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Abstract

Children appear to be faced with more stressors today than ever before, and 

schools are tasked with providing social and emotional support and instruction to help 

their students navigate life’s ups and downs. The purpose of this mixed methods action 

research case study was to explore the effectiveness of mindfulness-based practices as a 

social and emotional learning (SEL) intervention for a small group of three second grade 

students at a rural elementary school. These students were identified by their teacher as 

having weaknesses in the areas of self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained 

attention that required more targeted intervention than the class-wide lessons already 

implemented. This exploration of an SEL intervention within a multi-tiered system of 

supports (MTSS) framework is grounded in a theoretical framework comprising Lev 

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and concept of 

self-actualization, and Carl Rogers’ humanist perspective. Data collected via pre- and 

post-intervention surveys, teacher and participant interviews, and observations suggest 

that all three students improved in the areas of self-awareness and self-management after 

participating in the mindfulness-based intervention. The three students also seemed to 

enjoy the intervention, and they reported practicing or using mindfulness strategies 

outside of the sessions. Important implications regarding the lesson delivery were also 

discovered and can be used to improve the use of this intervention as an SEL support in 

the future. The results of this action research study suggest that small-group, 
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mindfulness-based practices boast the potential to serve as an engaging, effective, and 

practical SEL intervention for schools in a time of heightened social and emotional needs.  

 Keywords: mindfulness, social and emotional learning (SEL), multi-tiered system 

of supports (MTSS), elementary students 
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Chapter One: Introduction

Alex sat slumped in his chair with that I-just-reluctantly-rolled-out-of-bed look 

that teenagers seem to master during their high school years. It was almost noon. He 

politely responded to conversational questions, yet offered little elaboration beyond a 

word or two or a head nod. As we began the cognitive assessments as a part of his 

reevaluation (since Alex had previously been identified as a student with a learning 

disability in first grade), the subtle dread was decipherable in his slumped shoulders and 

sad eyes. Again, he was polite and seemed to give his best effort on all tasks presented, 

but many of his answers were punctuated with a questioning tone, further slumping 

shoulders, or even excuses to save face: “It’s too early; my brain isn’t working yet.” 

Reviewing his records, I learned he had faced all kinds of adversity in his young life: 

foster care, boys’ homes, abuse, neglect, finally adoption, but then run-ins with the law, 

psychiatric diagnoses, medications, and persistent academic failure. That seemingly 

invisible force weighing on his shoulders became much more palpable. 

As a school psychologist, I often interact with students in a one-on-one setting 

like the one described above, as I conduct interviews and assessments to try to understand 

how students learn and what the school can do to help them realize their potential. As a 

part of these evaluations, I delve deeply into the students’ records, gathering background 

information about everything from how much they weighed at birth to what they like to 

do on weekends to family mental health histories and trauma. For much of my career, this 

is how it has worked: I learn a lot about relatively few students, one at a time, usually 
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only after they have experienced significant and persistent learning and/or emotional and 

behavioral difficulties that may warrant special education support. I often wonder if the 

trajectories of these slump-shouldered teens could be boosted with the proper early 

intervention at the elementary level. 

After a shift in my role a few years ago, I had the opportunity to more 

meaningfully and proactively intervene in students’ lives through my school district’s 

adoption of a multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) framework in all of our schools, 

including the two elementary schools and high school I served. According to the William 

County (pseudonym) School District Strategic Plan, MTSS is a framework that provides 

additional interventions and supports based on individual student needs. MTSS programs 

have been associated with improved achievement, as evidenced by reading and math 

standardized test scores (Menendez et al., 2008) and better school-wide behavior, as 

indicated by less office discipline referrals (Sherrod & Ziomek-Daigle, 2009). In a 

nutshell, in my school district, this framework consists of school-based teams that meet 

regularly to identify and support students who are at risk in the areas of attendance, 

academic performance, and behavioral and emotional concerns. I have been especially 

involved at my elementary schools, where the teams convene weekly to discuss these 

students, opening my eyes to the vast number of youth (even in early grade levels) who 

are already at risk for not graduating high school.  

Each of the struggling students reviewed at my elementary schools and high 

school had their own story, some resembling the path of Alex, but nearly all requiring an 

“all hands on deck” approach to intervene early and nudge them back on track. I often 

left these meetings discouraged, sometimes inspired, and nearly always overwhelmed. 
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The adversity our young scholars face, often on a day-to-day basis, has only fortified my 

long-held belief that schools need to do more to prepare them for life’s ups and downs. 

My district, like most districts around the country, has grown aware of the increasing 

importance of the social and emotional health of children and has the resources in place 

to identify student needs. Now is the time to shift our focus to providing the types of 

social and emotional instruction and interventions needed to enable students to navigate 

life’s adversity, which extends well beyond academics. 

Children and adolescents seem to be faced with more stressors today than ever 

before. As Rempel (2012) proposed, schools play an integral role in the social and 

emotional growth of children. Thus, schools need more than just academic syllabi to 

guide their instruction; they require practices and supports that will equip their students 

with the tools to manage their responses to the inevitable adversity they will meet 

throughout their lives. Social and emotional skills allow one to “understand, manage, and 

express the social and emotional aspects of one’s life in ways that enable the successful 

management of life tasks” (Elias et al., 1997, p. 2). As defined by the Collaborative for 

Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), social and emotional learning 

(SEL) is an active process that emphasizes skill-building in the areas of self-awareness, 

self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making 

(CASEL, n.d., “What is the CASEL SEL framework?” section). Opportunities for 

explicit and differentiated SEL instruction are integral to the success of MTSS and 

addressing the needs of the whole child. 

One of my elementary schools, Davis Elementary School (DES; pseudonym), 

recently introduced school-wide efforts to meet the social and emotional needs of its 
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students. Through MTSS meetings, analysis of discipline data, teacher input, and other 

anecdotal information, the administration at DES recognized the necessity to address this 

area and has explored social and emotional curricula and other skill-building and 

reinforcement strategies. Among the programs in which DES invested the most time and 

money is the “K-12 Mindful Schools Curriculum,” an empirically supported program 

developed by the organization Mindful Schools that integrates mindfulness practices in 

the classroom environment (Mindful Schools, 2019). This widely used program has been 

shown to improve students’ capacity to pay attention and participate in class activities 

(Smith et al., 2012). Literature has also supported its effectiveness as an emotional 

intervention for elementary-age minority children, significantly reducing depressive 

symptoms (Liehr & Diaz, 2010). The “K-12 Mindful Schools Curriculum” has been used 

at DES to teach mindfulness concepts and practices to whole classes with hopes of 

reducing stress and improving students’ focus and emotional regulation. 

While anecdotal feedback from classroom teachers and administrators regarding 

early outcomes of these efforts has been generally positive, it seems that many of the 

same students who are flagged as being at risk in our MTSS meetings due to learning 

and/or behavioral and emotional difficulties also struggle with the whole-group format of 

these lessons. I have observed that, while the Mindful Schools program and other 

mindfulness-based practices may benefit the classes as a whole, the same students 

identified as at risk for falling through the cracks of Tier 1 instructional practices 

similarly need a more targeted social and emotional skills intervention to help them build 

and practice the competencies they need to be successful. In other words, I must match 

the intervention to the need, not only in terms of skill deficits, but also with respect to 
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intervention delivery and format. Specifically, students at DES identified by their teacher 

as having weaknesses in the areas of self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained 

attention appear to require additional, Tier 2 mindfulness instruction. This mindfulness 

intervention would allow participants more opportunity to practice, ask questions, and 

share experiences without the influence of a full classroom of peers. 

Problem of Practice 

My problem of practice concerned students at DES identified by their teacher as 

having weaknesses in the areas of self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained 

attention who have difficulty accessing the benefits of whole-group mindfulness 

instruction. As introduced above, the need for SEL supports in schools has been well-

established, and small-group delivery of social and emotional skills instruction would 

allow students a safe space with more opportunities to practice, ask questions, and share 

experiences. The targeted group could also allow for more differentiation of the lessons 

to more effectively meet the individual needs of these students. 

With the implementation of MTSS, the basic goal in my district has been to 

expand the scope of Response to Intervention (RTI) across all grade levels, tracking and 

providing supports in academic and non-academic areas, such as home life stressors, 

emotional and behavioral difficulties, and attendance, among others. Our MTSS teams 

have developed their collective skills at identifying at-risk or struggling students, asking 

the right questions to find the root cause of their difficulties, and doing their best to match 

interventions to need. However, a dearth of social and emotional interventions is often 

frustrating for schools as they try to meet the diverse needs of their learners who may 

need more help managing their emotions and interacting with others. When a second-
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grade student does not respond to core instruction and is determined to fall in the high-

risk category for literacy skills, they are assigned to a small-group reading intervention 

with a highly trained interventionist. When a second-grade student does not respond to 

class-wide social and emotional instruction and is determined to fall in the high-risk 

category for these skills, what additional supports can the school provide for that student? 

As highlighted by Durlak et al. (2011), there is general agreement that schools 

have a responsibility to foster students’ cognitive and social and emotional development, 

and with increasing stress surrounding academic performance and standardized testing, 

schools need empirically supported SEL instruction to meet their students’ needs. The 

evidence of the benefits of SEL programs is mounting. A meta-analysis of 213 school-

based SEL programs spanning kindergarten through twelfth grade conducted by Durlak 

et al. (2011) found favorable outcomes regarding attitudes about self, others, and school; 

more appropriate social behaviors; fewer conduct and internalizing problems; and better 

academic achievement. 

Burgeoning research on mindfulness-based programs suggests mindful practices 

represent an opportunity to develop emotional regulation and prosocial coping skills in 

children (Biegel et al., 2009). Kabat-Zinn (1994) defines mindfulness as “paying 

attention in a particular way: on purpose, and in the present moment, and 

nonjudgmentally” (p. 4). As noted by Siegel and Bryson (2016), a simple awareness of 

feelings in itself can foster emotional regulation. Interventions using meditation 

techniques are already integrated into social and academic instruction in school settings 

(Black et al., 2009). The literature has identified positive outcomes specifically associated 

with the practice of mindfulness in the areas of self-confidence, self-esteem, 
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relationships, attention, and cognitive and academic performance, providing more 

evidence to support the scholastic appropriateness of mindfulness (Rempel, 2012). While 

anecdotal outcomes of class-wide mindfulness instruction have similarly been positive at 

DES so far, small-group mindfulness instruction is needed to meet the needs of students 

with self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention deficits that warrant more 

targeted mindfulness practice and discussion, and fewer distractions. 

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework of an action research study, as outlined by Grant and 

Osanloo (2014), serves as the foundation from which all knowledge is formed, 

underlying and connecting all aspects of the study, including the problem of practice, 

purpose statement, significance, research questions, methodology, and data analysis. In 

addition to the aforementioned research on mindfulness and social and emotional 

competencies and learning, this action research study’s theoretical framework was based 

upon the work of Lev Vygotsky, Abraham Maslow, and Carl Rogers.  

The rationale for my small-group delivery of the Mindful Schools curriculum, in 

addition to the curriculum itself, reflected Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. Specifically, 

both required the concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD), the emphasis on 

the importance of language and dialogue in learning, and the belief that children acquire 

skills through opportunities to learn from peers and teachers who are more skilled 

(McLeod, 2018). Another Vygotskian instructional concept that benefited my 

intervention was scaffolding, in which a teacher or more skilled peer provides support to 

a novice to help them find success on a task (McLeod, 2018).  
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 Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory accentuates the importance of social interaction 

in children’s ability to learn and make meaning of knowledge (McLeod, 2018). The ZPD 

illustrates the difference in what a student can learn independently and what they can 

learn with the guidance of a more skilled peer or teacher (McLeod, 2018). The small-

group delivery of my mindfulness intervention capitalized on this concept, as students 

who might have been unable to understand or master principles or techniques in the 

whole-group setting had more opportunities for interaction with and guidance from peers 

and a teacher. Vygotsky’s focus on the importance of language and dialogue in learning 

(McLeod, 2018) also merged organically with my action research study, as the Mindful 

Schools curriculum relies heavily upon verbal explanations of concepts and dialogue 

between the teacher and the students during lessons. Additionally, outcomes of the 

intervention were measured in part through dialogue via interviews with students and 

their teacher.  

While Vygotsky’s theory provided perspective on the curriculum content and 

lesson delivery, the work of Maslow complemented the spirit of the mindfulness practice 

and equipped this study with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the concept of self-

actualization, and the belief that childhood experiences heavily influence children’s 

abilities to reach their potential as adults (McLeod, 2020). Rogers’ humanist perspective 

(and other Rogerian principles) embraces Maslow’s hierarchy while also emphasizing the 

necessary attributes of an environment that facilitates the growth of an individual 

(McLeod, 2014). 

The works of Maslow and Rogers more explicitly address social and emotional 

needs of children and blend well with concepts of mindfulness. Maslow’s hierarchy of 
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needs is a motivational theory that identifies the needs that must be met for individuals to 

grow and develop (McLeod, 2020). These categories of needs include physiological, 

safety, love and belongingness, esteem, and self-actualization (McLeod, 2020). Self-

actualization is believed by both Maslow and Rogers to represent the fulfillment of one’s 

potential, and this level can only be achieved once the needs in all other areas have been 

met (McLeod, 2020). The mindfulness intervention specifically addressed love and 

belongingness, as our small group emphasized trust, acceptance, affiliation, and esteem. 

The skills taught also intended to create feelings of mastery and control over emotions, 

with the overarching goal of providing skills that garnered personal growth and self-

fulfillment.  

Rogers’ criteria for an environment that supports growth was also used to inform 

the parameters of the small-group intervention. Specifically, Rogers theorized that the 

environment must possess and encourage openness and ease of self-disclosure, 

unconditional acceptance, and empathy to ensure children feel understood (McLeod, 

2014). During data collection, student input provided self-reflective insight regarding 

their self-sufficiency with the skills taught, mirroring the subjectivity of the idea of self-

actualization. Data collected for analysis also sought to learn about the students’ levels of 

interest and motivation with regard to the mindfulness intervention, which further 

matched the motivational aspect of the hierarchy of needs. 

The theoretical framework put forth by Vygotsky, Maslow, and Rogers naturally 

fit my problem of practice concerning elementary students who required SEL support 

beyond the whole-group mindfulness instruction in place. Not only do humanist 

principles echo many mindfulness concepts, but the small-group delivery of mindfulness 
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instruction aligned with the work of all three selected theorists, as it allowed more 

opportunity for the students to practice, ask questions, feel heard, and share experiences 

and dialogue in building social and emotional skills in a safe space with an empathetic, 

encouraging, and skilled teacher. As with the idea of self-actualization, the ultimate goal 

of this intervention was for students to master the social and emotional skills needed to 

realize their potential as students and, eventually, adults. This action research study 

explored a possible positive intervention that could better equip children to meet their 

potential as students, but also as human beings. 

Research Question and Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this action research study was to provide an effective SEL 

intervention for DES students who have difficulty accessing the benefits of whole-group 

mindfulness instruction. This study investigated the benefits of using a small-group 

mindfulness intervention to facilitate SEL among these students at DES. Specifically, the 

following research question was addressed in this study: What are the benefits of a small-

group mindfulness intervention for students identified by their teacher as having 

weaknesses in the areas of self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention?  

 This research question was identified in order to “cut across and introduce the 

possibilities for change on multiple levels” (Herr & Anderson, 2015, p. 91). It also 

matched the intended research approach for this study (Efron & Ravid, 2013), namely an 

action research mixed methods case study that relied upon qualitative data to shed light 

on student experiences and feelings, and both qualitative and quantitative data to provide 

insights from teachers into the effectiveness of this SEL intervention. This mixed 

methods case study also allowed a descriptive study of the effects of an intervention on 



 11 

this bounded system of three students (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The research question 

prompted the analysis of the themes that emerged among the three students when 

mindfulness instruction was presented in a small-group format. Data collected to answer 

this question included semi-structured interviews with the students and my own reflective 

journals.  

The research question also sought to learn about the student outcomes after 

implementing the mindfulness program as an SEL intervention, specifically their displays 

of self-awareness and self-management skills in the classroom setting. CASEL defines 

self-awareness as, “The abilities to understand one’s own emotions, thoughts, and values 

and how they influence behavior across contexts… [including] capacities to recognize 

one’s strengths and limitations with a well-grounded sense of confidence and purpose” 

(CASEL, n.d., “What is the CASEL SEL framework?” section). According to CASEL 

(n.d.), self-management refers to “the abilities to manage one’s emotions, thoughts, and 

behaviors effectively in different situations and to achieve goals and aspirations… 

[including] the capacities to delay gratification, manage stress, and feel motivation and 

agency to accomplish personal and collective goals” (CASEL, n.d., “What is the CASEL 

SEL framework?” section). These constructs were chosen due to their relevance to school 

performance, their link to established benefits of mindfulness in the literature, and their 

congruence with the theoretical framework of this study. Teacher surveys and semi-

structured interviews were the primary data sources to investigate these constructs, but 

information and insights gleaned from my own observations and semi-structured 

interviews with the students also proved valuable. As answers to the research question 
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were pursued, it was first important to understand my relationship to the students, the 

teachers, the school, and the action research study. 

Researcher Positionality 

Herr and Anderson (2015) describe positionality as a self-reflective analysis of 

the “myriad forms of border crossing” by researchers during their studies (p. 37). They 

further explain that positionality is the researcher’s relationship to their research 

participants and setting, and that an understanding of their multiple positionalities is 

necessary so the researcher is cognizant of their limitations and possible implications for 

methodology (Herr & Anderson, 2015). Positionality can refer to ‘insider versus outsider’ 

in every sense of the terms, such as relating to the physical setting, gender, race, religion, 

and position of authority, to name a few, and it can change throughout the study (Herr & 

Anderson, 2015). 

My role as a school psychologist further blurred the lines of this already murky 

topic. I served as the school psychologist at three different schools, and I defined my 

relationship to each of my schools very differently. For my action research, I conducted 

my study at an elementary school that I had served for eight years. There was little staff 

turnover there, so I knew many of the teachers and administrators well. I was also 

familiar with many of the students and their families. In this way, my positionality had 

attributes of an insider. In more general terms, I was also an insider in the sense that I 

worked in the education field and for this school district in particular. However, as a 

school psychologist and not a teacher on staff, I often felt like somewhat of an outsider.  

From a cultural standpoint, I felt like an outsider as I grew up in suburban 

Georgia, and my school served a somewhat rural community in South Carolina where 
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many students received free and reduced-price lunch. As I worked with students from 

different backgrounds in my mindfulness interventions, an understanding of stereotypes 

was important, especially as I engaged in individual and small-group discussions with 

students in the context of learning, practicing, and applying mindfulness principles and 

exercises to their everyday lives. An effective instructor of any material must understand 

the false stereotypes attributing poverty to deficiencies among the poor or cultural 

weaknesses (Gorski, 2012). Understanding the plight of impoverished families provided 

me with a more accurate picture of the day-to-day stressors faced by children—stressors 

that I hoped my mindfulness lessons would equip my students to navigate.  

Rogerian principles also significantly impacted my positionality as a school 

psychologist and as a researcher. Specifically, I subscribe to Rogers’ belief that children 

are innately good, and that they do their best given their situation (McLeod, 2014). This 

theoretical perspective influenced my instruction and interactions with the students, my 

interviews with the teacher, and my perception and interpretation of the data collected. 

My Rogerian positioning enriched my study, as it helped me to emphasize and describe 

the growth and skill-building that occurred among my students. 

For this study, I conducted small intervention groups by pulling three students 

from their classroom each week, so I was an outsider to their classroom, as well. I believe 

I was able to optimize the advantages of my dual insider/outsider role, and it was helpful 

that I had an established working relationship with the teacher-participant selected. This 

rapport allowed for honest ratings and discussions of the impact of the intervention on her 

students, and her pre-existing buy-in to the application of mindfulness concepts in her 

classroom likely augmented my intervention’s efficacy and transfer. Overall, my insider 
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knowledge of the school and staff helped me select the classroom and individual students 

that met the needs of my study. As an outsider, I felt the students perceived this project as 

something special and fun that they would not typically be able to do, increasing their 

level of enthusiasm to participate. And while my Rogerian background influenced my 

perception of the data, my outside position allowed me to maintain more objectivity 

regarding findings. 

