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Abstract

The objective of this study towards the B.Ed-degree was to gather information about the

mindfulness method. The focus was on the various ways that mindfulness can be used and what

are the benefits in relation to stress and negative emotions among children. Also focus was on

the positive benefits that mindfulness is shown to have on children´s learning and general well-

being at preschool and school ages. The thesis is based on reviewed literature about the subjects

of mindfulness and the use of mindfulness with children. Children do not share the same ability

to deduce as adults do when they are stressed, have difficulties in concentrating, and face

negative emotions and do not have the knowledge about how they should handle it. This is why

children need assistance in dealing with their emotions. To my opinion, mindfulness works as s

reckoned and useful tool in assisting children to deal with subjects related to their emotional

intelligence and inner strength and in general, it helps them to deal with their emotions.

Mindfulness is often referred to “a state of being aware and present in the moment without

judging and examining it overmuch.”(Willard, 2013.)  This describing sentence of mindfulness

is also valid when children are the target group. As it indicates in this thesis, usage of

mindfulness as a tool in reducing the stress and other behavioral problems, increasing the

learning and mental, emotional and physical well-being among children, has shown positive

outcomes. Practical examples of exercises in how to use mindfulness in the staff with children

are presented as the thesis proceeds.

Key words: mindfulness, children, stress reduction, anxiety, children´s well-being

Markmið  í þessu lokaverkefni fyrir B.Ed-prófi var að safna saman upplýsingum um núvitund.

Áherslan var aðallega á fjölbreytilegu notkun hugtaksins og í ávinning núvitundar í sambandi

með streitu og tilfinningar hjá börnum á leikskóla og grunnskólaaldri. Lokaverkefnið er byggt á

athugunum á fræðilegum heimildum  sem tengjast efni um núvitund og fjölbreytileg notkun

þess  með börnum. Börnin hafa ekki sama getu eins og fullorðnir að sjá fyrir áhrif þegar þau

upplífa streítu og erfiðleikar í einbeitingu og hafa ekki þekking á því  hvernig þau geta höndlað

það. Þess vegna þurfa börnin aðstoð í að takast víð viðfangsefni. Mín niðurstaða er sú að starf
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með núvitund sé verðugt og gagnleg verkfæri  í því að aðstoða börnum að takast við

viðfangsefni sem tengist þeirra tilfinningalega vitsmuni og innri styrkur og almennt að takast

við  tilfinningum þeirra . Núvitund er oftast útskýrt sem „ástand þar sem maður er meðvitandi

og viðstaddur í augnablikinu án þess að dæma og kanna það of mikið.“ (Willard, 2013). Þetta er

útskýrandi setningu af núvitund og gildir líka hjá börnum sem markhópur. Eins og fram kemur í

þessu lokaverkefni, er núvitund sem tækni til að minnka streitu og aðra hegðunarlega

vandamála hjá börnum og stuðlar að hæfni og bendir til jákvæðs árangurs.

Hagnýt dæmi um hvernig er hægt að nota núvitund í starfi er nefnt í ritgerðinni.

Lýkilorðin: núvitund, börnin, streituminnkun, kvíði, velferð barnanna

Tämän opinnäytetyön pääsääntöisenä tavoitteena oli kerätä yhteen tietoa tietoisesta läsnäolosta.

Keskittyminen oli  tietoisen läsnäolon moninaisessa käytettävyydessä ja sen mukanaan tuomissa

hyödyissä huomioon otettaessa lapset, heidän stressin-ja negatiivisten tunteiden

käsittelytaitonsa, heidän oppimisensa ja yleinen hyvinvointinsa lastentarha-ja kouluiässä.

Tutkielman pohjana ovat akateemiset ja tieteelliset lähteet jotka liittyvät termeihin tietoinen

läsnäolo ja tietoisen läsnäolon käyttö työssä lasten kanssa. Lapsilla ei ole samaa taitoa tiedostaa

stressiään ja vaikeuksia esimerkiksi keskittyä kuin aikuisilla eikä heillä myöskään ole

tietämystä kuinka käsitellä sitä. Tämän vuoksi lapset tarvitsevat apua tunteidensa käsittelyssä.

Omasta mielestäni tietoisen läsnäolon harjoitukset ovat varteenotettava ja hyödyllinen keino

huomioonottaen heidän sisäisen vahvuutensa ja tunneälynsä käsittelyntarpeensa. Tietoista

läsnäoloa kuvataan usein „tilaksi jossa ihminen on tiedostava ja läsnä hetkessä tuomitsematta ja

arvostelematta sitä tyystin. (Willard, 2013). Tämä lause on hyvin kuvastava tietoiselle

läsnäololle ja on täysin sovellettavissa myös lapsiin kohderyhmänä. Kuten tässä tutkielmassa

käy ilmi, tietoisen läsnäolon harjoitusten  käyttö stressin lievittämisessä ja hallinnassa ja muissa

käytösongelmissa sekä sen vaikutuksissa oppimiseen on ilmennyt hyviä tuloksia. Hyödyllisiä

käytännön esimerkkejä tietoisen läsnäolon harjoitusten käytöstä lasten kanssa esitetään

tutkielman edetessä.

