with their dysregulation. I hear this alarm
in the serious depression and anxiety in my young psychotherapy clients. I heard this
alarm loud and clear from a roaring applause in a recent mindfulness assembly I was
leading for 150 high school seniors. What about mindfulness, you may ask, would elicit a
standing ovation from teenagers?
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After a 10-minute silent breathing practice, a young woman in the assembly audience
asked an important question. “As I was sitting I was almost falling asleep. What do I do
about that?” “Are you tired?” I asked. “Whenever I stop doing stuff, I crash,” she said.
When I asked what she was so busy doing, she gave me an exasperated laundry list of
classwork, extracurricular activities, and family and social engagements. I responded,
“We all have so much we are doing for school, for our parents, to look cool with our
friends, that deep down we are bone tired. It’s not that mindfulness makes us tired, it’s
that mindfulness shows us how tired we actually are.” The whole room seemed to be
nodding in unison. “Perhaps we should reinstitute nap time from preschool into every
grade,” I suggested.

Big smiles appeared on the students’ faces and then clapping, hooting, and eventually
the standing ovation. A standing ovation for nap time? These students, and other students
around the world, are profoundly stressed. Whether it is in the impoverished Oakland
schools where I work or in progressive prep schools, students are crying out for calm.
They need an environment in which their nervous systems can relax and feel nourished. In
my psychotherapy practice and in my travels to schools around the world I always ask
kids if they enjoy being in school. Sadly the majority of them look at me quizzically, as if
the possibility of enjoying school never occurred to them.

As an adult I still sometimes awaken from terrified dreams about being back in
school, unprepared for a test. When our nervous systems are on high alert, or when we
are flushed with self-critical thoughts, then our working memories function poorly, our
creative juices do not flow, and our collaborative capacities are stymied. The premise of
mindful education is that all human beings are born with the seeds of the most beneficial
universal qualities, such as compassion, creativity, integrity, and wisdom. From this
perspective the ideal of education is to teach in such a way that fosters these beautiful
latent qualities. Instead of creating an atmosphere of stress, competition, and punishment,
we create an atmosphere of acceptance, care, and encouragement. We start by honoring
children exactly as they are; when they receive this type of attention, children can grow to
their fullest human potential. As any teacher knows, when a student feels safe, relaxed,
and attentive, learning comes naturally.

When the teenagers were applauding for nap time, I thought of the movement in high
school education to push the start of the school day a bit later. It turns out that biologically
it is healthier for teens to wake up later. It’s not that they are lazy and obstinate; rather,
they are answering an inner biological call. With this in mind, two schools in Minnesota
agreed to push the school day back, and there was a significant reduction in school
dropout rates, less depression, and higher grades (Wahlstrom, 2002). Any teenager in the
world could tell you that they naturally need to go to sleep later and wake up later. All we
had to do was ask.
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