Research Design 

I conducted action research through a mixed methods case study design as I 

investigated the identified research question: What are the benefits of a mindfulness 

intervention for students identified by their teacher as having weaknesses with self-

control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention? This mixed method design relied 

upon qualitative data to shed light on student experiences and feelings, and both 

qualitative and quantitative data to provide impressions from the teacher into the 

effectiveness of this SEL intervention based on observations of the students in the 

classroom. This design was a case study, as it was a descriptive study of the effects of an 

intervention on a bounded system of three students (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explain, case studies using qualitative data reflect the 

attributes of basic qualitative research, such as aiming to acquire meaning and 

understanding, using the researcher as the human data collection and analysis instrument, 

and utilizing descriptive data. Additional context was provided by analysis of patterns 

and themes detected in my own journal entries. While qualitative data was vital for this 

study, a mixed methods stance was required, as it allowed a more objective data source to 

aid in evaluating the intervention’s effectiveness (Herr & Anderson, 2015). A mixed 
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methods design is common in case studies (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

According to the criteria described by Dana (2015), my study was an appropriate 

fit for action research, as this project allowed me to collect data as a part of my current 

duties, easily meshed the roles of researcher and practitioner, and represented an effort to 

provide “more equitable learning conditions for all” (p. 167). Efron and Ravid (2013) 

provide a more comprehensive definition of action research in education, explaining it as 

a practitioner’s investigation in their own classroom or school setting that aims to 

develop an aspect of their professional practice while also improving student outcomes. 

The mixed methods design allowed qualitative data collection conducive to the 

exploration and reflection of my own practice, while a combination of qualitative and 

quantitative data sources informed intervention effects on student outcomes.  

This mixed methods action research ambition contrasts with traditional research, 

which serves the primary purpose of adding to a field’s knowledge base (Herr & 

Anderson, 2015). Efron and Ravid (2013) also explain that action research findings are 

more directly applicable to the researcher’s specific setting and population, but traditional 

research yields results that are more transferable across settings. While I hope to share 

my experiences and findings with my other schools and colleagues in my school district, 

my study focused on and was most directly applicable to my school and its students. 

Additionally, while outside experts conduct traditional research studies, allowing them to 

maintain objectivity, action researchers like me are more involved and personally and 

professionally invested in the study (Efron & Ravid, 2013). Moreover, while traditional 

quantitative research aims to widen a knowledge base with numerical data that can be 

generalized across settings, the qualitative researcher provides a depth of understanding 
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and insights into the experiences of specific samples and contexts (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). One of the greatest strengths of action research, as outlined by Herr and Anderson 

(2015), is its inherent reflectiveness, encouraging educators to actively investigate their 

own practices, share their findings and collaborate with colleagues, and resist falling into 

the malaise of operating under the status quo.  

The present study met each of the criteria outlined above. An emphasis was also 

placed on the experiences of the student-participants. The depth and breadth of these 

goals could not have been met through traditional research methodology, nor through a 

purely quantitative or wholly qualitative design. An action research, mixed methods case 

study design enabled me to obtain answers to each of my research questions by allowing 

me to “highlight different aspects of the same question” and to “assume an objective or 

subjective stance, or attitude, depending on the question under investigation” (Efron & 

Ravid, 2013, p. 46). 

Context and Setting of Study 

I served as the school psychologist at Davis Elementary School (DES; 

pseudonym) for nine years. DES was a rural school where, according to their School 

Renewal Plan developed before the 2017-18 school year, the student body of 780 

students consisted of 76% white, 13% African American, 7% Hispanic, and 5% other. 

The plan also outlined that the socioeconomic status of these students varied, but 37% of 

students qualified for free or reduced-price lunch. There was generally little staff turnover 

at DES and it was situated in a large and well-resourced school district in the southern 

United States where Christianity was the predominant religion. My school district, and 

DES in particular, had invested substantial time and money in recent years exploring 
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more SEL supports for its students. I felt that this momentum merged organically with 

my established relationship with the staff and families of DES. The scene for this action 

research study was also set by the proven staff and administrator buy-in regarding 

students’ social and emotional health, in addition to my personal interest and professional 

training in mindfulness practice. 

Description of Intervention and Research Procedure 

The nonprofit organization Mindful Schools created the “K-12 Mindful Schools 

Curriculum,” an empirically supported program that integrates mindfulness practice in 

the classroom environment (Mindful Schools, 2019). This program has been used at DES 

the past several school years by me and the school counselors to teach mindfulness 

concepts and practices to whole classes with hopes of reducing stress and improving 

students’ focus and emotional regulation. The curriculum consists of 16 lessons and 14 

“extras,” or other scripted enrichment activities that can also be used as lessons (Mindful 

Schools, 2019). Lesson titles include “Body Awareness,” “Thoughts,” and “Mindful Test 

Taking,” to name a few (Mindful Schools, 2019). Activities may consist of the 

instructor’s modeling and practicing mindful breathing, mindful listening, or other 

techniques, in addition to allowing students to practice on their own and share about their 

experiences. Each lesson lasts approximately 15-20 minutes when implemented in a 

whole-class setting. For the purposes of this action research study, two lessons were 

combined in each 30-minute session and administered to a small group of three students 

one time per week for eight weeks.  

Participants 

The primary participants in my study were three elementary students at DES 
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identified by their teacher as having deficits in the areas of self-control, emotional 

regulation, and sustained attention. These elementary students represented a typical case 

sample, as they were purposely selected as being typical of the group being studied 

(Efron & Ravid, 2013). The selected students’ teacher also served as a participant, as she 

provided additional insights in helping me answer my research question (Efron & Ravid, 

2013). More specifically, the teacher associated with the students was best suited to 

provide information about the intervention’s impact in the classroom. Finally, I was an 

active participant in this study, as well, with my journals providing valuable observations 

and reflections.  

Data Collection 

Characteristic of a mixed methods design, the data for this study were collected 

from qualitative and quantitative sources. There are many advantages of using different 

types of data, one of which is the enhanced validity of a study when the researcher can 

triangulate data from varied sources and multiple perspectives (Herr & Anderson, 2015). 

Multiple data sources were used with the participants in this study: I, as the researcher 

and implementer of the intervention, completed reflective journals; the students 

participated in semi-structured interviews; and the students’ classroom teacher completed 

surveys and participated in follow-up semi-structured interviews. The data sources 

aligned with the theoretical framework of this study, as they each focused on personal 

growth throughout the intervention and relied largely upon language and dialogue to co-

construct a narrative of the collective experience.  

Data collection first consisted of the reflective journal entries I made after each of 

the eight intervention sessions to help answer the research question. Based on guidance 
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from Efron and Ravid (2013), I used unstructured entries that record anything that 

seemed important at the time, and emergent themes were coded (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). I also used audit trails in my entries to augment reliability by justifying my 

thought processes that guided any adjustments to my intervention delivery and data 

collection (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Additionally, these journal entries were “helpful in 

documenting your behaviors and the behaviors of others in the setting that you 

investigate and in increasing your insight into daily classroom interactions” (Efron & 

Ravid, 2013, p. 125). Journals also provide qualitative data to guide and adapt an 

investigation throughout the process (Efron & Ravid, 2013). Structured or semi-

structured observations of students during the sessions would seem ideal, but it would 

have proved difficult if not impossible to implement the lessons and observe reliably. 

Additionally, semi-structured student interviews were conducted twice: once at 

the midpoint of the intervention phase (i.e., after four sessions) and then again after the 

entire intervention period (i.e., after all eight sessions) to gather self-report data from the 

students regarding their experiences with the mindfulness intervention. Data collected 

from the initial student interviews at the intervention phase midpoint were also used to 

make adjustments to the intervention based on student feedback. To investigate data 

relevant to the research question, emergent themes from the interviews were coded 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Semi-structured interviews were used, as they provided pre-

prepared, open-ended questions while also allowing participants to “co-construct the 

narrative and raise and pursue issues that are related to the study but were not included 

when the interview questions were planned” (Efron & Ravid, 2013, p. 98). Additionally, 
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according to Efron and Ravid (2013), interviews encouraged and enabled interviewees to 

speak more openly about the study, adding depth to the conversation. 

In order to incite information from the teacher about her impressions of the effects 

of the intervention on the students’ functioning in the classroom, pre- and post-

intervention teacher surveys using Likert-scale questions were administered. As Efron 

and Ravid (2013) posit, surveys are a quick and efficient way to evaluate programs’ 

effectiveness. The teacher survey provided data particularly pertaining to the SEL 

competencies self-awareness and self-management. Finally, based on teacher responses 

on the post-intervention survey, I designed a semi-structured interview to follow-up with 

the teacher about patterns or trends that either aligned with other data collected or seemed 

at odds with my perceptions or those of the student-participants. This “member checking” 

helped ensure internal validity of my study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Data Analysis 

The goal of data analysis in action research is to convert the information collected 

into trustworthy and reliable findings (Efron & Ravid, 2013). For my journal entries, I 

reflected upon my unstructured entries after each session, allowing me to tweak my 

mindfulness instruction along the way. Journals also provided qualitative data and 

quotations to add more context to other data sources. Regarding data yielded from semi-

structured student and teacher interviews, I analyzed this information qualitatively to help 

build meaning and begin to see patterns (Efron & Ravid, 2013). Specifically, to 

investigate data relevant to the research question, emergent themes from the interviews 

were coded (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Finally, for the pre- and post-intervention 

teacher surveys, I quantitatively analyzed this data by tallying teacher responses on Likert 
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scale (strongly agree, agree, disagree, and strongly disagree) pre- and post-test surveys 

for each student-participant. The survey questions specifically targeted student-

participants’ displays of self-awareness and self-management in the classroom, but 

survey items also pertained to academic performance, engagement at school, and 

mindfulness skills. I used cross-tabulation tables to record, tally, and display teacher 

responses as raw scores, facilitating the comparison of the pre- and post-survey results 

and the identification of trends (Efron & Ravid, 2013). 

Quality Control 

With the knowledge generated through action research often disparaged for being 

“practice driven rather than theory driven” (Herr & Anderson, 2015), ensuring and 

defending the quality of action research dissertations is paramount. I believe my study 

inherently had strong process validity, or “to what extent problems are framed and solved 

in a manner that permits ongoing learning of the individual or system” (Herr & 

Anderson, 2015, p. 68). My study was designed to examine another possible way to 

provide SEL for students who do not respond to the one-size-fits-all whole-group 

mindfulness. This aspiration fit with my school district’s focus on identifying and 

implementing SEL supports. Self-reflective journals also helped me remain aware of my 

own subjectivity (Efron & Ravid, 2013). 

In working with my student-participants, I developed appropriate interview 

questions and read questions aloud to students to ensure they understood. While focus 

group interviews have benefits, such as making children more comfortable (Efron & 

Ravid, 2013), I opted for individual interviews due to the strong rapport I developed with 

each student and the additional information that I was able to procure in a one-on-one 
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setting. The students also distracted each other often during the mindfulness sessions 

together, so individual interviews helped the students stay on task and answer questions 

to the best of their ability. However, I did have one concern regarding the delivery of my 

mindfulness intervention with my chosen population. I was selecting students with 

teacher-identified deficits in the areas of self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained 

attention who struggled to benefit from mindfulness in the whole-group setting; therefore, 

I worried about behavior management in my sessions. Careful student selection, 

attending to group dynamics, and agreeing on group norms and parameters with students 

in the first session were all proactive measures taken. A small group size of three also 

likely helped with behavior management, while still maintaining the benefits of small-

group instruction. 

With my teacher-participant, I carefully designed appropriate behavior surveys 

and interview questions. I used teacher input to augment the trustworthiness of my study, 

as I was able to use data collected from them to triangulate student reports and my own 

reflections. Trustworthiness refers to how credible the researcher’s interpretation of the 

findings seem to those who provided it (Herr & Anderson, 2015). Teacher data also 

indicated how the students transferred their learned skills to other environments. 

Regarding recruitment of the teacher for the study, it was difficult to be selective with the 

teacher, as student selection took precedence. However, due to my established rapport 

with many of the teachers at DES, I was able to secure willing and enthusiastic 

participation from the teacher of the three students selected. This teacher was a suitable 

reporter regarding the students, and she was eager for them to receive additional support. 

This teacher also integrated mindfulness practices in her classroom. 
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Ethical Considerations 

As stated by Herr and Anderson (2015), “Ethical decisions are infused in every 

move we make as researchers” (p. 148). With my study, I believe I met the high ethical 

standards in place with action research. Permission for my study was obtained from the 

University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) and from my school district and school 

principal. Informed consent was provided to the parents, the students, and the teacher. 

Informed consent ensures all participants’ agreement to participate is informed, 

competent, and voluntary (Pritchard, 2002). I also provided parents with much 

information about the practice of mindfulness, emphasizing that it is a secular practice 

that benefits adults and children in the area of self-regulation, and that its practice has no 

religious implications. Pseudonyms were used for all participants and the school and 

school district name, and all efforts were made to ensure anonymity during the study and 

in the presentation of the findings, especially since this study explicitly targeted students 

identified by their teacher as needing Tier 2 SEL support. I also provided honest and 

transparent information to the parents of the student-participants about why they were 

chosen for the study. Specifically, it was explained that their teacher identified them as 

students who struggle with skills like self-regulation, sustained attention, self-awareness, 

and/or self-management, and that this additional support was believed to be an 

intervention that would help them build skills in these areas. The other side of this issue 

is the consideration that I provided an SEL intervention in a school that would like to 

have much more of this type of support; unfortunately, I was only able to provide it for 

three students, possibly neglecting others who need it or could benefit.  

Although I was not these students’ classroom teacher, I was still an adult and 
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district employee in a school setting and, therefore, could be at risk of coercion. I had to 

maintain an awareness of these power dynamics and monitor possible exploitation of my 

participants (Pritchard, 2002). Ensuring students and parents understood that the study 

was voluntary and not a required academic task was a crucial first step. Additionally, 

when I planned the study I was at risk of what Pritchard (2002) calls “educational 

misconception” (p. 6), which refers to instructional practices that are advertised as 

beneficial, but in actuality yield little or no benefit. Through careful planning with the 

teacher, however, I was able to minimize this factor by scheduling the intervention 

sessions for non-instructional time in between lunch and recess. This measure prevented 

the students from missing out on valuable academic instruction time. While the possible 

limitations may have posed a threat to this study during the planning phase, I was able to 

minimize ethical concerns and optimize the intervention’s potential to improve student 

outcomes. 

Significance and Limitations of Study 

The present study fits the definition of action research offered by Efron and Ravid 

(2013) as a practitioner’s investigation in their own school setting that aimed to develop 

an aspect of their professional practice while also improving student outcomes. The 

problem statement was generated from my own observations and understanding that 

more SEL supports were needed in my school, and from my own practice of mindfulness 

in the whole-group setting that did not seem to be successfully reaching all students. I 

took it upon myself to do more to support students like Alex, the slump-shouldered teen 

described in the introduction, at a young age to help them realize their potential. The data 

collected and lessons learned from this study benefited my elementary school, but I also 
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intend to replicate this intervention at my other current and future schools, in addition to 

sharing my results and experiences with colleagues. I would consider other school 

psychologists, administrators, school counselors, teachers, and district leadership as 

possible stakeholders, as well.  

While I did see myself as a blend of an insider and an outsider in this study, my 

preexisting knowledge and relationships at my school allowed me to design and 

implement a study that intended to improve student outcomes, incite further action in the 

procurement of SEL supports within my school and throughout my district, develop a 

skill within myself as a practitioner, and continue to self-reflect on my experiences and 

make modifications as new problems arose. An emphasis was also placed on the 

experiences of the student-participants and possible emergent trends, such as aspects of 

the intervention that attracted their interest, kept them engaged, and benefited their social 

and emotional competency. The depth and breadth of these goals and perspectives 

required a mixed methods, action research case study approach; my aspirations for this 

study could not have been achieved through traditional research methodology. 

List of Definitions 

Action research: A practitioner’s investigation in their own classroom or school setting 

that aims to develop an aspect of their professional practice while also improving student 

outcomes (Efron & Ravid, 2013). 

Mindful Schools K-12 Curriculum: An empirically supported program that integrates 

mindfulness practice in the classroom environment (Mindful Schools, 2019). 

Mindfulness: “Paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, and in the present 

moment, and nonjudgmentally” (Kabat-Zinn, 1994, p. 4).  
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Multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS): Student support framework that uses data from 

universal screening, continuous progress monitoring, and implementation fidelity in order 

to implement research-supported practices based on student needs (Freeman et al., 2017). 

Social and emotional learning (SEL): an active process that emphasizes skill-building in 

the areas of self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and 

responsible decision making (CASEL, n.d.). 

Social and emotional learning (SEL) competencies: Five broad areas of social and 

emotional competence (CASEL, n.d., “What is the CASEL SEL framework?” section). 

Relationship skills: “The abilities to establish and maintain healthy and supportive 

relationships and to effectively navigate settings with diverse individuals and groups” 

(CASEL, n.d.). 

Responsible decision-making: “The abilities to make caring and constructive choices 

about personal behavior and social interactions across diverse situations” (CASEL, n.d.). 

Self-awareness: “The abilities to understand one’s own emotions, thoughts, and values 

and how they influence behavior across contexts” (CASEL, n.d.). 

Self-management: “The abilities to manage one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors 

effectively in different situations and to achieve goals and aspirations” (CASEL, n.d.). 

Social awareness: “The abilities to understand the perspectives of and empathize with 

others, including those from diverse backgrounds, cultures, and contexts” (CASEL, n.d.). 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

 This chapter begins with a review of the problem of practice identified in the first 

chapter. It then provides the purpose for the research, establishing the context of the study 

and the problem of practice by explaining the underlying theoretical framework and 

related research in the field. 

Statement of Problem of Practice 

The problem of practice concerned students at DES identified by their teacher as 

having weaknesses in the areas of self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained 

attention who had difficulty accessing the benefits of whole-group mindfulness 

instruction and required Tier 2 intervention (more specialized instruction). As introduced 

previously, the need for social and emotional learning (SEL) supports in schools has been 

well established, and small-group delivery of social and emotional skills instruction 

allowed students a safe space with more opportunities to practice, ask questions, and 

share experiences. The targeted group also permitted differentiation of the lessons to 

more effectively meet the individual needs of these students. 

With the implementation of MTSS, the basic goal in my school district has been 

to expand the scope of Response to Intervention (RTI) across all grade levels, tracking 

and providing supports in academic and non-academic areas, such as home life stressors, 

emotional and behavioral difficulties, and attendance, among others. The school-based 

MTSS teams have developed their collective skills at identifying at-risk or struggling 
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students, asking the right questions to find the root cause of their difficulties, and doing 

their best to match interventions to need. However, schools require more evidence-based 

social and emotional interventions in order to help students manage their emotions and 

behaviors and interact successfully with others.  

As highlighted by Durlak et al. (2011), there is general agreement that schools 

have a responsibility to foster students’ cognitive and social and emotional development, 

and with increasing stress surrounding academic performance and standardized testing, 

schools need empirically supported SEL instruction to meet their students’ needs. 

Burgeoning research (Black et al., 2009; Kallapiran et al., 2015; Lee et al., 2008; Liehr & 

Diaz, 2010) on mindfulness-based programs suggests mindfulness practices represent an 

opportunity to meet needs related to the mental health and SEL of students. Kabat-Zinn 

(1994) defines mindfulness as “paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, and in 

the present moment, and nonjudgmentally” (p. 4). As noted by Siegel and Bryson (2016), 

a simple awareness of feelings in itself can foster emotional regulation. While anecdotal 

outcomes of class-wide mindfulness instruction already in place at DES were initially 

positive, small-group mindfulness instruction was needed to support students with 

weaknesses in the areas of self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention who 

required more targeted practice and discussion, and fewer distractions. 

Purpose Statement and Research Questions 

The purpose of this action research, mixed methods case study was to provide an 

effective SEL intervention for students at DES identified by their teacher as having 

weaknesses in the areas of self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention 

requiring Tier 2 intervention. This study investigated the benefits of using a small-group 



 29 

mindfulness intervention to facilitate SEL among these students at DES. Specifically, the 

following research question was addressed in this study: What are the benefits of a small-

group mindfulness intervention for students identified by their teacher as having 

weaknesses in the areas of self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention?  

Chapter Organization 

 This chapter first explains the strategies employed in the literature review process. 

That section is followed by a synthesis of the literature pertaining to this study’s 

theoretical framework, focusing on sociocultural theory and the humanist perspective. 

Thorough explorations of constructs relevant to this study then highlight the concepts of 

multi-tiered system of support (MTSS), social and emotional learning (SEL), and 

mindfulness, emphasizing the historical perspectives and transformative potential of 

each. Current research surrounding school-based mindfulness interventions is also 

highlighted, noting participant outcomes and study limitations. 

Literature Review Methodology 

 In order to gain the necessary knowledge and understanding of the present 

inquiry, the University of South Carolina online library was used to search databases such 

as EBSCO Host, ProQuest, and JSTOR for peer-reviewed journals. Websites, books, and 

textbooks were also used for this comprehensive literature review. 