Avainsanat: tietoinen läsnäolo, lapset, stressinhallinta, ahdistuneisuus, käytösongelmat, lasten

hyvinvointi
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Introduction

The subject matter for this thesis towards B.Ed-degree was chosen due to my own personal

interest for mindfulness as a concept in general and especially for its use as a method to reduce

anxiety and stress accompanied with other behavioral problems that children are dealing with. I

also share a lot of interest in what benefits mindfulness has, especially when it comes to

children. At my current profession in the field of early childhood education in Turku, Finland,

we, employees,  have obtained an privilege to get educated about mindfulness and are offered

specific courses in how to exploit mindfulness in the hectic and often stress-causing staff with

children. This thesis works as a deep review into the subject.

 Stress and stress-related problems are familiar and very common phenomenon in today´s

society. Everyone experiences stress to some level and currently, more resources are available

in raising awareness and helping people to deal with stress. Also children at very young age

have shown symptoms of stress such as lack of concentration skills, behavioral problems,

stomach and head-aches and other stress related symptoms (Mäki,  Hakulinen-Viitanen,

Kaikkonen, Koponen, Ovaskinen, Sippola, Virtanen& Laatikainen, 2010). When children or

youth are coping with a mental health concern, it can inhibit their ability to disregard

meaningless stimuli, which results in increased distractibility, poor organizational skills, and a

decreased ability to focus on a specific task (Shapiro, Oman, Thoresen, Plante & Flinders,

2008.)As it is mentioned here above,  I personally share great interest especially on children

dealing with stress related symptoms and the possible advantages in using mindfulness as an

stress reducing and assisting tool.  I agree with Rempel (2012) who suggests that there is a need

to provide children with a way to combat the stress and pressure of living in today’s highly

charged world: mindfulness may be one helpful alternative. The research on the effects of

mindfulness as stress reduction tool for children is still not as widespread as it is with adults, but

the common interest in the subject is increasing rapidly. Amongst  adults  there  is  reasonably

 strong  evidence  for  the positive impact  of  mindfulness  on a  wide  range  of  mental  and

 physical  health  conditions,  on social  and  emotional  skills  and  wellbeing  and  on  learning

 and  cognition.  There  is  also  good  evidence  from  neuroscience  and  brain  imaging that

mindfulness  meditation  reliably  and profoundly  alters  the  structure  and  function  of  the

 brain  to  improve  the  quality  of both  thought  and  feeling ( Weare, 2012.)  So far researches
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have shown that using mindfulness methods with children have shown causing improvement in

their mental, emotional, social and physical health and wellbeing. Mindfulness can be used in

various ways (Terjestam, 2010). While mindfulness practices may be useful for some people, it

is important to note that there are people experiencing traumatic stress for which mindfulness-

based practices are contraindicated (Shapiro & Carlson, 2009). This is why it is important for

the individual teaching mindfulness to have some history on the participants and knowledge of

when mindfulness may not be suitable.

Most of the outcomes of the reviewed researches have  some  methodological  limitations,  most

 notably small  numbers,  and  limited  use  of  control  groups  or  randomization. Conclusions

of these researches are therefore tentative.

This thesis examines the concept of mindfulness, the beneficial influences that researches

propose on it having especially on children and presents practical examples of possible usage of

the method based on the influences at the staff in schools and kindergartens.
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Overviewing of Mindfulness

History

By mindfulness (as a term) is meant a 2500 year old, specific method, which is based on the

Eastern psychology and is related to parts of Buddhism as well. One of the most recognized

definitions for mindfulness comes from Dr. Jon Zabat-Kinn, one of the key founders of the

science of mindfulness. Based on Zabat-Kinn´s own experiences and learning, he wanted to

create a religion-detached method that would be suitable for people who were not actively

practicing Buddhism in the Western countries. This is how Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction

(MBSR) program was born.. Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction was first addressed for

Massachusetts University Hospital in order to help patients suffering from pain to control their

stress. Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction later started to spread successfully to other Western

countries and especially to the healthcare circle in the 1990´s. Mindfulness is even

recommended by the National Institute of Clinical Excellence (mindfulnessinschools.org,

2014). Mindfulness emphasizes on the current moment, and in the ability of being fully present

and aware in the presence. By referring of being fully present and aware, is meant a state when

mindful-awareness corresponds with all types of sensation awareness: Visual, auditory,

gustatory, tactile, and cognitive, the consciousness, and other emotional human sensory

features. By being fully aware, one is not distracted by any intrusive thought brought by the

experience of any internally or externally generated stimulus. According to recent Western

psychological theory, mindfulness is described as “a receptive attention to and awareness of

present events and experience’’ that allows for full awareness of what is happening in the

moment (Brown& Ryan,2003).

What does it require to be“mindful”?

Mindfulness includes concentration exercises. The conscious person focuses primarily on the

consciousness about one´s own experiences of inclusive thoughts, feelings and physical

experiences such as they occur currently. When a person is “mindful” (like one is referred to

being in mindfulness), he becomes open for new experiences, receptive for all emotions and is



12

intellectually inquisitive. Being mindful requires well planned and ample work that can cause

impatience at times, whereas the mind is used to being alert and constantly occupied by

problems whether from the past or by problems that are waiting in the future. This is why there

is very little scope for being present in the place and moment. This can cause impatience and

scrum in the mindful- participants, but when worked in concentrated and planned way, the

persons practicing mindfulness receive increased consciousness and self-awareness (Eiríkur

Örn Arnarson, 2007.)

The purpose behind practicing mindfulness is not in performing it. In practicing mindfulness no

special experiences or realization are pursued (Zabat-Kinn, 2004, 39). The aim is not the

relaxation or silencing the mind, stopping the thoughts, withdrawal from the reality or in

receiving a hypnotic state of trance (Holmberg, 2005, Johanson, 2006, Roberts , 2011).

