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Connections: Mindfulness and Student Achievement 
 
 
Mindfulness may be seen as a technique for social and emotional learning. Mind-
fulness is the intentional focus of one’s attention on the present moment in a non-
judgmental way (Armstrong, T., 2019, p.2). There are many programs that teach 
mindfulness and they vary considerably. Districts should carefully evaluate the 
program chosen.  
 
Benefits 
Mindfulness research has indicated that this technique improves students’ execu-
tive functioning, bolsters working memory, supports social and emotional devel-
opment, and reduces stress (Armstrong, p. 1-2). Executive function refers to the 
ability to reflect, plan, organize, and self-regulate. Mindfulness is also seen as a 
technique for improving concentration. Mindfulness was  found to have a large 
effect size for cognitive performance (0.80) (Armstrong, p. 12).   
 
Research has shown that mindfulness can (Ackerman, 2019) 

Mitigate the effects of bullying 
Enhance focus in children with ADHD 
Reduce attention problems 
Improve mental health and well being 
Improve social skills 

 
MIT researchers did a study of the effects of Mindfulness on middle school stu-
dents. This study indicated that mindfulness training may buffer students reaction 
to stress and decrease negative emotions (Bullock, B. G., 2019).  
 
A study by Harvard researchers indicated that students who score higher on a 
mindfulness questionnaire seemed to have higher grade point average and greater 
achievement on standardized tests of math and literacy. They also had better 
school attendance and fewer suspensions (Bullock, B. G., 2019).  
 
A mindfulness program may affect school climate by fostering a non-judgmental 
environment, more of a curious environment (Baron, W., 2019).  Students are 
encouraged to share how they are feeling in class, to provide an appropriate label 
for their feelings, and to resolve conflicts. Mindfulness programs encourage stu-
dents to express kindness in their relationships.  
 
Classroom adaptation 
The process of mindfulness has three components (Armstrong, p.31): focus, mon-
itoring, and attitude. The breathing exercises of mindfulness are designed to 
strengthen the student’s ability to pay attention to the moment and control dis-
tractions. 
 
Mindfulness in the classroom may be practiced in one to three minutes at the start 
of class. This time may be used to focus on mindfulness techniques for deep 
breathing or stretching exercises.  
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A kindergarten teacher may introduce mindfulness by showing a video of seaweed floating in water. The 
seaweed may move wildly and may barely move as the strength of the current changes. The children 
may first pretend to be the seaweed in a strong current (Armstrong, p. 69). The students will be making 
big, rapid movements. The students will slowly calm their movements to be still. The student may 
breathe in deeply and exhale slowly several times. The students may be asked how they felt when they 
were seaweed in a strong current, how they felt as the seaweed in a gentle current, and how they feel 
when they are still and focusing on their breathing. The seaweed exercise may become a practice for 
moving students from being active to being quiet.  
 
For students who experience test  anxiety, practicing mindfulness at the start of the test may help them to 
become calm. Before starting the test, they may close their eyes and focus on how their feet feel against 
the floor and how their buttocks feels against the chair.  Then, take three deep breaths inhaling slowly in 
and exhaling slowly out. Students should pay attention to how their chest and abdomen rise and fall. 
Then, students open their eyes and focus on the test. They should pick up their pen or pencil and be 
aware of how the instrument feels in their hand. Mentally, the student would repeat several times, “ I am 
going to do my best on this test.”  The students now begin their test but repeat this sequence if they be-
come distracted or distressed (Armstrong, p. 84). 
 
Teachers may follow these steps for breathing practice for students (Baron, W., 2019). The breathing 
practice may be done sitting with both feet on the floor or standing up.  

• Close your eyes, or lower your gaze. 
• Take a  slow, deep breath in — Feel the breath going all the way into you belly; feel your 

belly, diaphragm, and shoulders expand. 
• Exhale slowly — Feel the belly fall. 
• After a few repetitions of inhale and exhale, ask students how they felt before the breathing 

practice and how they feel after the breathing practice. 
 
To improve students’ achievement scores on the NYSED assessments, attention to skill gaps may not be 
sufficient for improving student learning.  Possibly, more attention needs to be paid to providing an en-
vironment that encourages perseverance and focus.  
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