Theoretical Framework 

 This action research, mixed methods case study relied on the sociocultural theory 

of learning, as put forth by Lev Vygotsky (1978), as this theory emphasizes the 

importance of language and dialogue in learning and the belief that students acquire skills 

through opportunities to learn from more skilled peers and teachers (McLeod, 2018). The 
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works of Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers from the humanist perspective then 

explicitly addressed social and emotional needs of children, complementing concepts of 

mindfulness. Maslow provided his hierarchy of needs, a motivational theory that 

identifies the needs that must be met for individuals to grow and develop (McLeod, 

2020), and the concept of self-actualization is believed by both Maslow and Rogers to 

represent the fulfillment of one’s potential once all prerequisite needs have been met 

(McLeod, 2020). Finally, Rogers provided his belief that children are innately good and 

his criteria for an environment that supports growth (McLeod, 2014), and his principles 

informed the small-group delivery of this study’s intervention.  

Vygotsky and the Sociocultural Theory of Learning 

Davydov and Kerr (1995) summarize the foundational ideas about education put 

forth by Lev Vygotsky and his disciples: The education system is responsible for 

providing environments and stimuli that develop children’s personalities and potentials in 

unique ways based upon individual factors like differing developmental levels and 

proclivities (Davydov & Kerr, 1995). These authors also explain that the student is the 

actual subject in the process of teaching, and that this process should consist of a guiding 

teacher that collaborates with the student rather than trying to impress knowledge or 

skills upon them (Davydov & Kerr, 1995).  

 These ideals reflect the spirit of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which 

underpinned my rationale for the small-group delivery of the Mindful Schools 

curriculum, in addition to the curriculum itself. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of 

learning emphasizes the importance of a more skilled teacher helping to hone skills and 

understanding in their student, while also co-constructing meaning and knowledge 
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through social interaction and dialogue (Applefield et al., 2000). Modeling the skills and 

providing immediate feedback are key components (Applefield et al., 2000). Davydov 

and Kerr (1995) explain that Vygotsky believed true learning required the adult teacher to 

work with the child or student, and that instructional practices had to be based on the 

developmental and individual differences of the learners. The student is the main subject 

of the learning experience, and the adult or teacher is responsible for meeting the student 

on their level, guiding them through the activity, and encouraging their development 

(Davydov & Kerr, 1995). 

Vygotsky’s (1978) belief that students can master skills that would be beyond 

their independent capability when they are guided and supported by a more skilled 

teacher is referred to as the zone of proximal development (ZPD). Vygotsky (1978) 

believed that children acquire skills through opportunities to learn from peers and 

teachers who are more skilled, and he emphasized the importance of language, dialogue, 

and social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). Another related Vygotskian instructional 

concept that benefited the present study’s intervention is scaffolding, in which “a teacher 

or more advanced peer helps to structure or arrange a task so that a novice can work on it 

successfully” (McLeod, 2018).  

 In summary, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory accentuates the importance of social 

interaction in children’s ability to learn and make meaning of knowledge (Vygotsky, 

1978), and the ZPD illustrates the difference in what a student can learn independently 

and what they can learn with the guidance of a more skilled peer or teacher (Derry, 

2013;Vygotsky, 1978). The small-group delivery of the mindfulness intervention 

capitalized on these concepts, as students who might be unable to understand or master 



 32 

principles or techniques in the whole-group setting had more opportunities for interaction 

with and guidance from peers and a teacher. Vygotsky’s focus on the importance of 

language and dialogue in learning (McLeod, 2018) also merged organically with the 

present action research study, as the Mindful Schools curriculum relies heavily upon 

verbal explanations of concepts and dialogue between the teacher and the students during 

lessons. Additionally, outcomes of the intervention were measured in part through 

dialogue via interviews with students and teachers. While Vygotskian principles provided 

much of the study’s framework from an instructional perspective, guidance regarding the 

social and emotional needs of students was also be a key component. 

Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers, and Humanism 

While Vygotsky’s theory provided perspective on the curriculum content and 

lesson delivery, the work of Abraham Maslow complemented the spirit of mindfulness 

practice and equipped this study with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the concept of self-

actualization, and the belief that childhood experiences heavily influence one’s ability to 

reach their potential as an adult (McLeod, 2020). Carl Rogers’ humanist perspective 

embraces Maslow’s hierarchy while also emphasizing the necessary attributes of an 

environment that facilitates the growth of an individual (McLeod, 2014). 

The works of Maslow and Rogers more explicitly address social and emotional 

needs of children and blend well with concepts of mindfulness. Maslow believed that 

behaviorist principles, which dominated psychological theory in the early to mid-20th 

century, did not satisfactorily explain what it means to be human (Ellis et al., 2009). He 

also eschewed popular Freudian tendencies of that time that attributed human behavior to 

innate, and often unconscious drives, as Maslow alternatively saw “humankind as 
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motivated to satisfy complex social and even spiritual needs” (Ellis et al., 2009, p. 292). 

He devised categories of these needs to include physiological (e.g., biological needs like 

food, water, and air), safety (i.e., physical security), love and belongingness (i.e., social 

approval), esteem (i.e., achievement), and self-actualization (i.e., fulfillment of one’s 

potential; Maslow, 1943). Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is a motivational theory that 

encompasses these categories and identifies the needs that must be met for individuals to 

grow and develop (Maslow, 1943).  

Elias et al. (2009) note, however, that Maslow did not consider meeting these 

needs to be “the driving force of the psyche” (p. 290); rather, meeting needs merely 

represents prerequisites for moving to higher levels in the hierarchy. Self-actualization is 

believed by Maslow (and Rogers) to represent the fulfillment of one’s potential, and this 

ultimate level can only be achieved once the needs in the other areas have been met 

(Maslow, 1943). Maslow’s work fit the study’s mindfulness intervention that aimed to 

explicitly address love and belongingness through a small group that emphasized trust, 

acceptance, affiliation, and esteem. The skills taught intended to create feelings of 

mastery and control over emotions, with the overarching goal of providing skills that 

garner personal growth and self-fulfillment.  

 Carl Rogers was an American psychologist in the mid- to late-20th century who 

wrote extensively about the humanist perspective in therapy, emphasizing the importance 

of empathy and his optimistic views on human nature (Ellis et al., 2009). Rogers viewed 

man as a work in progress and, like Maslow, he espoused the view that humans are 

engaged in an ongoing process of self-actualization, graduating to more challenging and 

more fulfilling experiences along the way (Ellis et al., 2009). He also felt that humans are 
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innately positive creatures who are capable of being emotionally adjusted and happy 

(Rogers, 1961). Like Maslow, Rogers believed in the process of self-actualization, as he 

believed, “Intrinsic to the primarily unconscious aspects of experience is an innate 

capacity to value positively whatever we perceive as actualizing and to value negatively 

that which we perceive as non-actualizing” (Elias et al., 2009, p. 319). An important 

distinction between Maslow and Roger’s views of self-actualization, however, is that 

Rogers believed in actualizing tendencies. As explained by Elias et al. (2009):  

[Rogers] considered the motive of self-actualizing to be a subset of the actualizing 

tendency. Self-actualizing for Rogers is the portion of the actualizing tendency of 

which the person is consciously aware. If the person is not burdened by 

psychological conflicts, psychological defenses, or distortions of self-perception, 

self-actualization and the actualizing tendency will tend to be the same. (p. 320) 

The mindfulness intervention in the present study aimed to relieve some of the 

psychological burdens alluded to by Rogers. Furthermore, during the data collection 

phase of this study, student input provided self-reflective insight regarding their self-

sufficiency with the skills taught, mirroring the subjective and consciously aware 

components of self-actualization. 

In addition, Rogers developed criteria necessary for an environment that supports 

growth, and his insights were used to inform the parameters of the present study’s small-

group intervention. Specifically, Rogers theorized that the environment must possess and 

encourage openness and ease of self-disclosure, unconditional acceptance, and empathy 

to ensure children feel understood (McLeod, 2014). Rogers (1969) also described the 

necessary attributes of a teacher, indicating that they must be genuine, caring, and 
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empathic, in addition to truly valuing the thoughts and feelings of the learner. In short, 

the learner must be able to trust the teacher (Rogers, 1969).  

Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) 

The discussion of the literature surrounding the history and development of 

MTSS, in addition to its hallmark features and elements, provides important context for 

this study’s problem of practice, including MTSS’s roots in equitable education. As the 

predecessor to MTSS, Response to Intervention (RTI) was a component of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) of 2004 as a way to 

identify specific learning disabilities in students based on their response (or lack thereof) 

to tiered academic interventions (Panorama Education, n.d.). While RTI’s focus was on 

academics (mainly reading), Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) had 

also emerged as a part of the 1997 reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA; Panorama Education, n.d.). PBIS initially aimed to provide 

interventions for students believed to have behavioral disorders, but it was soon adapted 

to serve as a vehicle for school-wide, positive behavioral supports and strategies 

(Panorama Education, n.d.). Believed to have its roots as a medical model of tiered 

interventions, MTSS encompasses aspects of RTI and PBIS in order to address whole-

child needs to prepare students for graduation and beyond (Panorama Education, n.d.).  

Each of these initiatives were in some ways built upon the growing awareness that 

a disproportionate number of minorities, namely Black, Latinx, and Native American, 

were being identified as having an educational disability and being placed in special 

education programs (Thorius & Maxcy, 2015). As asserted by Sullivan et al. (2020), 

“Equity focused MTSS provides a critical mechanism for educational equity.” These 
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authors also highlight the current political and sociocultural climate, opining that these 

factors make it even more important for schools to meet the whole-child needs of 

students, especially considering the many mental health challenges faced by the Black 

community and other students of color (Sullivan et al., 2020).  

The MTSS framework is used for both the identification of at-risk students and 

the provision of targeted interventions to meet student needs, whether academic, 

behavioral, or social and emotional (Braun et al., 2020). The multiple tiers refer to Tier 1, 

which generally refers to instructional practices used with all students; Tier 2, which 

usually refers to small-group instruction to help students who did not make appropriate 

growth in Tier 1 work on a targeted skill; and Tier 3, which comprises the most intensive 

supports available at a school (Braun et al., 2020). In the William County (pseudonym) 

School District, Tier 3 supports are generally provided through special education. In 

William County, as in most districts, MTSS is an intervention-based framework that was 

the product of the merger between two previous models, RTI and PBIS, which were both 

used in schools to match interventions to student needs (What is MTSS? 2019).  

As academic needs have been the primary concern of RTI and MTSS efforts, 

schools do not have as many empirically based interventions at their disposal for students 

with social and emotional and behavioral needs (August et al., 2018). Concerns regarding 

students’ social skills are ever-present in schools, but academic-minded curricula do not 

explicitly focus on this area, and schools do not yet consistently identify and implement 

empirically based interventions for social and emotional and behavioral skills (Sugai et 

al., 2000). Lack of systems to help school personnel identify and treat these deficits make 

it difficult to take a proactive approach. Schools have the responsibility and the ability to 
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serve as a vehicle of prevention, capitalizing upon the recent momentum with regards to 

MTSS legislation and mental health awareness (August et al., 2018).  

The goal of MTSS is to provide students with the supports they need in order to 

find success (August et al., 2018). Freeman et al. (2017) summarize the main components 

of MTSS: 

MTSS frameworks have a number of core features. First, decisions are made 

based on data, including universal screening, continuous progress monitoring, and 

implementation fidelity. Second, priority is given to evidence-based practices that 

are empirically supported (replicated demonstrations of functional relation, 

adequate effect sizes), aligned with student need, and contextually relevant. Third, 

support systems are in place to maximize implementation fidelity, for example, 

team-based coordination and action planning, professional development, and data-

driven decision-making. (p. 30) 

MTSS programs have correlated with improved achievement, as evidenced by reading 

and math standardized test scores (Menendez et al., 2008) and better school-wide 

behavior, as indicated by less office discipline referrals (Sherrod & Ziomek-Daigle, 

2009). MTSS frameworks have also been correlated with less exclusionary practices, 

such as suspensions and expulsions, and reduced instances of resulting poor attendance 

and high school dropout rates (Childs et al., 2016; Freeman et al., 2016). Even when the 

number of discipline referrals remains the same or similar, schools implementing MTSS 

to address behavior and discipline have reduced their use of student suspensions (Gage et 

al., 2018; Scott et al., 2019). 



 38 

However, there are many barriers to the successful implementation of MTSS, 

such as financial constraints, a lack of resources, and a misunderstanding among school 

staff about what MTSS is and how it works. For example, Braun et al. (2020) surveyed 

teachers at an urban elementary school and found that many teachers were confused 

about the process. These authors also learned that these teachers felt their available Tier 2 

interventions seemed effective, but there were not enough interventions for students who 

did not respond to Tier 2 and required additional assistance or skill-building beyond this 

level (Braun et al., 2020). These limitations, and others like them in schools across the 

country, may explain why the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015 

recommended the expansion of MTSS in public schools (Every Student Succeeds Act, 

2015). 

According to the William County School District Strategic Plan, MTSS is a 

framework that provides a spectrum of extra supports and interventions based on 

individual student needs. All schools in the William County School District now utilize 

an adapted MTSS model. This process uses a sophisticated software system that monitors 

all students in the district and “flags,” or provides alerts, when students are having 

difficulties in the areas of attendance, behavior, and/or course grades. Most schools 

assemble their MTSS team, which consists of a facilitator, administrators, teachers, 

school counselor(s), and a school psychologist, once per week or once every two weeks 

to review students who flagged. Background information is compiled and other data from 

teachers are collected with the aim of putting evidence-based interventions in place that 

match the need of the student. The intervention(s) are then implemented with fidelity, 

progress-monitoring data are collected, and the student’s progress is reviewed at a 
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subsequent MTSS meeting, typically four to six weeks later. Thus, the effectiveness of 

this MTSS framework hinges upon having available evidence-based interventions that 

match the need area and can be implemented with fidelity. 

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) 

As mentioned above, the evolution of MTSS has significant implications for a 

renewed focus on the whole-child needs of students, especially in the area of mental 

health and social and emotional functioning. Social and emotional skills allow one to 

“understand, manage, and express the social and emotional aspects of one’s life in ways 

that enable the successful management of life tasks” (Elias et al., 1997, p. 2). As defined 

by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), social and 

emotional learning (SEL) is an active process that emphasizes skill-building in the areas 

of self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible 

decision making.  

Research on the benefits of SEL is mounting. A meta-analysis of 213 school-

based SEL programs spanning kindergarten through 12th grade conducted by Durlak et al. 

(2011) found favorable outcomes regarding attitudes about self, others, and school; more 

appropriate social behaviors; fewer conduct and internalizing problems; and better 

academic achievement. McClelland et al. (2017) also found that children with higher SEL 

competencies tend to have higher achievement skills. CASEL provides the following 

descriptions of the five SEL competencies (CASEL, n.d., “What is the CASEL SEL 

framework?” section):  
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Relationship Skills: “The abilities to establish and maintain healthy and supportive 

relationships and to effectively navigate settings with diverse individuals and 

groups.” 

Responsible Decision-Making: “The abilities to make caring and constructive 

choices about personal behavior and social interactions across diverse situations.” 

Self-Awareness: “The abilities to understand one’s own emotions, thoughts, and 

values and how they influence behavior across contexts.” 

Self-Management: “The abilities to manage one’s emotions, thoughts, and 

behaviors effectively in different situations and to achieve goals and aspirations.” 

Social Awareness: “The abilities to understand the perspectives of and empathize 

with others, including those from diverse backgrounds, cultures, and contexts.” 

SEL has gained momentum on a global scale, as countries around the world are 

putting these programs into practice (Schonert-Reichl, 2019). A review of recent 

literature indicates that SEL competencies can be both taught and measured, and they 

predict success in school and beyond (Schonert-Reichl, 2019). Schonert-Reichl (2019) 

posits that SEL interventions “should occur in an environment that is safe, caring, 

supportive, participatory, and well managed… that supports students’ development and 

provides opportunities for practicing the skills” (p. 226). Domitrovich et al. (2017) 

further argue that SEL should be implemented in pre-K through 12th grade schools as a 

public health service, as children spend much of their time in this setting and schools 

have high prevention potential for at-risk youth. McClelland et al. (2017) also provide 

guidance regarding implementation of SEL, suggesting that SEL interventions be tailored 

based on student needs, empirically based, implemented with fidelity, and designed to 
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provide children with many chances to practice the skills in different settings and with 

different people.  

 A report by Dusenbury et al. (2019) found that 14 states have adopted social and 

emotional standards in their kindergarten through 12th grade schools, with 10 of them 

basing their standards on the five CASEL competencies outlined above. Moreover, 

several of them also specifically use culturally responsive curriculum to provide equitable 

social and emotional skills instruction to their diverse student bodies (Dusenbury et al., 

2019). Osher et al. (2016) suggest that factors like race, ethnicity, culture, and 

socioeconomic status all need to be considered when schools are planning for SEL 

instruction. 

The transformative power of SEL also has great potential. Jagers et al. (2019) 

posit that transformative SEL can help schools “effectively address issues such as power, 

privilege, prejudice, discrimination, social justice, empowerment, and self-determination” 

(p. 163). SEL instruction needs to develop within students the ability to analyze the 

causes of oppression and inequity and to take action (Jagers et al., 2019). The social and 

emotional implications of oppressed populations can include internalizing and 

externalizing distress and behaviors that are harmful to themselves and others (Jagers et 

al., 2019). It is crucial that SEL efforts recognize the responsibility to develop citizens 

that critically examine our society and government, and initiate action to further social 

justice (Jagers et al., 2019). Regarding suggestions for educational applications, 

Immordino-Yang et al. (2018) provide guidelines for supporting the SEL needs of diverse 

learners:  
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1. SEL that includes explicit instruction of social and emotional competencies as 

well as the infusion of learning and use of such competencies throughout all 

aspects of schooling enterprise, including educative and restorative discipline 

approaches;  

2. A caring, supportive learning environment that includes relational trust and 

respect among students and adults (school personnel, caregivers, and community 

members); a sense of being known, valued, and safe; developmentally appropriate 

tasks; and culturally responsive learning opportunities;  

3. Productive instructional strategies that include collaborative inquiry-based 

activities that build on a student’s prior knowledge and experiences and employ 

explicit instruction, scaffolding, and application to make the work meaningful and 

to facilitate conceptual understanding, elaboration, co-construction, and 

transferable knowledge and skills; and  

4. Individualized supports that include multitiered systems of support, extended 

learning opportunities, and access to integrated services. (p. 172) 

As Donahue-Kegan et al. (2019) highlight, many of the hallmarks of classrooms 

that cultivate SEL are also characteristic of culturally responsive learning environments, 

such as focusing on student strengths, maintaining high expectations for all students, and 

modeling strong communication skills, listening skills, and empathy. Further, these 

authors note that, “Although SEL and CRT (critical race theory) are interconnected, this 

connection has not been made explicit in the field frequently enough” (Donahue-Kegan et 

al., 2019).  
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Educational policy must strive to meet the needs of the whole child, as research 

highlights the link between SEL, brain development, academic achievement, and physical 

health (Immordino-Yang et al., 2019). Put simply, “Attending to SEL capacities and the 

contexts that support them, therefore, supports social and emotional and physical 

wellness, as well as scholarly achievement and cognition” (Immordino-Yang, 2019, p. 

196). SEL also has the potential to create citizens who critically examine our society and 

government, and take it upon themselves to take action to further social justice (Jagers et 

al., 2019).   

Mindfulness 

As defined previously, Kabat-Zinn (1994) describes mindfulness as “paying 

attention in a particular way: on purpose, and in the present moment, and 

nonjudgmentally” (p. 4). Mindfulness originated in Eastern religions such as Buddhism, 

and mindfulness practices are often associated with Buddhist meditation (Shapiro et al., 

2006). However, mindfulness has been studied and implemented extensively in the 

psychology field in recent decades to teach people skills to help regulate emotions and 

responses to stress (Bishop et al., 2004). Shapiro et al. (2006) explain that mindfulness-

based practices go far beyond meditative techniques; rather, mindfulness refers more 

broadly to the persistent and intentional attending to the human experience, moment-by-

moment. Brown et al. (2007) further describe how mindfulness exceeds mere self-

control, as it is “not a controlled state of mind that manipulates thoughts… Rather, 

mindfulness is… simply abiding awareness of what is taking place, whether that be 

intrusive thought, worry, or whatever else may be occurring each moment” (p. 275). 