According to Napoli, Krech, and Holley (2005), the key features of mindfulness include a focus

on the breath, paying attention to the events occurring within one’s mind and body, and bearing

witness to one’s own experience. One of the parts, considered the strongest in mindfulness, is

the fact that it is completely independent from any religion or ideology, which makes it more

accessible for anyone willing to try it (Kabat-Zinn, 2004). Moments of mindfulness have

common aspects regardless of where they lie on the practice continuum. The actual moment of

awakening, the moment of mindfulness, is the same for the experienced meditator as it is for a

beginner in practicing mindfulness in everyday life. The experience is simply more continuous

for experienced meditators (Germer, 2004). While engaged in mindfulness practice, individuals

pay open-minded and open-hearted attention to thoughts or events as they unfold. Mindfulness

involves paying attention to both the thoughts themselves and one’s reaction to them. By

utilizing a mindfulness-based technique such as a body-scan meditation, individuals have an

opportunity to view their reactions simply and nonjudgmental, like ships passing on a river,

rather than truths that need to be accepted and acted upon (Williams, 2010).

The researched general effects

The latest 25 years of clinical studies on the program on adults have shown that the mindfulness

based stress reduction (MBSR) effectively decreases stress and anxiety and increases well-

being among people with medical and physical problems (Shapiro et.al. 2008.). A few
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researches about the physiological effects of practicing mindfulness have been made, and most

of them are concentrating on measuring the electronic activity of the brain. These also give

referent information about the physiological mechanism action in the method.  Regular

practicing of mindfulness has been stated to produce physiological transformations inter alia in

the electrical activity in the brain, cortical structure, and the operations of the autonomic

nervous system and in the hormone activity. The positive effects on practicing mindfulness

have been stated in the improved pain-and stress controlling, the immune defense system,

emotional processing and in the quality of sleep (Lehto & Tolmunen 2008, 41-43.) Practicing

mindfulness has been found to increase ability for empathy, self-knowledge and decreasing

neuroticism, social fears and negative thinking (Padilla, 2010). Mindfulness has been associated

with increased optimism, self-realization, autonomy, competence, stable mood and decreased

anxiety and cognitive and emotional ups and downs (Brown& Ryan, 2003) There is evidence

that mindfulness-based training in schools is feasible and acceptable to those who have

participated in it (for example Wearne, 2012; Semple et.al 2010)

Mindfulness and its effects children

Children and stress

Stress and stress-related problems are familiar and very common phenomenon in today´s

society. Everyone experiences stress to some level and currently more and more resources are

available in raising awareness and helping people to deal with stress. Individuals develop

patterns of stress response from birth through continued interaction with the environment.

Children at young age have shown symptoms of stress such as lack of concentration skills,

behavioral problems, stomach and head-aches and other stress related symptoms (Mäki et.al.

2010). Anxiety and other stress related symptoms can effect on children’s´ performance at

school and disrupt their thinking and interfere their learning (Napoli et. al.,2005). A stressed

child needs the help of an adult in managing and processing their experienced stress (Ellneby,

1999.) Increased stress is a risk factor for depression, and stressful life events are predictive of

less positive responses to treatments (Parker & Roy, 2001). The negative impact that stressful
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life events have on psychological and physiological functioning heightens the importance of

finding an effective strategy to manage life stressors that is amenable to children and youth.

Teaching techniques to children for dealing with stress may be particularly important in schools

surrounded by environmental stressors such as violent neighborhoods, unsafe or dilapidated

housing, and worries related to obtaining adequate resources to meet basic needs. Stress-

reduction skills are also critical for children who experience stressors related to classism, racism

and religious oppression (Napoli, et.al. 2005). The most important step in helping a stressed

child is to identify what causes the stress. Most often it is not a single factor, but an interaction

between multiple factors which regards reducing the total stress burden that consists of all

factors together. Some parts of the characteristics have shown to help children in resisting stress

despite the existing potential, daily stress-causers such as good social capacity, confidence,

independence, high performance and an ability to make a good impression on others. The

children obtaining these characteristics are stated to be patient in waiting for their own turn, not

requiring satisfaction immediately, trust other people and express their feelings and are better

prepared to handle stress (Ellneby, 1999). Children can confront difficulties to distinguish and

understand different feelings which can lead to difficulties in interpreting the outside world and

even his self. It is stressing not to understand and not to be able to name one’s own feelings and

can lead to aggressive behavior. It is easier to kick and beat to show frustration. According to

Lantieri and Goleman (2008) the problems caused by uncontrolled stress of children are often

interpreted wrong. The problems are often considered as an inappropriate behavior, which

needs to come to an end. The children get punished at hands by their teachers and parents, if as

they would have intentionally behaved badly, whereas in fact, it all is caused by stress-related

symptoms. These kinds of situations can at worse lead to a repetitious negative vicious circle, in

which both the child and the adult cling to.

One of the most common problems in schools is bullying, which is a form of stress and not

understanding. By helping children understand their own and other´s feelings and existence and

start to feel calmer and reduce their stress levels (Ellneby, 1999). A research made by Feldman

o.fl. (2007) demonstrates a connection between higher sense of mindfulness and in

understanding and accepting own feelings, both positive and negative. Semple, Lee, and Miller

(2006) suggest in their research that mindfulness-based approaches may be suitable

interventions for handling stress. Mendelson, Greenberg, Dariotis, Gould, Rhoades& Leaf



15

(2010) made a research where they studied the effect of mindfulness practice (breathing

exercise, yoga and guided mindfulness practice) on fourth and fifth graders experiencing stress.

The participants themselves reported their enjoyment and felt decrease in their symptoms of

stress. Taken together, their findings suggest that a mindfulness-based intervention is feasible to

implement in urban public schools and is likely to be attractive to students, teachers, and

administrators, and showed promise in reducing problematic physiological and cognitive

patterns of response to stress among youth. Lantieri´s and Goleman´s (2009) results were

similar. Practicing mindfulness seemed to have increased the children´s ability to control

thoughts and giving less power to unwished thoughts and the ability to handle stressful

situations in a more powerful way. The children also created a more relaxed approach to the

stress causers.

Children and anxiousness

Anxiety has been found to be the most reported psychopathology in childhood and adolescence.

Effective interventions for childhood and adolescent anxiety are critical for improving the

quality of life for those affected. Impaired attention is a core symptom of anxiety; therefore,

strategies such as mindfulness-based practices that work to improve students’ attention focus

may reduce anxiety in children (Semple&Lee, 2008). Researches on treating anxiousness in

children with mindfulness have been performed for example by Semple, Reid and Miller

(2005). They explored the feasibility of extending mindfulness techniques as potential

intervention and suggest that they are acceptable and potentially helpful to already anxious

children aged from 7 to 8 years old. The participants were not clinically referred, they were

chosen due to their significant levels of distress associated with anxiousness, based on reports

from their teachers and parents. The participants were both from above and under their average

grade level. The hypothesis was that using mindfulness meditation for period of 6 weeks would

prove feasible and acceptable for this small group of anxious children aged 7 to 8  years. In this

case, the Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) method , often used with adults in order

to increase anxiety and other mental problems, was used together with Mindfulness-Based

Cognitive Therapy. The sessions were approximately 30minutes each and consisted of brief,

guided breathing meditations, mindful walks around the school environment and eating items

such as raisins “mindfully” and reviewing subjects that caused worries. Eventually, the children

were offered a chance to practically get rid of  their current worries by feeding them to a certain
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“worry eating character” (Worry Warts Wastebasket ). Each session included reviewing of the

previous sessions with opportunity for discussion. The participating children were also given

mindful sensory exercises to be performed also at home with their parents. Both the children

and their teachers evaluated their process at the end of the research by using the Child Behavior

Check List (CBCL) which is a checklist for parents to complete to detect emotional and

behavioral problems in children. There was a specific Teacher´s report form (TRF) for the

teacher´s assessment.

   Most of the participating children “assessed” their own experiences and in general the

outcomes were satisfaction and eagerness in participation and even showed emotions of

letdown when the 6-week program came to its end. The teachers rated improvements in the

children’s´ academic functioning and reductions in problem behaviors, such like lack of

concentration and disturbing other peers. Semple et. al. (2005) came to the conclusion that there

now was reliable evidence that mindfulness-based practices were acceptable and potentially

helpful to anxious children. The clinical observations supported the indications that mindfulness

training held the promise as a treatment component for anxious children. One of the main

findings in the result was that a base level of attention may help children engage in mindfulness

training. Yet, due to the incompetence of the CBCL (Child Behavior Checklist) and its not

certain usage as a rigorous measure of academic performance the treatment efficacy could not

be completely proven. Also a number of other studies than Semple´s (2005) have been

conducted that show support for the use of mindfulness in addressing anxiety and depression

(Lee, Semple, Rosa, & Miller, 2008; Semple et al., 2010). Semple et al. (2010), for example

found significant reductions in anxiety in participants who presented with clinical levels of

anxiety at pretest. Lee et al. (2008) also suggested that in cases of anxiety, mindfulness was a

feasible and acceptable intervention that showed potential in the treatment of internalizing and

externalizing symptoms.

The General Development

Mental health professionals and educators are increasingly interested in supporting the

development of the whole child. Schools are beginning to spend time developing the emotional

intelligence of the students, not just focusing only on the academics. Mindfulness meditation

and other mindfulness-based practices traditionally value the promotion of empathy, creativity,
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pro social relationships, and compassion for self and other, the development of which will help

children throughout their lives (Rempel, 2012). Early childhood is marked by substantial

development in the self-regulatory skills supporting school readiness and the socio emotional

competence. Evidence from developmental social cognitive neuroscience suggests that these

skills develop as a function of changes in a dynamic interaction between more top-down

(controlled) regulatory processes and more bottom-up (automatic) influences on behavior.

Mindfulness training -using age appropriate activities to exercise children’s reflection on their

moment-to-moment experiences may support the development of self-regulation by targeting

top-down processes while lessening bottom-up influences (such as anxiety, stress, curiosity) to

create conditions conducive to reflection, both during problem solving and in more playful,

exploratory ways ( Zelazo& Lyons,  2012). According to the research by Flook et. al (2010) a

mindfulness-based curriculum improved executive functioning in third- and fourth-grade

students. Flook et al. (2010) contend that introducing mindfulness-based practices in elementary

school may be a viable and cost-effective way to improve students’ socio-emotional, cognitive,

and academic development.