Bishop et al. (2004) propose an operational definition of mindfulness that includes two 
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primary components: the ability to self-regulate one’s attention, which allows presence in 

the moment, and a nonjudgmental and curious disposition towards all thoughts, 

sensations, and feelings that arise. Each of these descriptions emphasize how mindfulness 

garners the intentional yet objective acknowledgement of thoughts, feelings, and other 

experiences. 

Rempel (2012) suggests mindfulness-based practices can be effective in 

addressing problems like stress, anxiety, depression, and trauma, and positive outcomes 

have also been specifically associated with the practice of mindfulness in the areas of 

self-confidence, self-esteem, relationships, attention, and cognitive and academic 

performance. These findings seem to support the scholastic appropriateness of 

mindfulness, but there is a need for more research specifically regarding the use of 

mindfulness in the school setting (Rempel, 2012). The use of mindfulness in schools 

should not be too much of a stretch, though, as interventions using meditation techniques 

are already integrated into social and academic instruction in school settings (Black et al., 

2009).  

There is robust research indicating the effectiveness of mindfulness as an 

intervention for emotional needs (Ames et al., 2014; Biegel et al., 2009; Cheang et al., 

2019; Semple et al., 2005). Specifically, mindfulness‐based interventions are useful for 

reducing stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms, and improving quality of life in 

children and adolescents in both clinical and nonclinical settings (Kallapiran et al., 

2015). Mindfulness-based interventions have also been related to reduced symptoms of 

anxiety, depression, and somatic distress, in addition to being linked to improved self-

esteem and quality of sleep (Biegel et al., 2009).  
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Mindfulness-based intervention has shown promise specifically in the school 

setting. Semple et al. (2005) found mindfulness to be an effective school-based 

intervention with small groups of seven- and eight-year-old children presenting with 

symptoms of anxiety (Semple et al., 2005). Moreover, it has been effective as an 

emotional intervention for elementary-age minority children, significantly reducing 

depressive symptoms in this specific population (Liehr & Diaz, 2010). Additionally, 

mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT) with adolescents has been linked to a 

decrease in depressive symptoms and an improvement in perceived quality of life, in 

addition to being described by the adolescents as an enjoyable experience (Ames et al., 

2014). Cheang et al. (2019) also found support for the notion that mindfulness-based 

interventions increase empathy in children and adolescents, in addition to a correlation 

between self-compassion and mindfulness. After conducting a meta-analysis of studies 

on the effectiveness of mindfulness interventions with youth, Niemien and Sajaniemi 

(2016) concluded that mindfulness-based practices appear to represent an effective way 

to teach children even at a young age how to cope with stress and maintain focus.  

Zelazo and Lyons (2011) highlight that research indicates mindfulness training is 

appropriate for children as young as preschool, and that these exercises develop self-

regulation skills. Self-regulation skills are important to teach at an early age, as they can 

have an impact on early reading and math achievement (Blair & Razza, 2007). These 

skills can also enhance social and emotional skills like understanding emotions, solving 

problems in social interactions, and other prosocial behaviors (Bierman et al., 2008). 

Additionally, Lee et al. (2008) found evidence that not only can mindfulness-based 

interventions be related to parent-reported decreases in internalizing and externalizing 
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behaviors in children, they also have the potential to be a feasible and acceptable 

treatment in the eyes of parents. 

Relevant to children’s school performance, research has linked mindfulness-based 

interventions to improved attention skills (Felver et al., 2017; Jha et al., 2007; Napoli et 

al., 2005), in addition to lower teacher ratings of student test anxiety (Napoli et al., 2005). 

Budding research by Wheeler et al. (2017) in the neuroscience of mindfulness has shown 

that mindfulness leads to brain network activation indicative of improved attention, in 

addition to emotional regulation and psychological well-being. Regarding cognitive 

abilities, a meta-analysis by Chiesa et al. (2011) suggests that mindfulness could improve 

aspects of attention, memory, executive functioning, and cognition in adults. School-

based mindfulness programs have also been linked to improved cognitive functioning and 

resilience to stress in children (Zenner et al., 2014). 

Mindfulness has the added potential to serve as an effective emotional 

intervention for oppressed racial and ethnic groups. This is an important implication, as 

populations that are discriminated against are at an increased risk for lasting physical and 

psychological effects, including depressive symptoms (Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2014). 

Mindfulness has been shown to lessen the effects of discrimination in terms of reported 

depressive symptoms, thus suggesting mindfulness may serve as a protective factor for 

individuals who suffer discrimination (Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2014). Sibinga et al. (2013) 

found that a school-based mindfulness meditation intervention implemented with urban 

middle school males was related to improved overall psychological functioning, 

including reduced anxiety and enhanced coping abilities. Mindfulness-based 

interventions have also been found to increase self-compassion and decrease perceived 
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stressed and depression in Latino middle school students (Edwards et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, Womack and Sloan (2017) found that mindfulness practice may mitigate 

race-related stress in African American college students. 

The present study’s mindfulness intervention was delivered in a small-group 

format (i.e., three students) with the intention of providing as effectively as possible the 

many benefits of mindfulness-based practices. Wasik (2008) suggests that small-group 

instruction of students (defined by the author as five or fewer students) has many 

advantages for the cognitive and social and emotional development of children, even in 

comparison to one-on-one instruction. Specifically, it provides students with more 

attention and opportunities than are possible in large group settings, it allows teachers to 

observe how well students understand and master skills, and it gives teachers an 

opportunity to observe how students interact with peers and provide feedback (Wasik, 

2008).  

Scott et al. (2007) provide further behavior management considerations for my 

small group to enhance instruction and learning. These guidelines can be applied to the 

whole-group learning environment, but they also have important implications for small-

group instruction. The authors outline positive behavior supports (PBS) that aid in 

predicting and preventing problem behaviors. Specifically, teachers must first identify 

behavioral patterns, and then develop rules, routines, and physical arrangements that 

decrease the likelihood of such challenges. For example, the students must understand the 

rules and behavioral norms of the group, and there needs to be consistency with routines 

so they know what to expect, and what is expected of them. Strategic modifications to the 
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physical setting also keep students safe, reduce distractions, and facilitate supervision and 

feedback, thus improving the quality of instruction.  

Effectiveness of Mindfulness Interventions with Children 

Several studies conducted to examine the effectiveness of mindfulness-based 

interventions with children are summarized to provide differing perspectives and 

outcomes related to the present problem of practice. These studies were selected due to 

their similarities with the present study, as they all meet the criteria of measuring the 

effectiveness of mindfulness-based interventions with children. Some also specifically 

take place in a school setting. Studies that utilize qualitative data collection and analysis 

are highlighted, as well, due to similarities in study design. 

Schonert-Reichl et al. (2015) investigated the effectiveness of a class-wide SEL 

program that focused on mindfulness and caring for others. The participants consisted of 

four classrooms of combined fourth and fifth graders (n=99) who were randomly 

assigned to receive either the mindfulness intervention or a standard program teaching 

social responsibility. Relative to the control group, the students who received the SEL 

program with mindfulness reported more empathy, perspective-taking, emotional control, 

optimism, school self-concept, and mindfulness. Additionally, they improved more in 

their cognitive control, showed fewer physical signs of stress, displayed greater decreases 

in self-reported symptoms of depression, and were rated by peers as more prosocial. A 

possible limitation of this study is the small sample size. Additionally, while the authors 

analyzed the differences in the individuals, the students were randomly assigned to their 

intervention at the classroom level. These factors can limit insights into causal 

relationships. Nevertheless, these authors had a similar purpose and population as the 
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current study: investigating the impact of a mindfulness-based SEL intervention with 

elementary students. 

Liehr and Diaz (2010) also used an experimental design to investigate the 

effectiveness of a mindfulness intervention with children. This intervention was based on 

the same Mindful Schools curriculum that was used in the present action research study. 

Using a pre- and post-intervention design, the authors compared the effectiveness of the 

mindfulness intervention to a health education intervention. The participants were 17 

minority children at a summer camp. The children who received the mindfulness 

intervention reported significantly fewer depressive symptoms over time compared to 

students who received the health education intervention. A limitation to this study was 

the small sample size. Additionally, this study took place in a summer camp setting rather 

than a school setting. Nevertheless, the mindfulness intervention showed promise as an 

intervention for emotional regulation in children.  

Crescenti et al. (2016) investigated the effects of a mindfulness-oriented 

meditation intervention on the psychological well-being of 16 seven- and eight-year-old 

primary school students in Italy. The authors compared the mindfulness group to an 

active control group receiving an emotional awareness program. Pre- and post-

intervention measures of behavioral, social, emotional, and attentional skills in the 

children were reported by their teacher (all students had the same teacher). The children 

also reported on a measure of mood and depressive symptoms. While the mindfulness-

oriented meditation group was not associated with less depressive symptoms, teacher 

report data indicated less difficulties with inattention and reduced internalizing problems, 

such as anxiety, in the children who received the mindfulness intervention. Limitations of 
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this study included the small sample size, in addition to its sole reliance on teacher report 

of internalizing problems in children. The authors recommended parent input, as well, in 

future research endeavors, and to compare parent reports and ratings to what is reported 

by the children and observed by the classroom teacher. This study has implications for 

the present study, as it explores a school-based mindfulness intervention with seven- and 

eight-year-olds, examining social and emotional and attention skills. Additionally, 

insights can be gleaned from this study due to its use of qualitative data in learning about 

student outcomes and experiences with the intervention. 

An experimental study using a randomized clinical trial design by Biegel et al. 

(2009) examined the effectiveness of a mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) 

program on 74 adolescents aged 14 to 18 years in an outpatient psychiatric facility. The 

MBSR was compared to the control condition (described as “treatment as usual”). The 

study found that the mindfulness-based intervention was related to self-reported reduced 

symptoms of anxiety, depression, and somatic distress, in addition to being linked to 

improved self-esteem and quality of sleep. Regarding possible limitations, this study took 

place in an outpatient clinical setting and consisted of mostly females with pre-existing 

psychiatric needs. These factors could impact this study’s generalizability. However, the 

results of this study provide further support for mindfulness-based interventions’ 

potential for positive social and emotional outcomes with youth who may have a history 

of psychological distress. 

Van Vliet et al. (2017) investigated the effects of MBSR on adolescents with 

serious mental illness at an inpatient facility. The authors found that the adolescents who 

completed the program reported better mood, self‐concept, self‐control, problem‐solving, 
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interpersonal relationships, and awareness of the here‐and‐now. The participants were 28 

adolescents (14 male and 14 female) between the ages of 12 and 17. Most participants 

met criteria for at least two psychological disorders, including mood, anxiety, attachment, 

behavioral, and attention deficit or hyperactivity disorders. The MBSR program lasted 

eight weeks, with one two-hour session each week to include mindfulness instruction, 

skills practice, and group discussions. Breathing exercises, mindful eating, mindful 

walking, and body scans were some of the skills taught and practiced during this 

intervention. The topics and strategies used in this program mirror those employed by the 

Mindful Schools curriculum in the present action research study. Regarding possible 

limitations, this study had a small sample size. Additionally, the study took place in a 

residential setting with participants with significant mental health needs.  

While the related research studies discussed to this point have primarily relied 

upon quantitative data to examine outcomes, McGeechan et al. (2019) conducted a 

qualitative study about a mindfulness intervention implemented with 38 students and 

three teachers at four secondary schools in England. Similar to the current study, semi-

structured interviews were an important data collection tool to learn more about these 

students’ experiences with a mindfulness intervention. The students in the sample were 

selected due to behavioral and academic difficulties. The mindfulness intervention 

spanned 10 weeks, with each session lasting one hour. The following are the titles of the 

weekly lessons: Introduction Lesson, Attention, Anchoring Attention, Recognizing 

Worry, Being Here Now, Moving Mindfully, Stepping Back, Befriending the Difficult, 

Taking in the Good, and Putting It All Together. Semi-structured interviews and focus 

groups were used to collect qualitative data regarding the intervention and its impact. 
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Interview data suggested that, while some of the participants felt they had no choice but 

to participate, they ended up enjoying the mindfulness sessions and reported feeling 

better equipped to cope with stress after receiving the intervention. Teacher participants 

also perceived benefits of the program, but they had concerns about how it could be 

implemented long-term. Potential limitations include the small number (16) of student 

participants who participated in an interview about the intervention. Additionally, no data 

was collected regarding long-term effects or benefits of the intervention. 

Dariotis et al. (2017) also conducted a qualitative investigation of a school-based 

mindfulness intervention. These authors chose an intervention that specifically used a 

mindfulness and yoga program with fifth and sixth grade students in three public schools 

in low-income urban areas. The purpose of the study was to obtain insights regarding 

how to successfully implement, adapt, and further develop school-based mindfulness and 

yoga interventions in similar schools. Twenty-two fifth and sixth grade students were 

selected by their teachers from the sample of 122 student-participants in the study to 

participate in six focus groups across the three schools about their experiences with the 

mindfulness and yoga intervention. Students ranged from age 10 to 13 years, and 72% of 

the focus group participants were Black. Nine classroom teachers out of a possible 11 

also participated in focus groups. The intervention was implemented by an outside 

agency, and it used mindful yoga practices to enhance emotional and cognitive regulation 

skills in the students. The sessions were 45 minutes in length and occurred twice a week 

for 16 weeks, emphasizing present moment awareness, yoga practice, breathing 

techniques, mindful reflection, and brief discussions of health-related topics like 

nutrition. Through qualitative data collection in the focus groups, the researchers 
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identified four emergent themes that need to be considered in planning and implementing 

similar interventions: intervention delivery to ensure student participation and 

engagement, communication with teachers and administrators about the program and its 

logistics, promoting buy-in from all stakeholders, and instructor qualities that promote 

rapport and behavior management with the students. These implications and lessons 

learned are informative for the present action research study’s design.  

As noted above, research has linked mindfulness-based interventions to improved 

attentional skills in children. Felver et al. (2017) conducted a randomized clinical trial to 

investigate the effects of a mindfulness intervention for children and parents on the 

children’s attention skills. Forty-one parent-child pairs were randomly assigned to either 

the mindfulness group or a control group. The mindfulness program is called Mindful 

Family Stress Reduction (MFSR), and it consisted of one 90-minute session each week 

for eight weeks. These sessions consisted of instruction on mindfulness concepts and 

strategies, and opportunities for the participants to practice these skills together. At times, 

children and parents were separated into different groups for activities that were more 

child-friendly (i.e., shorter breathing or listening activities). All participants were also 

instructed to practice mindfulness on their own at home for 15 to 20 minutes each day, 

and to document how much time they spent practicing. Results of the study indicate that 

children who received the mindfulness intervention exhibited improved attentional self-

regulation skills compared to the children in the control group. Regarding limitations, the 

authors point out that this intervention was delivered in a group format rather than 

individual, and that nesting effects could have had a significant impact on observed 

results. Additionally, the participants were exposed to the researchers weekly for eight 
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weeks, so they might have been more motivated to perform well on the post-tests. 

Motivation and effort of participants could especially impact performance on tasks of 

attention. Nevertheless, the purpose, methodology, and findings of this study have 

implications for the present action research study, as the mindfulness-based intervention 

used a similar curriculum and these authors investigated impacts of the intervention on 

the children’s attentional self-regulation skills. This variable coincides with the SEL 

competencies targeted in the present study. 

Finally, Cheang et al. (2019) conducted a meta-analysis of 16 published studies in 

order to investigate the effectiveness of mindfulness-based interventions in fostering 

empathy and compassion in children and adolescents aged five to 18 years old. This 

meta-analysis relates to the present study as there exists much overlap between empathy 

and compassion and the SEL competencies targeted in the present study. To be eligible 

for the meta-analysis, the studies had to measure either empathy or compassion in 

children and have a mindfulness intervention component. The authors found support for 

the notion that mindfulness-based interventions increase empathy in children and 

adolescents, in addition to a correlation between self-compassion and mindfulness. 

Possible limitations of this meta-analysis include the small sample size and poor 

methodologies in many of the selected studies. 

The studies discussed in this chapter investigate the effectiveness of mindfulness-

based interventions for children and adolescents, specifically measuring various areas of 

psychological well-being and social and emotional skills. While small differences exist 

between these studies and the present action research project, such as different age 

groups, settings, and specific intervention types, these studies demonstrate the undeniable 
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promise and scholastic appropriateness of mindfulness. Additionally, while these studies 

vary in design, important insights can be gleaned from many of them due to their use of 

qualitative data in learning about student outcomes and experiences with mindfulness-

based interventions. 

Summary 

The mental health needs of students have been brought to the collective awareness 

now more than ever before. It is imperative that schools optimize their MTSS 

frameworks that purport to identify student needs and provide evidence-based 

interventions, whether the concerns are academic or social and emotional. Vygotsky’s 

sociocultural theory of learning, coupled with humanistic principles, provides a 

theoretical framework for the current investigation of an SEL intervention. The 

mindfulness instruction is built upon social interaction and dialogue in learning, and an 

emphasis on the empathy required by teachers to help meet the needs of diverse learners 

and allow them to reach their potential. Research and policy surrounding SEL has 

proliferated in recent years, providing a promising opportunity for school-based 

prevention. These programs have also been shown to prime students for success both 

inside and outside of school.  

Much research has targeted mindfulness interventions in recent years, and early 

indicators regarding the utility of these programs with diverse populations in the schools 

are promising. The small-group delivery of mindfulness interventions provides 

customized SEL support for the many students who struggle to reap the benefits of the 

universal programs and lessons. The following chapter will present the methodology and 
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research design of this study, with descriptions of the setting, participant sample, data 

collection, and data analysis methods
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Chapter Three: Research Design

Overview of Study 

As a school psychologist at a rural elementary school, my job responsibilities, in 

addition to my own personal and professional interests, have placed me on the front lines 

of my school’s search for feasible, effective, and engaging SEL interventions. While my 

school district as a whole has sanctioned several initiatives to identify and implement 

SEL instruction and intervention, I have commenced my own grassroots attempts at 

attending to a critical yet oft-neglected aspect of our students’ education. With the 

support of my supervisor and the school principal, and with the collaboration from my 

school counselors and participating teachers, whole-group mindfulness instruction had 

been implemented in select classrooms at one of my elementary schools for several years 

with generally positive feedback. However, much like academic instruction, a one-size-

fits-all approach for SEL is not sufficient. Therefore, my problem of practice concerned 

students at my elementary school, Davis Elementary School (DES), who were identified 

by their teacher as having weaknesses in the areas of self-control, emotional regulation, 

and sustained attention, and who had difficulty accessing the benefits of whole-group 

mindfulness instruction. Small-group delivery of social and emotional skills instruction in 

this study allowed differentiation of instruction, in addition to a safe space with more 

opportunities for students to practice, ask questions, and share experiences.  
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The theoretical framework for this action research study was based upon the work 

of Lev Vygotsky, Abraham Maslow, and Carl Rogers. The rationale for my small-group 

delivery of the Mindful Schools curriculum, in addition to the curriculum itself, reflected 

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. The work of Maslow complements the spirit of 

mindfulness practice and equipped this study with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the 

concept of self-actualization, and the belief that childhood experiences heavily influence 

children’s abilities to reach their potential as adults (McLeod, 2020). Rogers’ humanist 

perspective embraces Maslow’s hierarchy and emphasizes the necessary attributes of an 

environment that facilitates the growth of an individual (McLeod, 2014). 

Several major areas of research support the need and provide the rationale for this 

study. First, it is important to understand the multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) 

framework recently adopted by my school district. This framework purports to provide 

additional supports and interventions to students based on individual needs. Through 

MTSS, a significant area of need is consistently being identified: social and emotional 

learning (SEL).  

SEL is defined as, “The process through which all young people and adults 

acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, 

manage emotions and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for 

others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring 

decisions” (CASEL, n.d., “What is the CASEL SEL framework?” section). Two specific 

SEL competencies were explored more extensively in this study: self-awareness and self-

management. Self-awareness refers to one’s “abilities to understand one’s own emotions, 

thoughts, and values and how they influence behavior across contexts” (CASEL, n.d., 
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“What is the CASEL SEL framework?” section). Self-management refers to one’s 

“abilities to manage one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors effectively in different 

situations and to achieve goals and aspirations” (CASEL, n.d., “What is the CASEL SEL 

framework?” section). Mindfulness-based practices represent a promising avenue for 

supporting the social and emotional needs of students and building social and emotional 

skills (Mindful Schools, 2019). Issues in the literature related to small-group instructional 

delivery for elementary students were also explored and shaped the implementation of the 

small-group instruction for three students. 

Research Design 

I conducted action research through a mixed methods case study design as I 

investigated the following research question: What are the benefits of a small-group 

mindfulness intervention for students identified by their teacher as having weaknesses in 

the areas of self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention? This mixed 

methods design used qualitative data to explore student experiences and feelings. 