The parent-child relationship

Although mindful parenting is growing in appeal as a focus for clinical practice with families,

there have been very few published studies that evaluated the effects of the mindful parenting

programs. As one of the few researches, the research performed by Duncan, Coatsworth &

Greenberg, (2009) states that the parent–child relationship is an ideal context in which to extend

the concepts and practices of mindfulness. This statement is also supported by Laane (2009)

who also stated that usage of the mindfulness methods has shown to have positive effect on the

parent-child relationship together with the mutual relationship between the parents.

Incorporating mindful awareness into parenting inter-actions can allow parents to stop and

fundamentally shift their awareness in order to view their present-moment parenting experience

within the context of the long-term relationship that they have with their child, as well as attend

to their child’s needs, while exercising self-regulation and wise choice in their actions. As in

most domains, it is believed that acting primarily from automatic, self-focused, or hedonic

motivations in parenting interactions will likely lead to less than optimal quality in parent–child
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relationships. When these principles have been applied to theories of parenting, essential

distinctions have been made between parenting goals and motivations that are egoistic

(self/parent-oriented) versus those that are child and relationship-oriented (Duncan et.al.,2009).

Duncan et. al (2009) also suggested a model of mindful parenting in their research which

suggests that parents who can remain aware and accepting of their child’s needs through using

mindfulness practices can create a family context that allows for more enduring satisfaction and

enjoyment in the parent–child relationship. Parents who either have a natural capacity for, or

learn practices of mindfulness, will be more likely to develop higher quality relationships with

their children and more often avoid cycles of maladaptive parenting behavior that stem from

automatic behaviors and hedonic motivations. This view is a substantial shift from operant

behavioral models, and can allow for the cultivation of more open and trusting family

relationships and parenting styles that will promote the healthy psychosocial development of the

child.  Duncan  et.al (2009) give an example of five dimensions of mindful parenting relevant to

the parent–child relationship. Those dimensions are listening with full attention, having a

nonjudgmental acceptance of self and child, having emotional awareness of self and child

together with self-regulation in the parenting relationship and a compassion for self and child.

Mindful parenting is an approach to parenting that is reflected in qualitatively different

intrapsychic and interpersonal processes within the dynamic parent–child relationship. When

parents bring the practices of mindful parenting to parent–child interactions, they can cultivate

an enhanced capacity for parenting calmly, with greater consistency, and in greater accordance

with their goals and values, while engendering a warm and nurturing affective tenor in the

parent–child relationship. Mindful parenting will also contribute to a more generally positive

parent–child relationship (e.g., more positive and less negative effect, greater trust and

emotional sharing), to greater flexibility and responsiveness within the dynamic exchanges of

parent–child relations, to a decreased level of parenting stress, to a wiser use of parenting

strategies, and to greater youth well-being. Duncan et.al (2009) also believed that a mindful

approach to parenting can disrupt the destructive cycle of negativity and disengagement that can

become entrenched and almost ‘‘automatic’’ for some parent–child dyads.
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The grievances

As it is mentioned here above in the reviews of the researches, mindfulness has evidence on

being beneficial. There are though certain grievances, common for all the researches performed.

For example Napoli et. al (2005), Weare (2012), Wall (2005), Semple et. al (2010) and Rempel

(2012) have the acknowledge of mindfulness being an new field for study. Most of the studies

have been pilot studies, and have shared a range of “methodological difficulties” such  as  small

 numbers  of  participants,  not  much  use  made  of  control  groups  or  random  allocation  of

 participants,  as  yet  no  standardized  measures,  a  good  deal  of  reliance  on  self  report,

 and  often  biases  created  by  having  participants  who  volunteer  rather  than have been

specifically chosen.  This means that conclusions have to be tentative.  However the results  of

 a  wide  range  of  studies  in  different  contexts  consistently  suggest  that  children  and

 young  people have enjoyed  and shared appreciation to the  courses. The  processes  and  the

 effects  of  mindfulness  on  the children  have shown to be  very  similar  to  the  positive

 changes that have been observable  in the  adults. To my opinion, in most of the researches the

results were intriguing, but needed even further inquiry. I agree to Burke (2009) in suggesting

that there is lack of empirical efficacy of the interventions with the younger populations. As it is

stated here earlier, the samples are small and lacking randomization and controlled groups.

Personally, I could imagine myself trusting on the certain evidence of the researches on the

benefits of the mindfulness method used with adults. As it indicates in the chapter of practical

mindfulness, the method just needs to be applied suitable for children, for example simply with

regulating the duration of the exercises and with awakening the children’s interest and keeping

them active.
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Mindfulness and children

The research on the effects of mindfulness and children is still not as widespread as it is with

adults, but the interest in the subject is increasing rapidly (Terjestam, 2010). Researches  with

 children  and  young  people  is  now  growing  from  the  fertile  ground of  the  substantial

 and  convincing  work  with  adults,  and  although  it is still  much  less  developed  than

the research with  adults,  it is coming  to similar conclusions. While the research in this area

continues to grow, there is a need for well-designed, methodologically sound research to guide

the educators and administrators in integrating mindfulness-based practices into the pre-school

and school settings. Support for mindfulness training is increasing; however, larger randomized

control trials are necessary to provide greater empirical support (Rempel,2012).

Mindful children and adolescents

 The studies have shown that adolescents who are mindful, either through their character or

through their learning, tend to experience greater well-being and that being more mindful tends

to accompany more positive emotions, greater popularity and obtaining more friends, and less

negative emotions and anxiety. Researches on young children have shown that practicing

mindfulness with children have for example seemed to improve their mental, emotional, social

and physical health and wellbeing and overall improved  their cognitive development.

Mindfulness-based practices can have a positive impact on the children´s academic

performance, psychological well-being, self-esteem, and social skills in children and

adolescents (Wearne, 2012). Mindfulness can be widely used and no caused harm has been

manifested. There is no age-limit for the children to learn meditation and mindfulness, even

though the stage of development is suggested to be considered. Mindfulness for children is easy

to carry out, it fits into a wide range of contexts, is often enjoyed by both students and

their teachers, and isn´t proven to cause any harm (Wearne, 2012). For little children it is

natural feature to live in the presence and have a mindful approach to experiences. It is about

necessity to explore this world that they must sense and learn to be able to operate in a

competent way. The nature has arranged it so that the children learn to experience their world in

the best way, namely with full attention in what is happening in present (Terjestam, 2010). All

positive influences of mindfulness on physical and mental wellbeing impinge on both adults

and children. Meditation and exercises of cognizant presence can develop the inner strength in

children. Due to the fact that meditation is an activity that children can develop and cultivate by
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themselves, on their own initiative, is thus empowering in itself in a fundamental way. Children

will learn empowering techniques that they can use in cases of emergency to calm themselves

down, learn to focus their attention on appropriately and become able to be “awake”and present

in this world, in this very moment (Willard, 2013.)  This matches to the outcomes of the

research of Abrahams (2007) that stated that children and youth who engaged in mindfulness

practices were able to self-soothe, calm themselves and become more present. Mindfulness has

also been shown to contribute directly to the development of cognitive and performance skills

in the children.  When  children  and  young pupils  learn  to be more present and less anxious,

they often figure out that they can pay attention better and improve the quality of their

performance, in the classroom, on the sports field, and in the performing arts for example. They

often become more focused, more able to approach situations from a fresh perspective, use

existing knowledge more effectively and pay more attention. Mindfulness training with children

trains attention by focusing on body sensations and perceptions (Semple et.al, 2005). To keep

young children interested and engaged, components that are extraneous to the effectiveness of

mindfulness should be included. As it is stated in the research made by Semple et.al (2005), the

mindfulness exercises should be kept short, due to children´s little ability to concentrate for

example in full, 30-minute breathing exercises. The research also submits that children´s

mindfulness exercises need to be shorter than those typically offered for adults-gradually

increasing the duration with practice. In response to the cognitive –developmental stage of

children, mindfulness exercises should be kept more active and sensory focused than those

generally offered to adults. To my opinion, the “worry eating character” , the Worry Warts

Wastebasket ,worked as a great practical example of an active anxiousness-reducing mindful

exercise that both succeeded effectively and was satisfying for the children.

Mindful Schools

One example of existing activity of children and mindfulness today are the Mindful Schools.

The Mindful Schools strive to introduce mindfulness in schools in the United States in intention

to teach children concentration, to deal and handle their emotions and stress and resolve

conflicts. Since the association started their activity at year 2007, they have gone to over 53

schools and taught mindfulness to over 18 000 children. The association visits schools and

concretely teaches children how to exercise mindfulness and give the children direct

experiences. According to Mindful Schools, exercising mindfulness develops an “inner



22

compass” that facilitates the decision-making and increases their well-being. According to the

association, when a person learns for example mindfulness as a child, the ability and skill to live

“mindfully” still remains when the person has become an adult (Mindful Schools, 2013.) This

statement is also supported by Lundberg and Wentz (2004). Napoli et al. (2005) posit that the

consistent reinforcement of using the mindfulness activities in each class will have long lasting

effects and can filter through the children’s school experience and personal lives. Schonert-

Reichl and Lawlor (2010) found that students who participated in a mindfulness education

program noticed significant increases in their optimism and socially competent behaviors. It can

be argued that instruction in mindfulness-based practices will empower children and youth and

provide them with a valuable skill that they can use throughout their lives.

Mindfulness and learning

As Fisher (2006) suggests, many children face a constant barrage of images and sounds in

today’s technologically focused world. This constant overload can challenge children’s thinking

capacity and make learning difficult. If students can learn to be fully-present, they can increase

the quality of their learning performance by being more focused, and become able to deal with

stressful situations better. According to Lantieri&Goleman (2008), the improved skill to

concentrate, that mindfulness “brings along” is critically important for learning.

When students use mindfulness in their learning processes, they utilize creativity, experience

cognitive flexibility, and are able to better use information to enhance memory for instructional

retention. As a result, individuals tend to feel more in control of their lives (Langer, 1993).

According to Langer, Hatem, Joss& Howell(1989), when a student is mindful, he or she

becomes able to approach  learning perspectives from a novel perspective while drawing upon

previously learned material. Children need to make sense of what they learn instead of solely

memorizing facts. When we nurture our sensitivity to experience, we enhance the integration of

creativity and flexibility, or right brain activity, in tandem with sequential ordering and analytic

ability, or left-brain activity. When students are taught from within a mindfulness frame-work,

the teacher also benefits from becoming receptive to the students’ many perceptual frameworks

for instructional material (Adams, 2002). In a study of teachers who practiced mindfulness in

the classroom, Napoli et.al (2005) found out that teachers who developed a mindfulness

practice were able to create positive changes both in and out of the classroom. Students who

practiced mindful breathing in those teachers’ classrooms reported benefits as well. They were
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better able to focus and relax, reduce anxiety before taking a test, make better decisions when in

conflict, and were more easily able to redirect their attention when off-task. Increasing our

children’s capacity to pay attention is the goal of mindfulness training; yet, there are other

residual benefits that have been found. The handfuls of programs that have been implemented

incorporating mindfulness with children have shown success in reducing anxiety and disruptive

behavior, and improved concentration and self-control in children (Brown&Ryan, 2003).