Additionally, both qualitative and quantitative data provided impressions from the 

teacher into the effectiveness of this SEL intervention based on her observations of the 

students in the classroom. This design was a case study, as it was a descriptive study of 

the effects of an intervention on a bounded system of three students (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). Further, Yin (2014) defines a case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates 

a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in-depth and within its real-world context” (p. 

16). Yin (2014) also argues that proper attention to the rigor and methodology of case 

studies makes this research design a high-quality way to explore problems in the social 

sciences, but case studies can also be used for descriptive, explanatory, and generalizing 
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purposes. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) add that qualitative case studies reflect the tenets 

of basic qualitative research, as they utilize the researcher as a human data collection 

instrument to gather and analyze descriptive data. Additional context was provided by 

analysis of patterns and themes from my journal entries. While qualitative data provided 

a rich description of the experiences of this study, a mixed methods approach allowed a 

more objective data source to evaluate the intervention’s effectiveness (Herr & Anderson, 

2015). Case studies commonly employ a mixed methods design (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). 

According to the criteria described by Dana (2015), my study was an appropriate 

fit for action research, as this project allowed me to collect data as a part of my current 

job, easily meshed the roles of researcher and practitioner, and used my investigation to 

provide “more equitable learning conditions for all” (p. 167). Efron and Ravid (2013) 

provide a more comprehensive definition of action research in education, explaining it as 

a practitioner’s investigation in their own classroom or school setting that aims to 

develop an aspect of their professional practice while also improving student outcomes. 

The mixed methods design facilitated qualitative data collection conducive to the 

exploration and reflection of my own practice, while a combination of qualitative and 

quantitative data sources informed intervention effects on student outcomes.  

This mixed methods action research contrasts with traditional research, which 

serves the primary purpose of adding to a field’s knowledge base (Herr & Anderson, 

2015). Efron and Ravid (2013) also explain that action research findings are more 

directly applicable to the researcher’s specific setting and population, but traditional 

research yields results that are more transferable across settings. While I hope to share 
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my experiences and findings with my other schools and colleagues in my school district, 

my study focused on and is most directly applicable to my school and its students. 

Additionally, while outside experts conduct traditional research studies, allowing them to 

maintain objectivity, action researchers like me are more involved and personally and 

professionally invested in the study (Efron & Ravid, 2013). Moreover, while traditional 

quantitative research aims to widen a knowledge base with numerical data that can be 

generalized across settings, the qualitative researcher provides a depth of understanding 

and insights into the experiences of specific samples and contexts (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). Further, one of the greatest strengths of action research, as outlined by Herr and 

Anderson (2015), appears to be its inherent reflectiveness, encouraging educators to 

actively investigate their own practices, share their findings and collaborate with 

colleagues, and resist falling into the malaise of operating under the status quo.  

This study met each of the criteria outlined above. An emphasis was also placed 

on the experiences of the student-participants. The depth and breadth of these goals could 

not have been met through traditional research methodology, nor a purely quantitative or 

wholly qualitative design. A mixed methods, action research case study design enabled 

me to obtain answers to my research questions by allowing me to “highlight different 

aspects of the same question” and to “assume an objective or subject stance, or attitude, 

depending on the question under investigation” (Efron & Ravid, 2013, p. 46). 

The specific intervention used in this study was developed by the nonprofit 

organization Mindful Schools and is called the “K-12 Mindful Schools Curriculum” 

(Mindful Schools, 2019). This curriculum is an empirically supported program that 

integrates mindfulness practice in the classroom environment (Mindful Schools, 2019). 
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This widely used program has been shown to improve students’ capacity to pay attention 

and participate in class activities, attributes related to self-awareness and self-

management (Smith et. al, 2012). Research has also supported its effectiveness as an 

emotional intervention for elementary-age minority children, significantly reducing 

depressive symptoms (Liehr & Diaz, 2010). This program had been used at DES for 

several years by me and the school counselors to teach mindfulness concepts and 

practices to whole classes with hopes of reducing stress and improving students’ focus 

and emotional regulation. The curriculum consists of 16 lessons and 14 “extras,” or other 

scripted enrichment activities that can also be used as lessons (Mindful Schools, 2019). 

Lesson titles include “Body Awareness,” “Thoughts,” and “Mindful Test Taking,” to 

name a few (Mindful Schools, 2019). Activities may consist of the instructor modeling 

and practicing with the students mindful breathing, mindful listening, or other techniques, 

in addition to allowing students to practice on their own and share about their 

experiences. Each lesson lasts approximately 15-20 minutes when implemented in a 

whole-class setting.  

For the purposes of this action research study, two lessons were combined in each 

30-minute session and administered to a small group of three students one time per week 

for eight weeks. The lessons took place between their lunchtime and recess to ensure they 

did not miss any academic instruction. Finding a consistent room where we could hold 

our sessions was a challenge, as limited availability at the school caused us to use four 

different rooms across the eight sessions. The sessions began with a mindful “sit,” where 

students got into their “mindful bodies” (i.e., sitting still, eyes closed, and hands in their 

lap) and either focused on their breath or listened to a chime. The goal of this activity was 
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to increase the amount of time the students could maintain mindful bodies and focus on 

their breath or the sounds. I would then ask the students about their experiences using 

mindfulness techniques or concepts the past week and let them share and reflect. After a 

quick review of the previous week’s lesson, I would then introduce that day’s lessons and 

activities, which varied week-to-week, but generally included a combination of guided 

sits, visualization of scenarios, skills practice, and discussion. We would close sessions 

by allowing one of the three students to sound the chime, asking the other two students to 

get into their mindful bodies, listen to the chime, and take mindful breaths. I would then 

give them fist bumps and words of encouragement as I dismissed them back to their 

classroom. 

Participants 

I served as the school psychologist at DES for nine years. DES is a rural school 

where, according to their most recent School Renewal Plan developed before the 2017-18 

school year, the student body of 780 students consisted of 76% white, 13% African 

American, 7% Hispanic, and 5% other. The plan also outlined that the socioeconomic 

status of these students varied, but 37% of students qualified for free or reduced-price 

lunch. There was generally little staff turnover at DES and it was situated in a large and 

well-resourced school district in the southern United States with Christianity as the 

predominant religion. My school district, and DES in particular, has invested substantial 

time and money in recent years exploring more SEL supports for its students. This 

momentum merged with my established relationship with the staff and families of DES, 

the proven staff and administrator buy-in, and my personal interest and professional 

training in mindfulness practice in order to spark needed change through action research.  
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The primary participants in my study were three white male, second grade 

students at DES identified by their teacher as having weaknesses in the areas of self-

control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention that warrant Tier 2 mindfulness 

instruction. These second grade students represented a typical case sample, as they were 

purposely selected as being typical of the group being studied (Efron & Ravid, 2013). 

The selected students’ teacher also represented a complementary participant, as she 

provided additional insights in helping answer the research question (Efron & Ravid, 

2013). More specifically, the teacher was associated with the students and was best suited 

to provide information about the intervention’s impact in the classroom. Finally, I was an 

active participant in this study, as well, with my journals providing valuable observations 

and reflections.  

Data Collection Methods 

Characteristic of a mixed methods design, the data for this study was collected 

from qualitative and quantitative sources. There are many advantages of using different 

types of data, one of which is the enhanced validity of a study when the researcher can 

triangulate data from varied sources and multiple perspectives (Herr & Anderson, 2015). 

Multiple data sources were used with the participants in this study: I, as the researcher 

and implementer of the intervention, completed reflective journals; the students 

participated in semi-structured interviews; and the students’ classroom teacher completed 

surveys and participated in a follow-up semi-structured interview. The data sources 

aligned with the theoretical framework of this study, as they each focused on personal 

growth throughout the intervention and relied largely upon language and dialogue to co-

construct a narrative of the collective experience.  
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Researcher’s Reflective Journals 

Data collection first consisted of the reflective journals that I wrote after each of 

the eight intervention sessions to help answer the research question. Based on guidance 

from Efron and Ravid (2013), I used unstructured entries that recorded anything that 

seemed important at the time, and emergent themes were coded (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). I also used audit trails in my entries to augment reliability by justifying my 

thought processes that guided any adjustments to my intervention delivery and data 

collection (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Additionally, these journal entries were utilized as 

they are “helpful in documenting your behaviors and the behaviors of others in the setting 

that you investigate and in increasing your insight into daily classroom interactions” 

(Efron & Ravid, 2013, p. 125). Journals also provided qualitative data to guide and adapt 

the investigation throughout the process (Efron & Ravid, 2013). Journal entries varied in 

length from one to two handwritten pages, separated into two columns on each page: 

“descriptive field notes” and “reflective field notes.” Structured or semi-structured 

observations of students during the sessions would have had many benefits, but it would 

have proved difficult if not impossible to implement the lessons and observe reliably. 

Semi-Structured Student Interviews  

Student interviews were conducted twice: once at the midpoint of the intervention 

phase (i.e., after four sessions) and then again after the entire intervention period (i.e., 

after all eight sessions) to gather self-report data from the students regarding their 

experiences with the mindfulness intervention. These interviews were conducted 

individually with students as part of their time with me, which occurred in the afternoons 

between lunch and recess. Semi-structured interview protocols were used, as they 
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provided pre-prepared, open-ended questions while also allowing participants to “co-

construct the narrative and raise and pursue issues that are related to the study but were 

not included when the interview questions were planned” (Efron & Ravid, 2013, p. 98). 

Additionally, according to Efron and Ravid (2013), interviews encourage and enable 

interviewees to speak more openly about the study, adding depth to the conversation. 

Data collected from the first student interviews at the intervention phase midpoint 

were used to make adjustments to the intervention based on student feedback. To 

investigate data relevant to the research question, emergent themes from the interviews 

were also coded (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016 

Teacher Surveys and Follow-Up Interviews 

In order to incite information from the teacher associated with the students about 

her impressions of possible effects of the intervention, including any changes in students’ 

displays of SEL competencies like self-awareness and self-management, demeanor, 

engagement, or academic performance in the classroom, pre- and post-intervention 

teacher surveys using Likert-scale questions were administered. As Efron and Ravid 

(2013) posit, surveys are a quick and efficient way to evaluate programs’ effectiveness. 

The teacher survey gathered data particularly pertaining to the SEL competencies of self-

awareness and self-management, but it also included questions regarding other teacher 

observations of the student-participants, such as change in demeanor, impact on 

relationships with peers, and overall academic engagement and/or performance. Finally, 

based on teacher responses on the post-intervention survey, I created and conducted a 

semi-structured interview to follow-up with the teacher one week after the intervention 

concluded to inquire about patterns or trends that either aligned with other data collected 



 67 

or seemed at odds with my perceptions or those of the student-participants. This member 

checking also helped ensure the internal validity of my study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Data Analysis Methods 

The goal of data analysis in action research is to convert the information collected 

into trustworthy and reliable findings (Efron & Ravid, 2013). I analyzed data collected 

from all of the sources (i.e., my journal entries, semi-structured interviews with student-

participants, surveys from teachers, and semi-structured interview with teachers) and 

coded emergent themes. For my journal entries, I reflected upon my unstructured entries 

after each session, allowing me to tweak my study question or mindfulness instruction 

along the way. Journals also provided qualitative data and quotations to add more context 

to other data sources. Regarding data yielded from semi-structured student and teacher 

interviews, I analyzed this information qualitatively to help build meaning and begin to 

see patterns (Efron & Ravid, 2013). Specifically, to investigate data relevant to the 

research question, emergent themes from the interviews were coded (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). I used axial coding by grouping pieces of data (such as comments, notes, 

observations, etc.) into emerging constructs (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).  

For the pre- and post-intervention teacher surveys, I quantitatively analyzed this 

data by tallying teacher responses on Likert scale (strongly agree, agree, disagree, and 

strongly disagree) pre- and post-test surveys regarding each student-participant. The 

surveys’ questions specifically targeted student-participants’ displays of self-awareness 

and self-management in the classroom, but the survey also included questions regarding 

other teacher observations of the student-participants, such as change in demeanor, 

impact on relationships with peers, and overall academic engagement and/or 
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performance. I then used cross-tabulation tables to record, tally, and display teacher 

responses as raw scores, facilitating the comparison of the pre- and post-survey results 

and the identification of trends (Efron & Ravid, 2013). I created surveys that were long 

and detailed enough to incite the data needed without causing an undue burden of time on 

the teacher. 

Considerations for Validity and Reliability 

With the knowledge generated through action research often disparaged for being 

“practice driven rather than theory driven” (Herr & Anderson, 2015), ensuring and 

defending the quality of action research dissertations is paramount. I believe my study 

inherently had strong process validity, or “to what extent problems are framed and solved 

in a manner that permits ongoing learning of the individual or system” (Herr & 

Anderson, 2015, p. 68). My study was designed to examine another possible way to 

provide SEL instruction for students with deficits in the areas of self-control, emotional 

regulation, and sustained attention who did not respond to the one-size-fits-all whole-

group mindfulness. This aspiration fit with my school district’s current focus on 

identifying and implementing SEL supports. Self-reflective journals also helped me to 

remain aware of my own subjectivity (Efron & Ravid, 2013). 

In working with my student-participants, I developed appropriate interview 

questions and read questions aloud to students to ensure understanding. While focus 

group interviews have benefits, such as making children more comfortable and more 

likely to speak up than in an individual format (Efron & Ravid, 2013), I chose individual 

interviews due to the rapport I had established with each of the students and my desire to 

conduct in-depth interviews with each student that could best be done in a one-on-one 
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format. However, I had one concern regarding the delivery of my mindfulness 

intervention with my chosen population. I selected students identified by their teacher 

who had weaknesses regarding self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention 

and, therefore, struggled to benefit from mindfulness in the whole-group setting; 

therefore, I worried about behavior management in my sessions. Careful student 

selection, attending to group dynamics, and agreeing on group norms and parameters 

with students in the first session were all helpful measures. A small group size of three 

also helped with behavior management, while still maintaining the benefits of small-

group instruction. 

With my teacher-participant, I carefully designed an appropriate rating scale and 

interview questions. Additionally, teacher input augmented the validity or trustworthiness 

of my study, as I used data collected from the teacher to triangulate student reports and 

my own reflections. This member checking strategy helped ensure my study’s 

trustworthiness (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), which refers to how credible the researcher’s 

interpretation of the findings seem to those who provided it (Herr & Anderson, 2015). 

Teacher data also indicated how the students were transferring their learned skills to other 

environments. Regarding recruitment of teachers for the study, it was difficult to be 

selective with the teacher chosen for the study, as student selection took precedence. 

However, due to my established rapport with many of the teachers at DES, I was able to 

secure willing and enthusiastic participation from the teacher of the three students I 

selected. This teacher was a suitable reporter regarding the students, and she was eager 

for them to receive additional support. This teacher also integrated mindfulness practices 

in her classroom as part of her core instruction.  
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Merriam and Tisdell (2016) define reliability as, “Whether the results are 

consistent with the data collected… a researcher wishes outsiders to concur that, given 

the data collected, the results make sense- they are consistent and dependable” (p. 251). 

As Creswell and Miller (2000) explain, many aspects of ensuring both validity and 

reliability are built in to the action research process, such as triangulation, prolonged 

observations in the field, rich and thick description, and external audit, and each of these 

strategies were used in my study. I also used audit trails, as these detailed notes illustrated 

my thought processes throughout the study and provided explanations for why certain 

conclusions were drawn (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Finally, I actively sought alternative 

explanations for the data to further ensure that I drew defensible conclusions.   
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Chapter Four: Data Analysis

For several years, whole-group mindfulness instruction was implemented to 

augment social and emotional learning (SEL) in select classrooms at one of my 

elementary schools with generally positive feedback. However, much like academic 

instruction, a one-size-fits-all approach for SEL was not sufficient. Therefore, my 

problem of practice concerned students at my elementary school, Davis Elementary 

School (DES), identified by their teacher as having weaknesses in the areas of self-

control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention who had difficulty accessing the 

benefits of whole-group mindfulness instruction. Small-group delivery of social and 

emotional skills instruction allowed differentiation of instruction, in addition to a safe 

space with more opportunities for these students to practice, ask questions, and share 

experiences.  

The theoretical framework for this action research study was based upon Lev 

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory; Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, concept of self-

actualization, and belief that childhood experiences heavily influence their abilities to 

reach their potential as adults (McLeod, 2020); and Carl Rogers’ humanist perspective, 

including the belief that children are innately good (McLeod, 2014), which greatly 

influenced my interactions with the participants and my perception of the data collected. 

It is also important to understand the multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) framework 

recently adopted by my school district, which provides individualized supports for 
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students. Through MTSS, a significant area of need is consistently being identified: social 

and emotional learning (SEL). Two specific SEL competencies that were explored more 

extensively in the context of small-group, mindfulness practices in this study were self-

awareness and self-management. Self-awareness refers to one’s “abilities to understand 

one’s own emotions, thoughts, and values and how they influence behavior across 

contexts” (CASEL, n.d., “What is the CASEL SEL framework?” section). Self-

management refers to one’s “abilities to manage one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors 

effectively in different situations and to achieve goals and aspirations” (CASEL, n.d., 

“What is the CASEL SEL framework?” section).  

Intervention 

The “K-12 Mindful Schools Curriculum” is an empirically supported program 

that integrates mindfulness practice in the classroom environment (Mindful Schools, 

2019). This program had been used at DES for several years to teach whole-group 

mindfulness lessons to reduce stress and improve students’ focus and emotional 

regulation. DES was a mid-sized elementary school in a rural part of a well-resourced 

school district. Seventy-six percent of students were white, and 37% received free and 

reduced price lunch. For the purposes of this action research study, two 15-20 minute 

lessons were combined in each 30-minute session and administered to the small group of 

three white male, second-grade students once a week for eight weeks. These students 

were selected as a purposive sample, as they had received Tier 1 SEL and mindfulness 

instruction, but they were still identified by their teacher as requiring additional, Tier 2 

support in the areas of self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention.  
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Table 4.1 

Schedule of Mindfulness Lessons 

Session Topic(s) 

Week One Introduction 

Mindful bodies  

Mindful of sound  

Mindful breathing 

Week Two Heartfulness   

More mindful bodies practice 

Week Three Body awareness  

Mindful breathing 

Week Four Generosity 

More mindful breathing practice  

More mindful listening practice 

Week Five Mindful seeing 

Kindness on the playground 

Week Six Emotions 

Motion 

Week Seven Mindful of every activity 

Listening challenge 

Week Eight Mindful eating 

Ending review 

 

General Findings and Analysis 

 “You picked us because we always play in class,” asserted Chip. 

“My parents said I’m doing this because I can’t focus,” added Leo.  

Bobby refrained from commenting but bounded excitedly up the stairs to the 

second floor after I had retrieved him and his two peers from their classroom for the first 

time. 

I heard comments such as these as I walked with my three new second-grade 

acquaintances to the large room upstairs where we would practice mindfulness together 

for our inaugural session. Three stools sitting side-by-side at the front of the well-lit room 
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awaited the trio as they entered, and the banter bordering on giddy continued as they took 

their places several feet in front of my chair, fidgeting and arguing over who got to sit 

where. As a school psychologist accustomed to interacting with active and, at times 

unruly, elementary students in a generally one-on-one setting, I admit I also felt some of 

the nervous energy that was likely fueling my seven-year-old friends that afternoon. 

Noticing in myself the physical sensations that often accompany uncertainty and 

anticipation, I spoke aloud to myself as much as to my students when I began our first 

session together, introducing the chime with instructions soft and simple, “Let your eyes 

close, and breathe.” 

Over the eight weekly sessions, a similar scene would transpire on Monday 

afternoons sandwiched between the students’ lunchtime and recess. The enthusiasm of 

Bobby, Chip, and Leo rarely waned as the sessions progressed, but I was certainly kept 

on my toes by these young students who on several occasions self-reported difficulty 

sitting still and maintaining focus. While all three met my criteria for sample selection 

designed to hand-pick second grade students who might benefit from more intensive 

mindfulness practice, over the coming weeks I would learn just how different these 

students were in terms of personality, self-regulation, academics, home life, and even 

future goals. I also could not help but learn about myself as I did my best to understand, 

encourage, and teach them. 

Bobby 

 In addition to using pseudonyms, several details about all three students’ 

demographics and background were changed slightly in order to protect confidentiality.  
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Student’s Background and Demographics 

Bobby was an excitable, white seven-year-old male who lived at home with his 

mother, a middle school teacher, his father, a firefighter, and his younger brother. Outside 

of school, he enjoyed playing sports like soccer. His teacher described him as “bright,” 

but she qualified that he had stronger skills and independence in math compared to 

subjects and tasks requiring reading. However, his overall academic skills were described 

as grade-appropriate. Bobby self-reported that reading was sometimes “hard,” as he did 

not always know all of the words he was asked to read. Bobby did not have a significant 

disciplinary history, but his teacher noted that “he loses self-control” and displayed 

“meltdowns” when frustrated with an academic task. 