Ways to use mindfulness

Most of the children control the art of engulfing the present and what they are doing, especially

when they are playing. It is recommendable not to disrupt the children and give them conditions

to maintain this ability as a protection against stress and unwished outer impacts (Ellneby,

2011). Often children are stressed and have trouble in concentrating, and this is when they need

assistance (Ellneby, 1999).According to the Center of Mindfulness (2009) requirements for

teaching mindfulness include an established and ongoing personal mindfulness meditation

practice, professional training, regular supervision, attendance at teacher-led silent meditation

retreats, and ongoing professional development. Training and experience for mindfulness

teachers presents as another practicality, for without the requisite experience treatment fidelity

of mindfulness-based interventions cannot be assured.  Due to my own experience, it is very

useful to have obtained the basic knowledge of mindfulness before transferring it into staff with

children. With knowing mindfulness by yourself, you get to feel and experience the benefits in

practice and personally, as I have experienced it, begin to understand the reasons and feel the

benefits and thus understand better it why mindfulness should be used. Introducing children to

mindfulness may better prepare them for present and future challenges. The openness and

readiness to learn that many children possess may make them receptive to learning mindfulness.

Children spend a large percentage of their time in the school environment; therefore, this is an

ideal setting for them to learn mindfulness-based practices (Remple, 2012). Mindfulness-based

practices appeal to children and youth because they are self-management techniques and

therefore allow them to play a key role in their own growth and development (Semple, Reid, &
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Miller, 2005) . In order to get children interested in mindfulness and the exercises is to attach

them to the child´s personal goals and interests. Certain carefulness in beginning mindfulness-

practice with children is advised, it should not be a performance, and a child should not feel that

he/she is somehow “broken” and mindfulness exercises are practiced in order to fix him/her

(Willard, 2013).’ Adapting MBSR programs for younger participants requires attention to age-

related developmental needs (attention span, cognitive capacities, language, physicality,

relevant content), and issues arising from the fact that children are somewhat embedded within

their family (and school) systems, and varyingly reliant on adults (Saltzman and Goldin 2008;

Semple and Lee,2008). When teaching mindfulness practices, it is necessary to consider the

developmental stage of potential candidates in addition to addressing differences in attention

and cognitive abilities and interpersonal functioning (Semple et al., 2006). By teaching children

mindfulness practices, instructors have an opportunity to teach them to accept all of their

thoughts, feelings, and behaviors without judgment (Abrams, 2007). As Saltzman &Goldin

(2008) suggest, the adaptations to Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction for children may include

shortening the meditation practices and including a mindful eating practice at each session.  In

order to offer children active participation, the “worry eating character” Worry Warts

Wastebasket from Semple´s et.al (2005) research can be to my opinion be considered as an

good practical example of an exercise that both succeeded for the researchers and was satisfying

for the children and response to the cognitive –developmental stage of children (7-8 years of

age).

Own idea of including mindfulness based activities into the pre-school staff

As an optimal target group, I would gather together a group (5-6 kids) aged 7 year olds, and

plan the activities suitable for their developmental level. I would collect information with

permit from both their teachers and parents to get information about the children and their

development and mental “state”. Included in the group could be children impinging with

anxious and stressed feelings together with healthy “trouble-free” children. The sessions could

be performed weekly, approximately 15 to 30 minutes per each session, depending on the

children. I could either include the mindfulness training into my own staff as a preschool

teacher or be an external mindfulness coach and or a leading adult. If working as an external

mindfulness coach, I would first get familiar with the children, so no nervousness or shyness of

any kind would occur. I would spend some time at the department in the other daily staff at the
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preschool, assist and observe the children. The most important thing is to get the participants to

be volunteers. A price of some kind (sticker, or “mindful-diploma”) could be considerable in

order to temp the participants, as they may not be able to appreciate and acknowledge the

benefits that practicing mindfulness brings. Also, the mindfulness exercises should be a pleasant

experience, so all sessions should be associated into a pleasant action-such as reviewing the

tasks cuddling or doing other things the children enjoy.

  As I have myself learned from the 8-week Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction course for

adults, the first steps in approaching mindfulness are the breathing exercises. A room, stripped

from any distractive objects, such as toys, mirrors, televisions, mobile phones and other

possibly distracting objects, is to my opinion a good place for the mindfulness exercises to be

performed. For example, the sleeping room, often found in preschools, could be used for this. In

intention to provide the children an opportunity to be fully concentrating and present, the room

should be silent or even sound-proof in case that the other children continue their activities in

the nearby rooms. As the teacher/mindfulness coach/leading adult, I consider that it is important

to create a relaxed atmosphere, loose from all hurry and performance, in order to obtain the

children´s concentration and relaxation. As the researchers have shown, the tasks should be kept

short. As an example of a short exercise, the breathing exercise is a suitable way to begin with.

First, an agreement with the children could be made, that the only person speaking is the

leading adult. Good to have in mind though, that from my experience children are children, and

might find being silent for long time hilarious or even frustrating. If the children seem to have

difficulties in for example in sitting quietly, from my personal experience it is good to praise the

children and encourage them to keep on going. Good to keep in mind is that the children´s well-

being and safety always come first. The children could be seated comfortably and asked to close

their eyes. Peacefully, the children are asked to draw all their attention on their breathing- how

their chest goes up and down, how the air goes through the nostrils deep into the lungs and out

through the nostrils again. The children could then feel the sensation overall-lungs, nostrils and

the inhaled blowing air. The children can place their hands on their stomachs and feel it rise and

go down. To my own experience, this should help the children focus on their breathing and

allows them be active partakers also physically. Alternatively, also the words “in” and “out” can

be said together with the teacher, individually or just think about it silently. This breathing

could be repeated in five breath cycles: five inhales and five exhales. When the five exhales are

finished, the teacher can draw the children´s attention to any existing thoughts or feelings that
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may be present. As a feedback, the children can be asked whether they feel any different from

how they felt in the beginning of the exercise. The children can share their thoughts and if any

thoughts rose, the teacher can kindly ask the children to let go of them (if difficult, let the

children to imagine their thoughts as helium-balloons, released into the blue sky). The breathing

exercise can now be repeated, once or twice. At the end of the exercise the children can give

instant feedback whether they liked the exercise and share their thoughts and possibly compare

their present state. The goal in this task is not only that it is the introduction to the whole

mindfulness method, but also that it instantly relaxes the children and draws their attention to

their own bodily awareness.

Another task of mindfulness based activity for preschools also begins with the essential

breathing exercise. When having ensured that the children are fully focused on the breathing,

they will get informed about soon hearing a sound that they should fully focus on as it gets

softer and softer. As an example of a used sound can be for example a bell, as long as it

resonates. The children are asked to raise their hand when they no longer hear the sound. After

having mindfully being aware of the sound, the children can return focusing on their breath. As

in the previous session, children can give feedback and share their thoughts and ask if any

questions arise. This could be a standard procedure at the end of each session.

As Saltzman&Goldin (2008) suggest “ a mindful eating practice” should be included in each

session with children. This can be done in the daily snacking time or the children can be offered

such items as raisins or slices of apple. Again, to get the mindful state, the practice begins with

breathing exercise. The children can be invited to become mindful of their food-for example the

raisin in their mouth, it´s texture, taste and aroma of it. The children could take a bite of the

item they currently are eating and chew as slowly as possible. They can chew for about 10

seconds and notice the taste and texture. If the children desire for more, the task can be

repeated, if not, the breathing exercise could be continued once or twice.In order to provide the

children more active exercise, mindful walking is a reckoned choice. A short walk, for example

in the preschool environment can be made with the children. During the walk, the children

should first concentrate on their breath in order to be focused and start to slowly draw attention

to how the walking feels: how does the ground below the feet feel like or how the clothes

against the skin feel as they move. The focus should only be on these sensations, not in thinking

about them. If the children seem to lack focus, they can kindly be asked to draw their attention
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to their breath.To my opinion, children seem to highly enjoy hands-on actions and working

mindfully for example with finger paints can bring them great pleasure together with awareness

and sensations. As the children play for example with the finger paints, they can be guided to be

fully present in the moment whenever they get distracted. They can focus on their senses—

what they see, hear, feel and smell. The children can be invited to see how the colors of finger

paints swirl together to blend into new colors. The children can be engaged in the play as long

as they are willing to and have focus on it.

As an last example of an mindful exercise, could be a simple field trip to a nearby forest. The

children could for example practice their awareness in the forest by listening to the sounds,

feeling the sensations on their skin, smell the scents and be fully present. All this could be

created around a story, appealing to the children, for example as if the children were all

sneaking on a big bear, living on the forest, and they would just be silently looking for evidence

of it and being highly alert. The children should be “quiet inside” and open themselves for all

out coming sounds and senses.

Final words

The practical examples are just few of the various ways that the mindfulness method can be

used in the staff with the children. As the researches reviewed earlier in this thesis show, many

positive outcomes have occurred when mindfulness based training has been performed with

children. For example as Napoli et. al (2005) and Lantieri and Goleman (2008) suggest

mindfulness has shown positive outcomes when it comes to children and their stress. As

Mendelson et. al (2010)  stated, the participating children themselves reported noticing decrease

in stress. Semple and Lee (2008), Semple et. al (2010) and Lee et. al (2008) had a common

outcome in their researches that the usage of mindfulness had an decreasing effect on

anxiousness. Rempel (2012) and Flook et. al (2010) stated that mindfulness with children have

an effect also in the general development of the children: the children showed improved

management of emotions and executive functioning. Duncan et. al (2009) viewed a model of

mindful parenting and its effect in “producing” a satisfying family relationships and well-being.
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Even though more evidence on the efficacy of the positive effects of the mindfulness method is

still needed, to my opinion mindfulness is a much reckoned activity to even be taken to the

curricula both in Finland and Iceland. As it was stated on this thesis, there are already actively

functioning Mindful Schools in the United States that share a strong belief on the far-reaching

positive effects of the mindfulness. Since the world keeps getting more and more stressing and

problematic for younger children it is important to have an intervention as early as possible. As

the researches show, practicing mindfulness has generally shown to be a pleasant and enjoyable

for the children, their teachers and parents and no harm has been manifested. The ideas of

practical usage of mindfulness in this thesis could be to my opinion, used for example as a

guideline in bringing mindfulness into the education of the children.
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