Quantitative Results of Teacher Pre-Intervention Survey 

On the pre-intervention survey, Bobby’s teacher identified several areas of 

strength. Namely, she expressed strong agreement with the statement, the student is 

happy, and she rated that she agreed with the following: the student has a positive 

attitude overall at school, the student generally has good attendance, the student gets 

along well with his peers, the student is an active participant in class, the student 

typically demonstrates mastery of course material, the student makes mostly A’s and B’s, 

the student is confident, the student is motivated, and the student willingly works to 

accomplish goals. 

 However, Bobby’s teacher also endorsed several areas of weakness pre-

intervention. Specifically, she endorsed agreement with the following statements: the 

student acts without thinking, the student has difficulty sitting still, and the student 

requires instant gratification (i.e., immediate acknowledgement of their actions or 

successes). Additionally, she rated that she disagreed with the following statements: the 
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student effectively manages stress and the student consistently completes his school work 

to the best of his ability. Finally, Bobby’s teacher responded “neutral” to each of the 

following statements: the student effectively calms himself (i.e., breathing) when he is 

upset or anxious, the student has a hard time maintaining focus, the student is a self-

starter, the student seems to understand how his emotions influence his behavior, and the 

student can identify his own strengths and weaknesses. Overall, these pre-intervention 

ratings suggest that Bobby presented as an academically capable student who was 

engaged and happy at school, but the teacher indicated he struggled most with 

impulsivity, hyperactivity, work completion that reflected his potential, effective stress 

management, and a need for instant gratification.  

Qualitative Data from Journals in Chronological Order 

 I recorded detailed descriptive and reflective journal entries immediately after 

each of the eight mindfulness sessions. My entries focused on observed behaviors and 

verbalizations of each individual student, but they also provided space for me to reflect 

on my own lesson delivery to help me make modifications to the environment and the 

nature of the activities as we progressed through the eight sessions.  

 As observed on the day of our inaugural mindfulness session, Bobby sometimes 

spoke out of turn, but he was generally the least likely to blurt out during our lessons. As 

the sessions progressed, he also seemed to stay focused during mindful sits, practice 

strategies in between sessions, and try the various mindfulness activities, such as the 

body scan and sending kind thoughts to others. During the first session, I observed that 

Bobby appeared to sustain attention during the mindful breathing and listening activities. 

He also seemed to enjoy the stillness of the minute-long sit, afterwards using the word 

“calm” to describe how he felt. He was the only participant that used the word “calm” to 
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describe his feeling. During the mindful listening activity, Bobby was able to volunteer 

several new sounds that he noticed, both inside and outside the room. However, despite 

my modeling, Bobby, like the other two participants, was unable to provide a sound that 

he heard within his own body, such as his heartbeat. Overall, Bobby engaged in the 

mindfulness activities, but he was observed to blurt out off-topic comments often, along 

with his two peers, prompting me to set the expectation that they raise their hands to 

speak. At the end of the session, Bobby smiled when I gave fist bumps to him and the 

other two participants before walking them back to their classroom. 

 Over the next three sessions, Bobby seemed excited to join me for the sessions, 

and he eagerly engaged in the opening “sits” that began each mindfulness session. During 

these sits, the participants were asked to get into their mindful bodies, close their eyes, 

and focus on their breath for a minute. This interval would then increase as they showed 

they could maintain their efforts for the entire time allotted. For the second session, due 

to limited space availability at the school, we had to use a smaller room containing chairs 

for the participants that were much closer together. Although this new environment 

seemed to cause more off-task behaviors from all of the participants (such as whispering 

and touching), Bobby showed less blurting out behaviors compared to the first session, 

appropriately shared that he had practiced mindful breathing that week when he was 

angry, demonstrated that he remembered how to get into a mindful body, and smiled 

when he shared that he sent kind thoughts to his dog. He also shared that, after sending 

kind thoughts, he noticed feeling “calmer” and “happier.” Bobby displayed some off-task 

and silly behaviors with his peers (such as laughing, making noises, and making off-topic 

comments), but his behaviors were less frequent compared to his peers. 
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 During the third and fourth sessions, Bobby was described in my entries as 

“excited,” “focused,” and “motivated.” All three participants seemed intent on focusing 

on their breath for the initial sit in the third session, lasting close to 90 seconds with the 

aid of some scaffolding via verbal guidance from me (i.e., “Continue to focus on your 

breath,” “You may feel your breath in your belly or in your chest,” “If your attention 

wanders, simply notice that and bring your focus back to your breath”) throughout the sit. 

Bobby displayed some inconsistency during the 90 seconds, at times seeming to focus on 

his breath, but then giggling or making a noise. When I asked the group if they have 

trouble maintaining focus on their breath during sits, however, Bobby said he did not. He 

also spontaneously reported during this session, “I’m always moving.” This statement 

suggested a level of self-awareness, but possibly a weakness regarding self-management. 

The third session also included the body scan activity, which was a more physical lesson 

where they were asked to notice different feelings and sensations from the bottoms of 

their feet up to the tops of their heads. Bobby reported that he felt most feeling in his feet, 

but when I asked him to describe that feeling and gave examples for scaffolding (i.e., 

warm, cold, heavy, tired), he said, “Nothing.” While he displayed an awareness of the 

feeling in his feet, he was not yet able to use words to describe a specific sensation. 

Bobby also giggled when he was guided to put his hands at his eyelashes and notice how 

that felt. To finish the body scan, I attempted to establish relevance of the lesson to their 

lives, asking if they had trouble sleeping at night. Bobby affirmed that he did, so I 

encouraged him to practice the body scan at night when he could not sleep. 

 The fourth session consisted of a lesson about generosity that required a lot of 

verbal explanations from me and much visualization from the participants. Bobby was his 
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most focused during this session, but his peers had much difficulty remaining in their 

mindful bodies and following along quietly. Despite the off-task and disruptive behaviors 

displayed by his peers that almost required me to shorten the lesson and dismiss them 

early, Bobby remained engaged. During this session, he provided an example of a time 

that week that he used mindful breathing to calm himself when he was experiencing 

stress at school, followed instructions to maintain his mindful body during the 

visualization activity, and appeared motivated to try throughout the session. I thanked 

Bobby for his good effort at the end of the session. As a side note, my Rogerian 

background helped me to maintain the perspective and patience needed to continue this 

lesson where two of my students had difficulty self-regulating. 

 The fifth session marked the beginning of the second half of our time together, 

and I decided to allow for more flexible seating and more physical activity when possible 

due to all of the students’ need to move and talk. All three students were again described 

in my notes as “excited” and “bouncy” in this session. Bobby reported that he did not 

practice or try any mindful strategies during the previous week. However, he was also 

observed to maintain attention and stay in his same seat throughout the entire session, and 

I noted he “has improved with focus over sessions and still listens best.” A talking stick 

was introduced to help manage all of the students’ desire to share their thoughts and off-

task stories. All three students seemed to enjoy this strategy, even though they needed 

frequent reminders that they had to have the stick in order to talk. More visualization was 

required for this lesson, as I walked the students through a playground scenario and asked 

them to describe how they would feel. Bobby (and his peers) used words like “angry” and 

“good” that were appropriate to the context, but all three students also shared off-topic 
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stories. When I asked them how they could have used mindfulness in the stories they 

told, it was hard to tell if they understood the application. Bobby was chosen to close out 

the session by hitting the chime. 

 The sixth session began poorly, as the students talked loudly and excitedly as we 

entered the same large room from the first session, had difficulty settling down, and all 

reported they had not practiced any mindfulness strategies that week. I specifically noted, 

“Bobby seemed silly and unfocused today.” Drawing from Rogerian principles, I needed 

to adapt the session to help my students do their best with this lesson. For the initial sit, I 

chose to have them listen for the chime rather than focus on their breath, as they seemed 

to enjoy and have more success with the listening. However, I felt the need to have them 

listen to the chime three times in an attempt to get them in the right mindset to begin the 

day’s activities. I was able to adapt that day’s lesson about emotions to a more physically 

active one, where I allowed the students to stand up and act out various emotions that I 

would assign them for their peers to guess. Bobby effectively acted out what “angry” 

looks like, and he was also engaged when it was his turn to guess. However, Bobby was 

not able to answer questions like, “Where do you feel anger in your body?” This question 

aimed to make them notice physical sensations associated with emotions, such as 

increased heart rate for anger. Overall, Bobby seemed to benefit from the adaptations 

made to this lesson. 

 The seventh session required another room change due to limited availability of 

space, prompting a move to the sensory room. This small room contained no chairs or 

desks; rather, it had one bench with a table, and various tools to be used when students 

needed a sensory break. There was a small trampoline, an exercise ball, a sensory tent, a 
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soft mat, and buckets of other materials for sensory activities. All three students were 

understandably ecstatic to be allowed in this room that they did not know existed in their 

school. Therefore, I set a timer for five minutes and allowed them to explore the novel 

room before we began our mindfulness lesson. It was (unsurprisingly) difficult to then 

transition to mindfulness, but as a review all three students were able to tell me examples 

of ways we can use mindfulness. Bobby again was able to provide a specific example of 

when he had used mindfulness that week, when his father made him angry so he took a 

mindful breath to calm down. However, Bobby made noises and laughed during the 

listening activity when they were supposed to quietly notice new sounds. At the end of 

this session, none of the students wanted to leave, even though their class was about to go 

to recess. However, their desire was attributed to the novel, fun room rather than the 

mindfulness activities. 

 The eighth and final session again required the use of the sensory room due to 

limited space availability. However, the students were eager to go back to the sensory 

room, as they (unprompted) greeted me when I went to retrieve them from their 

classroom with a serious tone and promised they would listen and follow instructions if 

they were again allowed to visit that room. I felt that this indicated they were aware that 

their behavior the previous week did not meet expectations. We walked to the sensory 

room and began with a sit. Each of the students got into their mindful bodies and focused 

on their breath for over a minute, prompting me to note in my journal entry that it was 

their “best yet,” a welcome accolade for the last session. Bobby knocked his feet against 

the bench during the sit, but he did not seem aware of this behavior as he kept his eyes 

closed and seemed focused on his breath.  
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 This final meeting was highlighted by a lesson on mindful eating. I told the 

students to close their eyes because I had brought them a special snack. They each 

complied and then were excited to see the fruit snacks. While Bobby seemed somewhat 

restless, he followed directions and showed self-control to wait until I prompted him to 

open the packet and try a fruit snack, and he described what he noticed about the 

appearance, texture, and taste of the fruit snacks. He joined his peers in expressing 

disappointment that this was the last session, but he was able to tell me a new way that he 

could use mindfulness in the future: when he is reading. He also spontaneously shared 

that his birthday was the next week, and he told me about his plans for his party. 

Student Semi-Structured Interview at Midpoint 

 During the semi-structured interview conducted with Bobby at the midpoint of the 

intervention phase, he reported that he liked coming to school because “we get lunch and 

recess.” He also indicated that he enjoyed related arts, especially P.E. However, he 

reported that school work was “hard,” particularly in reading when he did not know all 

the words. Regarding behavior at school, he reported that he was “good” overall, but he 

also indicated that he got in trouble sometimes “because of Leo and Chip. They make me 

laugh and I get in trouble.” When asked what he had learned about mindfulness to that 

point, Bobby reported, “That it keeps you calm when you’re mad.” He added that 

mindfulness allows him to “hear everything because when you’re not loud you can hear 

stuff around you.” He indicated that he feels “good” about mindfulness and that it makes 

him “happy” and “calm.” Bobby was unable to name anything he disliked about it.  

Quantitative Results of Teacher Post-Intervention Survey 

Findings from the post-intervention survey indicated that Bobby showed 

improvement in ratings on each of the teacher’s concern items from the pre-intervention 
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survey (i.e., his tendency to act without thinking, have difficulty sitting still, not 

completing schoolwork to the best of his ability, need instant gratification, and not 

effectively managing stress). Teacher ratings suggested that Bobby improved most on the 

item, the student consistently completes his schoolwork to the best of his ability. Survey 

results also showed improvement as rated by his teacher on each of the items pertaining 

to the SEL competencies of self-awareness and self-management. See Table 4.2 for 

specific items and responses. 

Qualitative Results of Semi-Structured Teacher Interview 

 After the intervention phase, Bobby’s teacher reported in a semi-structured 

interview that in the classroom he “sometimes does it (mindfulness strategies) himself, 

but he will always do it when prompted.” However, his teacher reported that, overall, 

Bobby’s “meltdowns” had reduced in frequency by about 50 percent from pre- to post-

intervention. She indicated that these meltdowns consisted of crying and shutting down 

when “academic perseverance” was required. His teacher added that even when he just 

needed to re-read directions or correct a simple mistake, Bobby would become upset and 

cry. She also indicated that Bobby generally liked to be the leader in a group, but he was 

oddly susceptible to being influenced negatively by certain peers. She added that he knew 

which classmates got him in trouble, but “he just can’t stay away.” This observation was 

consistent with observations during the sessions and in the first semi-structured student 

interview suggesting he possessed a certain level of self-awareness, but he had difficulty 

controlling his behavior.  
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Table 4.2 

Results of Pre- and Post-Intervention Teacher Ratings for Bobby 

Survey Item Pre-

Intervention 

Rating 

Post-

Intervention 

Rating 

Δ 

Mindfulness-Related    

1. The student effectively uses strategies to calm 

themselves (i.e., breathing) when he is upset 

or anxious. 

3 4 +1 

2. The student acts without thinking. 4 3 +1* 

3. The student has difficulty sitting still. 4 3 +1* 

4. The student has a hard time maintaining focus. 3 3 0* 

Demeanor/Engagement    

5. The student has a positive attitude overall at 

school. 

4 4 0 

6. The student generally has good attendance. 4 5 +1 

7. The student is happy. 5 5 0 

8. The student gets along well with their peers. 4 4 0 

9. The student is an active participant in class. 4 5 +1 

10. The student is a self-starter. 3 4 +1 

Academic Performance    

11. The student consistently completes his/her 

schoolwork to the best of his/her ability. 

2 4 +2 

12. The student typically demonstrates mastery of 

course material. 

4 5 +1 

13. The student makes mostly As and Bs. 4 5 +1 

Self-Awareness    

14. The student seems to understand how their 

emotions influence his/her behavior. 

3 4 +1 

15. The student can identify their own strengths 

and weaknesses. 

3 4 +1 

16. The student is confident. 4 5 +1 

Self-Management    

17. The student is motivated. 4 5 +1 

18. The student requires instant gratification (i.e., 

immediate acknowledgement of their actions 

or successes). 

4 3 +1* 

19. The student effectively manages stress. 2 3 +1 

20. The student willingly works to accomplish 

goals. 

4 5 +1 

Note: Teacher ratings were made based on a 5-item Likert scale where 1 = Strongly 

Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Agree, and 5 = Strongly Agree.  

*Lower ratings indicate improvement on items 2, 3, 4, and 18. 
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Qualitative Results of Final Semi-Structured Student Interview 

In the final semi-structured interview with Bobby, similar to the previous 

interview, he expressed that he liked mindfulness, and that it made him feel happy and 

calm. He also added descriptors like “comfortable” and “situated,” indicating possible 

increased self-awareness of how these strategies made him feel. Consistent with teacher 

reports of his “meltdowns” when experiencing academic frustration, in both interviews 

with Bobby he shared times when he had used mindfulness, and both instances were due 

to having a lot of school work to do and feeling overwhelmed. He shared in the final 

interview that he recently had “started freaking out” in that situation, so he “took a 

mindful breath.” This breath helped him reset: “I then thought I could just do one thing at 

a time, and I did.” This example of Bobby’s application of the mindfulness principles and 

strategies suggested growth in the area of self-management, as he was able to calm 

himself and complete his school work to the best of his ability. 

Quantitative Results of Teacher Pre-Intervention Survey 

 On the pre-intervention survey, Chip’s teacher identified two areas of strength, as 

she agreed with the following statements: the student is confident and the student is an 

active participant in class. Chip’s teacher identified many areas of concern, however. 

Specifically, she endorsed strong agreement with the following statements: the student 

acts without thinking, the student has difficulty sitting still, and the student has a hard 

time maintaining focus. She also agreed that Chip requires instant gratification (i.e., 

immediate acknowledgment of actions his actions and successes). His teacher disagreed 

with the following statements: the student effectively uses strategies to calm himself (i.e., 

breathing) when he is upset or anxious, the student has a positive attitude overall at 
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school, the student gets along well with his peers, the student consistently completes his 

school work to the best of his ability, the student makes mostly A’s and B’s, the student 

seems to understand how his emotions influence his behavior, the student effectively 

manages stress, and the student willingly works to accomplish goals.  

Qualitative Data from Journal in Chronological Order 

 Chip excitedly joined me and his peers on the day of the first mindfulness session, 

spontaneously expressing, “You picked us because we always play in class.” While this 

statement suggested a level of self-awareness about his behavior and that of his peers, 

Chip would seemingly lack self-awareness in a lot of ways over the course of our 

sessions and interviews. On the initial mindful sit, Chip displayed the most off-task and 

silly behaviors, such as making noises, laughing, and fidgeting on his stool, but he did 

also try to focus on his breath at times during the minute-long sit and appeared to 

experience calm immediately after. However, after the sit, when asked about the 

experience he reported, “My head hurts. I need to bring headache medicine next time.” 

Chip also raised his hand and blurted out off-topic stories and comments, and he 

spontaneously shared a comment about “my mom’s boyfriend.” I had to ask all three 

students to raise their hands before speaking due to Chip’s frequent blurting out. None of 

them consistently followed this rule, however.   

 On the day of the second session, Chip came excitedly to the new, smaller room 

and expressed that he preferred the current chairs over last week’s stools. Chip reported 

that he had practiced mindful listening during class last week, but he did not provide 

many details. He presented as impulsive and attention-seeking, but he seemed very 

excited to see me. During the initial sit, he was talkative and fidgety, and he made noises. 



 87 

The students were not able to complete the full minute-long sit. He also needed several 

reminders to stay in his mindful body while the other two students did not. Chip followed 

directions for the heartfulness activity where they were asked to send kind thoughts to a 

loved one. He reported that he sent kind thoughts to Leo, and he got silly when 

explaining why. He also made fun of Leo for sending thoughts to his mother, saying, 

“You kiss her?” and, “I kiss my mom on the cheek.” Before we closed out with another 

mindful sit, I told them that the student who focused best on their breath would get to hit 

the chime to close out our session. All three students expressed excitement at this 

potential reward, but Chip’s behavior during the subsequent sit did not reflect this 

interest, as he immediately began making noises. 

 The third session was an interesting one for Chip, as it highlighted how much he 

influenced his two peers. Chip initially argued with them over which seat he would take 

in the small room with chairs close together, and then again complained that closing his 

eyes made his head hurt (he added that he gets migraines, but it was unclear if this was 

true). Chip also shared that he had used mindfulness that week at home; his sister was 

annoying him so he went outside and took mindful breaths to calm down. However, 

before we began the body scan activity, Chip closed his eyes and sat very still and quiet 

in his chair for most of the session. He did not seem upset; rather he was oddly subdued. 

His influence on the others was highlighted by how well they were able to focus and 

participate when Chip was quiet and focused. It was also noted that this activity was more 

physical than the past lessons, which may have been more preferred for them. Chip was 

asked to close out the session with the chime, and he smiled and seemed to enjoy this 

privilege that he had earned. 
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 During the fourth session, Chip displayed more off-task and disruptive behaviors, 

and I nearly had to end the session early. At one point, Chip even asked if he could go 

back to class, but by the end of the session he said he did not want to return to class. Chip 

shared at the beginning that he had used mindfulness that week when he had been 

“frustrated,” but during the initial sit he made noises and tried to get his peers to laugh. 

Chip and Leo especially talked and did not follow directions consistently during this 

session. Chip was able to tell about a time when he had acted generously, but he told a 

long and detailed story and seemed to enjoy the attention he was getting from his peers. 

Chip also shared with me that their teacher had asked what they do in the mindfulness 

sessions, and he told her “mindful bodies and breathing.” At the end, Chip asked who 

would get to close out the session with the chime. This question indicated to me that he 

liked the idea of being chosen, but he may not be aware of how poorly he followed 

directions and behaved. This question may have also been his way of seeking acceptance 

or positive attention from an adult. 

 I began the fifth session by asking the students about their spring break. Chip 

shared that he spent the whole week with his father helping him build a hog pen. He 

indicated that he did not practice any mindfulness over the break. Chip engaged in a lot 

of attention-seeking behaviors, like making noises and jokes. However, he also 

spontaneously shared that his grandfather had passed away recently, and he expressed 

this in a serious tone that was very uncharacteristic of him. Chip also told off-topic stories 

about being bullied and how his father told him he needed to fight back. I tried to talk all 

three students through ways mindfulness could be used in those situations to help them 

make good decisions, but Chip did not seem to understand the application. At the end of 
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the session, Chip pointed out that Bobby got to close out with the chime again. I brought 

all of their attention to why Bobby was chosen. It seemed that Chip had the awareness 

that his behavior was not meeting expectations, but he did not have the self-control to 

make better choices. 

 All of the students again excitedly joined me for the sixth session, which was 

adapted to allow for more movement since each of the students had such a high energy 

level. I told them I had activities planned where they would not have to sit still, and they 

all expressed excitement. I also allowed them to do a preferred listening activity rather 

than a breathing activity to start off the session. All three of the students seemed to try 

their best on the three rounds of listening for sounds. Chip was very engaged in the 

activity where the students were given an emotion and had to act it out. He also 

spontaneously mentioned his father during the session, and he asked if he could show me 

his loose tooth. I chose Chip to close us out with the chime, and I asked him to stay back 

after the session as an attempt at building rapport. He calmly told me about his weekend, 

and he seemed more subdued without his audience of peers. 

 The seventh session posed the challenges of the many distractions in the small 

sensory room, but after getting them to transition to the mindfulness activities, I was able 

to again adapt the lessons to allow for more movement. Chip shared that he had used 

mindfulness that week when his sister made him mad, prompting him to take a mindful 

breath. He asked if he could get water from the fountain, and I used this as an opportunity 

for him to practice mindfulness. I asked Chip what he noticed, and he said, “Feel it down 

in your stomach.” Chip was able to tell ways that we have learned we can use 

mindfulness, but like his peers, he was unable to share new ways he may be able to use it. 
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Chip was generally very fidgety and impulsive during this session, prompting me to ask 

if they needed to go back to class early. However, at the end of the session, they all 

actually wanted to stay longer. This was likely due to the fun they had in the novel 

sensory room, though. 

 The eighth and final session again saw all three students very excited to join me, 

but they asked with a serious tone if we could use the sensory room again if they 

“listened” and were “good.” Consistent with my Rogerian perspective, the students 

wanted to do “good.” After agreeing on what the expectations were, I shook hands with 

all three students and we proceeded to the sensory room. Chip was generally quiet and 

still as he focused on his breathing for over a minute during the initial sit. He also 

followed instructions during the mindful eating activity, showing self-control to not open 

his fruit snacks or eat any until he was instructed. Chip was able to provide descriptors of 

how the snacks looked, felt, and tasted, but he was unable to tell how eating the food 

made him feel. He also displayed some silliness and off-task behaviors after this activity. 

All three students were disappointed when I reminded them this would be our last formal 

session together. Anecdotally, the principal shared with me that afternoon that she had 

overheard Chip spontaneously saying something kind to a female peer while in the 

hallway. 

Student Semi-Structured Interview at Midway Point 

 During the semi-structured interview conducted with Chip at the midpoint of the 

intervention phase, Chip preferred to stand rather than sit in the chair at my desk. He also 

drew on my notepad while he answered questions. He reported that he liked coming to 

school because, “It’s fun… I’m the smartest kid in class.” When asked if school was 
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hard, he said, “Easy! Sometimes hard. Like social studies when we have to write 76 

thousand million things.” He added that math is easiest for him. Regarding behavior, 

Chip said, “Bad and good. Sometimes I get mad and I scream.” I followed up to see if he 

could tell me more about what behaviors get him in trouble, but he was unable to provide 

any other examples except “screaming.” Regarding mindfulness, Chip said he felt “good” 

about it, and that it had taught him, “To be mindful of people and nicer to other people.” 

However, he also again reported that closing his eyes gave him a headache. When asked 

what specific things he liked about mindfulness, he said, “Sitting by my friends, making 

jokes.” I probed, but he was unable to provide any other examples of things he liked. 

However, Chip also reported that mindfulness made him feel “calm,” and he added that 

he used it “everyday,” usually because his sisters made him mad and he needed to take a 

breath. When he returned to class from mindfulness sessions, he reported that he felt 

several emotions: “happy, calm, sometimes mad.” I followed up about “mad,” and he 

said, “I’m mad all the time.” At the end of the interview, Chip also spontaneously 

mentioned his father, sharing that he missed him because he only saw him on weekends. 

His father gave him things to remember him during the weeks when he did not get to visit 

with him. He also told me about his grandfather who went to the hospital for pneumonia 

and died “like seven weeks ago.” He seemed sad as he shared this, but he quickly 

changed the subject, asking what was in the closet in my office. He then burped loudly 

and laughed.  
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Table 4.3 

Results of Pre- and Post-Intervention Teacher Ratings for Chip 

Survey Item Pre-

Intervention 

Rating 

Post-

Intervention 

Rating 

Δ 

Mindfulness-Related    

1. The student effectively uses strategies to 

calm themselves (i.e., breathing) when he is 

upset or anxious. 

2 2 0 

2. The student acts without thinking. 5 5 0* 

3. The student has difficulty sitting still. 5 4 +1* 

4. The student has a hard time maintaining focus.* 5 4 +1* 

Demeanor/Engagement    

5. The student has a positive attitude overall at 

school. 

2 3 +1 

6. The student generally has good attendance. 3 5 +2 

7. The student is happy. 3 4 +1 

8. The student gets along well with their peers. 2 2 0 

9. The student is an active participant in class. 4 4 0 

10. The student is a self-starter. 3 4 +1 

Academic Performance    

11. The student consistently completes his/her 

schoolwork to the best of his/her ability. 

2 3 +1 

12. The student typically demonstrates mastery 

of course material. 

3 3 0 

13. The student makes mostly As and Bs. 2 3 +1 

Self-Awareness    

14. The student seems to understand how their 

emotions influence his/her behavior. 

2 2 0 

15. The student can identify their own strengths 

and weaknesses. 

3 3 0 

16. The student is confident. 4 5 +1 

Self-Management    

17. The student is motivated. 3 2 -1 

18. The student requires instant gratification (i.e., 

immediate acknowledgement of their actions 

or successes). 

4 4 0* 

19. The student effectively manages stress. 2 2 0 

20. The student willingly works to accomplish 

goals. 

2 4 +2 

Note: Teacher ratings were made based on a 5-item Likert scale where 1 = Strongly 

Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Agree, and 5 = Strongly Agree.  

*Lower ratings indicate improvement on items 2, 3, 4, and 18.  
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Quantitative Results of Teacher Post-Intervention Survey 

 Findings from the post-intervention teacher survey indicated that Chip improved 

on 50 percent of the items, remained the same on 45 percent, and worsened on 5 percent 

or one item (the student is motivated was rated with disagree after initially being rated 

pre-intervention as neutral). Teacher ratings indicated most improvement on the 

following items: the student willingly works to accomplish goals (from disagree to agree) 

and the student generally has good attendance (from neutral to strongly agree). Chip also 

improved on the following items: the student has difficulty sitting still, the student has a 

hard time focusing, the student has a positive attitude overall at school, the student is 

happy, the student is a self-starter, the student is confident, and the student completes his 

school work to the best of his ability. It was noted that he improved on one item under 

self-management (the student willingly works to accomplish goals) and one item under 

self-awareness (the student is confident). 

Qualitative Results of Semi-Structured Teacher Interview 

 After the intervention phase, in a semi-structured interview Chip’s teacher 

reported that he was “hit or miss with everything.” He was the least likely of the three 

students to independently use his mindfulness strategies in class, but he liked sharing his 

knowledge about mindfulness. He noticed his teacher had a chime in her classroom, and 

he asked if he could hit the chime when the class needed to reset after a transition. His 

teacher also shared that when she asked Chip to share some of his mindfulness strategies 

he had learned with a classmate who was struggling with self-control, he eagerly did so. 

She also indicated that, in general, Chip did not seem to get much attention at home, so 

he was always trying to get attention at school. He did not appear to care if it was positive 



 94 

or negative attention. Sometimes the teacher asked him to sit in the hallway right outside 

the door during instruction because he listened much better when he did not feel he had 

an audience around him. She noticed that he willingly sat in the hallway, and she let him 

decide when he was ready to re-enter the classroom. She indicated that he seemed to be 

aware that he focused and listened better from outside the door, sometimes shouting 

answers to teacher’s questions from the hallway. 

 When asked about the impact of the mindfulness intervention on Chip and his 

behavior, his teacher said, “Negligible.” However, contrary to this response, she also 

reported that his outbursts in the classroom had decreased, even though these behaviors 

during related arts classes had remained the same. Her evaluation of the intervention’s 

effects also conflict with her pre- and post-intervention survey responses which suggested 

Chip showed at least some improvement on half of the items administered. Nevertheless, 

the teacher reiterated that most days managing Chip’s behavior in the classroom was a 

“battle.” It was noted that the teacher’s responses to interview questions could have been 

impacted by the kind of day or week Chip was having at the time. 

Qualitative Results of Final Semi-Structured Student Interview 

In the final semi-structured interview with Chip, he again stood at my desk as he 

reported that he liked “everything” about school, and that in general school work was 

“easy.” When asked about his behavior, he said, “Pretty good. Good sometimes. Today I 

was good,” but he then quickly changed the subject to say, “I’m really good at baseball.” 

Regarding mindfulness, he reported that it made him feel “good,” and that he learned 

about, “Sitting still, hitting a chime, and kinda crazy stuff.” He reported that he disliked 

the fart noises that his peers would make in sessions, even though he was usually the 

perpetrator of these disruptive behaviors. Chip further reported that he found it easy to sit 
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still for a long time, which is at odds with observational data and teacher report. When 

asked if he used mindfulness outside of the lessons, he again shared an example of his 

sisters making him mad, and him using mindful breathing to calm down. 

Leo 

Student’s Background and Demographics 

 Leo was an energetic and intelligent, white second-grade male described by his 

teacher as being the highest academically achieving among the group of three students. 

Leo also lived on a farm with his mother, father, and younger sibling. His father was in 

the military and when he would get deployed, Leo prided himself on helping his mother 

with tasks around the farm. Leo also enjoyed playing sports like football. His teacher 

further described him as “all boy,” meaning he had stereotypical interests for his age and 

gender, and that he was “all over the place” in terms of distractibility and hyperactivity. 

She also reported that, of the three students sampled, he most effectively monitored his 

behavior and self-regulated at school, but he consistently allowed Chip to get him in 

trouble. Despite having common leadership qualities, Leo did not generally try to be the 

leader when he was in a group of peers, according to his teacher. 

Quantitative Results of Teacher Pre-Intervention Survey 

 On the pre-intervention survey, Leo’s teacher identified many areas of strength. 

Namely, she endorsed items suggesting strong agreement with the following statements: 

the student generally has good attendance, the student is happy, the student gets along 

well with his peers, and the student is an active participant in class. She also rated that 

she agreed with the following: the student has a positive attitude overall at school, the 

student is a self-starter, the student typically demonstrates mastery of course material, 
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the student makes mostly A’s and B’s, the student is confident, and the student willingly 

works to accomplish goals. 

 Regarding weaknesses, Leo’s teacher endorsed relatively few areas pre-

intervention. However, she rated that she strongly agreed that he has difficulty sitting 

still. She also rated that she agreed with the following statements: the student acts without 

thinking, the student has a hard time maintaining focus, and the student requires instant 

gratification (i.e., immediate acknowledgement of their actions or successes). Finally, 

Leo’s teacher responded “neutral” to each of the following statements: the student 

effectively calms himself (i.e., breathing) when he is upset or anxious, the student 

consistently completes his school work to the best of his ability, the student seems to 

understand how his emotions influence his behavior, the student can identify his own 

strengths and weaknesses, the student is motivated, and the student effectively manages 

stress. Overall, these pre-intervention ratings suggest that Leo presented as an 

academically capable student who is engaged and happy at school, but the teacher 

indicated he struggled most with impulsivity, sustained attention, and a need for instant 

gratification.  

Qualitative Journal Data in Chronological Order 

 On the day of our inaugural mindfulness session, Leo immediately said to me, 

“My parents said I’m doing this because I can’t focus.” I asked him if that was true, and 

he confirmed he struggled with sustained attention in the classroom. Off-topic comments 

and blurting out were common from all three students during the first session, but Leo 

tried to stay focused on his breathing for the entire minute-long sit at the beginning of the 

session. He was then able to say the breathing made him feel “quiet, still.” Leo added, 
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however, that closing his eyes made his head hurt. Bobby interjected, “You just don’t 

want to do it (anymore).” Leo responded with, “Yes, I do! My head just hurts sometimes 

when I close my eyes.” Chip made a similar comment that closing his eyes made his head 

hurt, so it is possible that the two students’ responses influenced each other. During the 

mindful listening activity, however, Leo was able to volunteer several sounds that he 

could hear that he had not noticed before, both inside and outside the room. Despite my 

modeling, Leo, like the other two participants, was unable to provide a sound that he 

heard within his own body, such as his heartbeat. Overall, Leo engaged in the 

mindfulness activities, but he was observed to blurt out off-topic comments often, along 

with his two peers, prompting me to set the expectation that they raise their hands to 

speak. At the end of the session, Leo made a disappointed face when I asked them to 

practice mindfulness before the next time we meet, as if I had given him a homework 

assignment. However, he smiled when I gave fist bumps to him and the other two 

participants before walking them back to their classroom. 

 For the second session, the environment (i.e., a smaller room containing chairs for 

the participants that were much closer together) seemed to contribute to more off-task 

behaviors from all of the participants (such as whispering and touching). However, Leo 

appeared excited to return for the second lesson, and he seemed motivated to try the sits 

and the activity where they were asked to send kind thoughts to a loved one. Leo shared 

that sending kind thoughts to his mother made him feel “happier” and “calmer.” Despite 

some off-task and silly behaviors with his peers (such as laughing, making noises, and 

making off-topic comments) during the mindful sits, Leo seemed to try hard overall and 

he was chosen to close out the session by hitting the chime. 
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 During the third session, all three participants seemed intent on focusing on their 

breath for the initial sit, lasting close to 90 seconds with the aid of some verbal guidance 

from me (i.e., “Continue to focus on your breath,” “You may feel your breath in your 

belly or in your chest,” “If your attention wanders, notice that and bring your focus back 

to your breath”) throughout the sit. From my journal entry: “Leo (was) again most 

engaged in sits. Said he didn’t practice last week so I encouraged him to try.” I also noted 

that, while Leo visibly had difficulty sitting still, and he admitted this tendency, he 

seemed to have self-control during sits so far. This might have been an indication of 

strong self-management skills.  

 The third session also included the body scan activity. Leo reported that he felt 

most feeling in his “arms” and “all over the place,” but when I asked him to describe that 

feeling and gave examples for scaffolding (i.e., warm, cold, heavy, tired), he said, 

“Nothing.” While he displayed an awareness of the feeling in his arms, he was not yet 

able to use words to describe a specific sensation. To finish the body scan, I attempted to 

establish relevance of the lesson to their lives, asking if they had trouble sleeping at night. 

Leo affirmed that he did, so I encouraged him to practice the body scan at night when he 

had trouble falling asleep. 

 The fourth session consisted of a lesson about generosity that required a lot of 

verbal explanations from me and much visualization from the participants. All three 

students seemed excited to join me for the session. However, once in the room, Leo and 

Chip had much difficulty remaining in their mindful bodies and following along quietly, 

and I almost had to end the session prematurely. The perspective and patience of my 

Rogerian roots helped me to continue the lesson. During this session, Leo seemed to have 
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particular difficulty focusing. However, he provided an example of a time that week that 

he used mindful breathing when he was frustrated. He and Chip also made spontaneous 

comments suggesting they think and talk about mindfulness in between sessions. 

 For the fifth session, where I decided to allow for more flexible seating and more 

physical activity when possible, all three students were again described in my notes as 

“excited” and “bouncy.” A talking stick was introduced to help manage all of the 

students’ desire to share their thoughts and off-task stories. All of the students seemed to 

enjoy this strategy, even though they needed frequent reminders that they had to have the 

stick in order to talk. More visualization was required for this lesson, as I talked the 

students through a playground scenario and asked them to describe how they would feel. 

Leo (and his peers) used words like “angry” and “good” that were appropriate to the 

context, but all three students also shared off-topic stories. When I asked them how they 

could have used mindfulness in the stories they told, it was hard to tell if they understood 

the application.  

 The sixth session began poorly, as the students talked loudly and excitedly as we 

entered the room, had difficulty settling down, and all reported they had not tried any 

mindfulness strategies that week. Leo sheepishly reported, “I forgot.” He also complained 

that his peers were touching him or sitting too close in this setting. Drawing from 

Rogerian principles, I needed to adapt the session to help my students do their best with 

this lesson. For the initial sit, I chose to have them listen for the chime rather than focus 

on their breath, as they seemed to enjoy and have more success with the listening. 

However, I had to have them listen to the chime three times in an attempt to get them in 

the right mindset to begin the day’s activities. I was able to adapt that day’s lesson about 
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emotions to a more physically active one, where I allowed the students to stand up and 

act out various emotions that I would assign them for their peers to guess. Leo effectively 

made an angry face, but he was not able to answer questions like, “Where do you feel 

anger in your body?” This question aimed to help them notice physical sensations 

associated with emotions, such as increased heart rate for anger. Overall, Leo, like his 

peers, seemed to benefit from the adaptations made to this lesson. 

 The seventh session required another room change due to limited availability of 

space, prompting a move to the small sensory room with various tools to be used when 

students needed a sensory break. I set a timer for five minutes and allowed them to 

explore the novel room before we began our mindfulness lesson. It was difficult to then 

transition to mindfulness, but as a review all three students were able to tell me examples 

of ways we can use mindfulness. When Chip and Leo asked to get water from the 

fountain, I asked how what they noticed about how the water felt. Leo reported, “It feels 

good on my mouth,” and he added, “It’s cold.” Leo again reported that he did not practice 

mindfulness that week, and he appeared somewhat ashamed as he made this confession. 

In general, Leo seemed to have good insights in sessions, but he did not report consistent 

practice in between sessions. At the end of this session, none of the students wanted to 

leave, even though their class was about to go to recess. However, their desire to stay was 

attributed to the novel, fun room rather than the mindfulness activities. It was also noted 

that, during one of the sits of this session, Leo complained, “It’s hard to be mindful when 

there’s so many noises!” Both of his peers were making noises when they were supposed 

to be focusing on their breath. I tried to bring each of the students’ attention to this 

observation by Leo. 
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 The eighth and final session again required the use of the sensory room due to 

limited space availability. However, the students were eager to go back to the sensory 

room, as they (unprompted) greeted me when I went to retrieve them from their 

classroom with a serious tone and promised they would listen and follow instructions if 

they were again allowed to visit that room. I felt that this indicated they were aware that 

their behavior the previous session did not meet expectations. We walked to the sensory 

room and began with a sit. Each of the students got into their mindful bodies and focused 

on their breath for over a minute, prompting me to note in my journal entry that it was 

their “best yet,” a welcome accolade for the last session. After this sit, Leo was observed 

to police the other two, reminding them that they were not allowed to sit on the exercise 

balls. 

 This final session was highlighted by a lesson on mindful eating. I told the 

students to close their eyes because I had brought them a special snack. They each 

complied and then were excited to see the fruit snacks. Leo and his peers followed 

directions and showed self-control to wait until I prompted him to open the packet and try 

a fruit snack, and he described what he noticed about the appearance, texture, and taste of 

the fruit snacks. He joined his peers in expressing disappointment that this was the last 

session, but he was able to tell me new ways that he could use mindfulness in the future: 

eating and brushing his teeth. He also spontaneously shared during this session that his 

father “left last night.” I asked him if we could talk about that after the session, at which 

time he told me that his father was being deployed overseas for 10 months. He seemed 

proud to share this fact, however, and he reported that he gets to FaceTime with him 

regularly. 
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Table 4.4 

Results of Pre- and Post-Intervention Teacher Ratings for Leo 

Survey Item Pre-

Intervention 

Rating 

Post-

Intervention 

Rating 

Δ 

Mindfulness-Related    

1. The student effectively uses strategies to 

calm themselves (i.e., breathing) when he is 

upset or anxious. 

3 4 +1 

2. The student acts without thinking. 4 3 +1* 

3. The student has difficulty sitting still. 5 4 +1* 

4. The student has a hard time maintaining focus.* 4 3 +1* 

Demeanor/Engagement    

5. The student has a positive attitude overall at 

school. 

4 5 +1 

6. The student generally has good attendance. 5 5 0 

7. The student is happy. 5 5 0 

8. The student gets along well with their peers. 5 5 0 

9. The student is an active participant in class. 5 5 0 

10. The student is a self-starter. 4 5 +1 

Academic Performance    

11. The student consistently completes his/her 

schoolwork to the best of his/her ability. 

3 4 +1 

12. The student typically demonstrates mastery 

of course material. 

4 5 +1 

13. The student makes mostly As and Bs. 4 5 +1 

Self-Awareness    

14. The student seems to understand how their 

emotions influence his/her behavior. 

3 4 +1 

15. The student can identify their own strengths 

and weaknesses. 

3 4 +1 

16. The student is confident. 4 4 0 

Self-Management    

17. The student is motivated. 3 4 +1 

18. The student requires instant gratification (i.e., 

immediate acknowledgement of their actions 

or successes). 

4 3 +1* 

19. The student effectively manages stress. 3 4 +1 

20. The student willingly works to accomplish 

goals. 

4 5 +1 

Note: Teacher ratings were made based on a 5-item Likert scale where 1 = Strongly 

Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Agree, and 5 = Strongly Agree.  

*Lower ratings indicate improvement on items 2, 3, 4, and 18.  
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Student Semi-Structured Interview at Midway Point 

 At the midway point, during a semi-structured interview, Leo reported that he 

found school to generally be “fun, but sometimes real boring when it’s raining because 

we have to do indoor recess.” He described his school work’s level of difficulty as being, 

“medium,” adding that he found math and social studies easier than reading. When asked 

about his behavior at school, Leo said, “Sometimes good, sometimes bad. It just depends 

on the day.” I asked what “good” behavior looked like, and he said, “Sitting in my chair 

quietly.” He said “bad” behavior consisted of “playing around, talking to Bobby and 

Chip.” Regarding mindfulness, Leo indicated that it made him feel “good,” and that he 

learned, “you can do deep breaths and mindful bodies.” These mindful practices made 

him feel “happy” and “calm.” When asked about an experience using mindfulness 

outside of the lessons, he reported: “A little bit. When I got frustrated, I was laughing at 

Chip because he was saying funny things during class. I sat down and took deep breaths.” 

Quantitative Results of Teacher Post-Intervention Survey 

 Findings from the post-intervention teacher survey indicated that, while Leo’s 

teacher had identified relatively few areas of weakness on the pre-test survey, his teacher 

reported improvement on 75 percent of the items. Furthermore, he either improved or 

maintained the same rating in each area. More specifically, his teacher’s post-intervention 

ratings indicated that he improved on four out of four items measuring self-management 

skills, two out of three items measuring self-awareness, and three out of three measuring 

academic performance. 

Qualitative Results of Final Teacher Semi-Structured Interviews 

 Data collected from the post-intervention, semi-structured interview with Leo’s 

teacher was consistent with the post-intervention teacher ratings. Leo’s teacher reported 
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that he was the most likely to use mindfulness strategies independently, and that he 

improved in his ability to control his behavior and work independently. She added, “Leo 

does the best job of reflecting on his behavior and self-regulating. Even if he is not 

explicitly told, he will check in with the teacher at the end of the day (about his 

behavior).” Leo continued to make poor choices around Chip in the classroom, but he 

improved overall in his ability to monitor and control his behaviors. 

Qualitative Results of Final Semi-Structured Student Interview 

In the post-intervention interview with Leo, he preferred to stand at the desk and 

draw a picture of an army tank throughout the interview. He indicated that he thought 

school was “good,” but he disliked “getting in trouble and boring stuff like reading for 30 

minutes.” Leo also reported that school work was “sometimes easy if I know it, but it gets 

tricky if I don’t.” Regarding his behavior at school, Leo indicated it was good overall, but 

he qualified that it is “sometimes a little off.” When asked what “off” meant, he 

responded, “Not doing the right thing and not listening.” Regarding mindfulness, Leo 

reported, “I like how you can use deep breaths and listen to noises around you.” He added 

that mindfulness made him feel “calm, sensitive, and happy,” and that after the sessions 

he felt calmer when he went back to class. When asked about his use of mindfulness 

outside the sessions, he reported, “Maybe about four months ago, before my dad left. In 

class, when it was noisy and people were shouting I sat quietly, closed my eyes, and took 

deep breaths.” His difficulty providing a recent example was consistent with his tendency 

during sessions to admit that he had not practiced mindfulness during the week. 

However, his teacher reported that he was most likely of the three students to use 

mindfulness independently in class as needed. 



 105 

Overall Group Trends  

 During data collection and analysis, several themes were identified across cases 

and with regards to the instructional delivery and environment of the mindfulness 

intervention.  

Self-Awareness 

 As detailed in the case analyses, each of the three student-participants began with 

different strengths and weaknesses. However, data from teacher ratings, teacher 

interviews, student interviews, and my observations suggested each of the students 

improved in the area of self-awareness. Self-awareness refers to one’s “abilities to 

understand one’s own emotions, thoughts, and values and how they influence behavior 

across contexts” (CASEL, n.d., “What is the CASEL SEL framework?” section). Teacher 

ratings suggested that Bobby and Leo improved on multiple items measuring self-

awareness, and Chip improved on one out of three items (the student is confident). Data 

from teacher and student interviews also suggested that Bobby and Leo seem to have 

improved in their self-awareness, as they were able to provide insights regarding their 

academic and behavioral strengths and weaknesses at school. Chip was able to answer 

questions about academic subjects that are difficult for him, but he also made unfounded 

claims that he was the “smartest” student in his class. Behaviorally, Chip was unable to 

provide any reasons except “for screaming” as to why he got in trouble at school. Their 

teacher reported that Bobby and Leo were aware that Chip got them in trouble, but they 

continued to have difficulty with self-control around him. In the sessions, all three 

students were able to demonstrate awareness of things they noticed in their environment, 

but they also often lacked insights about how emotions made them feel.  
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Self-Management 

Data from teacher ratings, teacher interviews, and student interviews suggested 

each of the students improved their self-management skills. Self-management refers to 

one’s “abilities to manage one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors effectively in 

different situations and to achieve goals and aspirations” (CASEL, n.d., “What is the 

CASEL SEL framework?” section). Specifically, according to teacher ratings, Bobby and 

Leo showed growth on all four items measuring self-management skills (i.e., the student 

is motivated, the student requires instant gratification, the student effectively manages 

stress, and the student willingly works to accomplish goals). Chip also showed 

improvement, but just on one item (the student willingly works to accomplish goals). 

However, he displayed his most significant growth with this skill. Additionally, Bobby 

improved in his ability to sit still, and Chip and Leo improved on items measuring their 

abilities to both sit still and maintain focus. Data from the teacher interview suggested 

that Leo was always the most likely to regulate his behaviors and emotions in class, but 

his teacher still reported growth in this area. She also indicated in an interview that 

Bobby had improved markedly, reducing “meltdowns” due to academic frustration by 50 

percent. Observations from the sessions indicated variable self-management skills from 

week to week for all students. Each of them had at least one session where they 

performed particularly well, but their observed self-management was largely inconsistent 

overall. 

Engagement and Interest 

 Evidence of each of the students’ engagement and interest in the mindfulness 

lessons was gleaned from my observations, in addition to teacher and student interviews. 
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Regarding the sessions, students were noted to excitedly join me for the mindfulness 

lessons each week, and on several occasions expressed disappointment that the session 

was over. The students were also observed to smile when I closed out sessions with fist 

bumps. While their sustained attention and ability to follow instructions varied across 

sessions, all of the students were able to tell me multiple times they used mindfulness 

strategies outside of our sessions. The students and teacher also indicated that they 

discussed and practiced mindfulness during the week in class. Student interviews 

indicated that all of the students enjoyed mindfulness, as they used words like “good” to 

describe the experience, and at times added that it made them feel “calm” and “happy.” 

Additionally, the students were unable to provide examples of things they disliked about 

mindfulness. It is possible that the students’ responses to these interview questions were 

influenced by wanting my approval, but the triangulation of all the data suggests they 

enjoyed the lessons and their applications. 

Lesson Delivery and Environment 

 Reviewing my observational journals that illustrate the variability in the students’ 

abilities to maintain focus and follow directions during the sessions, I also sought to 

explore factors related to the lessons that may have impacted the success of the students. 

One common theme throughout the intervention phase was the inconsistency in where we 

were able to practice mindfulness together. Despite my efforts to reserve a large room in 

a part of the school away from hallway traffic and undue distractions, this room often had 

to be used by other teachers. Therefore, over the course of the eight sessions, we had to 

use four different rooms: the aforementioned large, well-lit room containing chairs and 

stools and much extra space; the small, outer office space of the assistant principal that 
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shared a wall with a restroom and had four chairs and a large table; the school 

counselors’ classroom, which had enough space but also had many distractions, such as 

bean bag chairs, a couch, and shelves of books and board games; and the sensory room, 

which was somewhat small and contained many distractions, such as a small trampoline, 

an exercise ball, a tent, a mat, and shelves of materials for other sensory activities. My 

journal entries suggested that small rooms may have contributed to more off-task 

behaviors, as the students would whisper and touch each other, especially during our 

mindful sits. Alternatively, larger rooms could present with more distractions, especially 

before I began adapting lessons to allow for more movement. The students had most 

difficulty focusing and following instructions in the sensory room due to the many 

distractions there, but access to those distractions (i.e., the trampoline, exercise ball, etc.) 

also served as an effective motivator in the last session. The types of seats (e.g., chair, 

stool, floor, etc.) impacted behavior, too, and the students sometimes argued over who 

got to sit where. In all of the sessions, I found it helpful to dim the lights at times to help 

create a feeling of calm. 

 In addition to these inconsistent environments, I also noted in my journals that I 

should have taken more time (possibly the first full session) to establish norms and agree 

with them on behavioral expectations. I implemented strategies like requiring them to 

raise their hands or hold a talk stick as the sessions progressed, but I could have avoided 

some behavioral challenges if I had been more intentional from the start. Another 

significant modification I made over the course of the intervention phase was adapting 

lessons to allow for more movement and less sitting still. As I noted in a reflective 

journal entry from the fifth session: “I need to adapt- why must they be so still for 
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everything? Mindfulness is more than stillness.” I began to focus less on how well they 

stayed seated, and I adjusted lessons to emphasize more movement instead of verbal 

discussion and visualization activities. I also tried to implement more preferred tasks, as I 

let them listen to the chime rather than focus on their breath for the opening sit. They 

seemed more engaged and more likely to put forth sustained effort with the listening. 

 Finally, throughout the intervention phase, I drew upon my Rogerian background 

and tried to practice my own self-awareness and self-management by monitoring how I 

approached the sessions and interacted with the students. My journal entries helped me to 

find themes and trends that arose. Specifically, I certainly noticed apprehension before 

that initial session, and frustration emerged at times when students did not seem to be 

focused or understanding the point of a lesson. I noted in my entries that I almost ended a 

session prematurely due to behavioral challenges, and I once had to threaten to let them 

miss some of their recess if they did not listen and try to participate. I experienced some 

impatience with regards to off-task behavior, as well, but I was also impatient regarding 

their progress and mastery of the skills. I wanted to make a difference that was noticeable 

after just a few weeks, but this was an unrealistic and unconstructive expectation. 

Overall, I found I had to “practice what I preached” with the mindfulness lessons, and I 

had to focus on the many positive interactions I had with these three students.  

Summary 

 As detailed above, each of the students began this mindfulness journey in very 

different places in terms of SEL competencies and academic skills, but also regarding 

their family backgrounds and home life. The research question investigated in this action 

research study was: What are the benefits of a small-group mindfulness intervention for 
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students identified by their teacher as requiring additional, Tier 2 support in the areas of 

self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention? All three students showed 

varying degrees of improvement related to self-awareness and self-management at 

school. Bobby showed most improvement overall, according to teacher ratings and 

teacher interview data. However, even though the teacher indicated in an interview that 

Chip did not seem to respond to the intervention, her ratings suggested that he also 

improved on half of the survey items administered. Chip was also observed to 

spontaneously share with me things that seemed to bother him at home, such as how little 

he sees his father and the passing of his grandfather. This student who sought any type of 

attention seemed to enjoy the interaction with an adult who cared enough to ask about his 

week. While Leo’s teacher had fewest concerns about him pre-intervention, he also 

managed to make incremental yet important improvement in areas like self-awareness 

and self-management, but also academic performance, all in the midst of his father’s 

military deployment. 

 More broadly, the findings of this study suggested that the benefits of the 

mindfulness intervention would extend beyond just this bounded case of three students. 

Important lessons were learned about environmental considerations and lesson delivery 

format that need to be heeded during future efforts in order to facilitate optimal skill-

building and personal growth. These sessions were also an exercise in patience and 

persistence for me, as I learned that progress takes time. Additionally, I learned that I 

should not underestimate the significance of these students having a consistent adult that 

asked them about their week, shared strategies to help them at school, and gave them fist 

bumps regardless of how well they listened that day. As I reminded myself in my journal 
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entry after the sixth session, “They won’t remember what you said, but they’ll remember 

that you cared.” 
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Chapter Five: Discussion

My problem of practice concerned students at my elementary school, Davis 

Elementary School (DES), identified by their teacher as having weaknesses in the areas 

of self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained attention who had difficulty accessing 

the benefits of Tier 1 mindfulness instruction. The intervention included small-group 

delivery of social and emotional skills instruction to promote differentiation of 

instruction, in addition to a safe space with more opportunities to practice, ask questions, 

and share experiences. With a theoretical framework based upon the works of Lev 

Vygotsky, Abraham Maslow, and Carl Rogers, this mixed methods, action research case 

study worked within the multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) framework to explore 

the following research question among a small group of three second grade students: 

What are the benefits of a small-group mindfulness intervention for students identified by 

their teacher as requiring additional, Tier 2 support in the areas of self-control, emotional 

regulation, and sustained attention?  

Discussion of Findings 

Self-Awareness 

 All three of the students in the present study improved in the area of self-

awareness. Self-awareness refers to one’s “abilities to understand one’s own emotions, 

thoughts, and values and how they influence behavior across contexts” (CASEL, n.d., 

“What is the CASEL SEL framework?” section). Teacher ratings suggested that Bobby 
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and Leo improved on multiple items measuring self-awareness, and Chip improved on 

one out of three items (the student is confident). Further, teacher and student interview 

data provided evidence that Bobby and Leo enhanced their self-awareness, as they were 

able to provide insights regarding their academic and behavioral strengths and 

weaknesses at school. These findings are consistent with previous research suggesting 

mindfulness-based programs can improve students’ school self-concept (Schonert-Reichl 

et al., 2015) and awareness of the here-and-now (Van Vliet et al., 2017). Chip was 

similarly able to answer questions about academic subjects that were difficult for him, but 

he also made contradictory claims that he was the “smartest” student in his class and he 

lacked insight regarding his behavior at school. In the sessions, all three students were 

able to demonstrate awareness of things they noticed in their environment. However, 

while Bierman et al. (2008) found that mindfulness training enhanced children’s ability to 

understand emotions, throughout the sessions all three of the student-participants often 

lacked insights about emotions and related physical sensations. This lack of 

understanding could be due to their young age, as an awareness of the external 

environment is an easier concept to comprehend than awareness of their internal world.  

Self-Management 

 Despite inconsistency among all three students in their displays of self-

management skills during sessions, teacher report data indicated that each of the students 

improved their self-management skills at school over the course of this intervention. Self-

management refers to one’s “abilities to manage one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors 

effectively in different situations and to achieve goals and aspirations” (CASEL, n.d., 

“What is the CASEL SEL framework?” section). This improvement is consistent with 
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previous research suggesting that mindfulness-based practices correlate with enhanced 

self-management skills, such as regulating emotions and handling stress (Bishop et al., 

2004), and improving attention skills (Felver et al., 2017; Jha et al., 2007; Napoli et al., 

2005; Niemien & Sajaniemi, 2016; Wheeler et al., 2017).  

Further, it is notable that many self-management subskills, such as self-discipline, 

self-motivation, goal-setting, and personal agency, are important for academic 

achievement, even with young elementary students. Blair and Razza (2007) highlighted 

the relationship between self-regulation skills and early reading and math achievement. 

Additionally, Zenner et al. (2014) linked school-based mindfulness programs to improved 

cognitive functioning, and SEL competencies predict success in school and post-

graduation (Schonert-Reichl, 2019).  

Academic performance was not identified in the present study as being an area of 

notable growth for the group, but this was largely due to the high achievement ratings for 

Bobby and Leo on the pre-intervention teacher survey. Their teacher identified all three 

students as having difficulties related to self-control, emotional regulation, and sustained 

attention, but Chip was the only one of the three with significant academic concerns. 

Teacher post-intervention ratings showed that Chip improved his work completion and 

grades, but additional quantitative data, such as number grades or district testing scores, 

may have provided more insights regarding incremental academic improvement for 

higher achieving students like Bobby and Leo. However, the post-intervention teacher 

interview provided an important insight illustrating the link between improved self-

management skills and academics. Specifically, she reported that Bobby had reduced 

“meltdowns” due to academic frustration by 50 percent over the course of the 
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intervention. While the quantitative ratings did not highlight this important improvement 

for Bobby, qualitative data shed light on one of the more impactful improvements 

resulting from this intervention. 

Engagement and Interest in Mindfulness 

 In addition to the identified social-emotional and academic benefits of 

mindfulness-based interventions, research suggests that mindfulness practices are 

perceived as enjoyable by children and adolescents (Ames et al., 2014; McGeechan, et 

al., 2019). Present findings are consistent with previous research, as data consistently 

showed all three students enjoyed the mindfulness sessions. While their sustained 

attention and ability to follow instructions varied across sessions, students were noted to 

excitedly join me for the mindfulness lessons each week, and on several occasions 

expressed disappointment that the session was over. They also provided multiple 

examples of using or talking about mindfulness outside of our sessions at home and at 

school. Student interviews further indicated that all of the students enjoyed mindfulness, 

as they used words like “good” to describe the experience, and several times added that it 

made them feel “calm” and “happy.” It would be difficult to completely discern if their 

enjoyment was due to the actual mindfulness lessons and activities or the special time 

they got to leave class with an adult for non-academic activities. However, it was 

promising that the students and their teacher were able to provide several examples of 

using or referencing mindfulness outside of our sessions. Moreover, their improvements 

in the previously referenced areas of self-awareness, self-management, and academic 

performance also suggested some level of engagement in the intervention. 
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Lesson Delivery and Environment 

After conducting a qualitative investigation of a school-based mindfulness 

intervention, Dariotis et al. (2017) identified four emergent themes for consideration in 

the planning and implementing of similar interventions: intervention delivery to ensure 

student participation and engagement, communication with teachers and administrators 

about the program and its logistics, promoting buy-in from all stakeholders, and 

instructor qualities that promote rapport and behavior management with the students. 

From a Rogerian perspective, my careful planning and implementation of this 

intervention were vital to my students’ abilities to develop their skills and meet their 

potential. Evaluating my intervention using the four factors proposed by Dariotis et al. 

(2017), there are several areas where I effectively planned and implemented my study, 

and also areas that I could improve. First, I conducted the intervention using a widely-

used mindfulness curriculum designed to be engaging for children. I also used a small-

group format which, according to Wasik (2008), has many advantages for the cognitive 

and social-emotional development of children, even in comparison to one-on-one 

instruction. Additionally, I communicated with parents, teachers, and administrators 

about this program, and I had pre-existing buy-in due to my long-standing professional 

relationship with the school and their recent history of focusing on SEL, and exploring 

mindfulness in particular.  

However, one of the largest barriers to the implementation of this study was my 

failure to secure a consistent space each week that was conducive to our small-group 

activities with young students who benefit from consistency and structure. This challenge 

may have been avoided by more formally reserving with administration a room for the 
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entirety of the intervention phase. As explained by Scott et al. (2007), physical 

arrangements and consistency are important factors for behavior management and 

effective instruction. The uncertainty regarding our location made it difficult to maintain 

a physical setting that was optimal for the students’ learning. This lack of a consistent 

space also caused a distraction for the students, as evidenced by their behavior upon 

entering spaces like the sensory room and the school counselors’ classroom where they 

were presented with novel distractions.  

Finally, while I put much thought and effort into rapport-building and behavior 

management, more attention to establishing and agreeing upon behavioral norms during 

sessions may have decreased the prevalence of off-task behaviors. Efforts to build rapport 

with students, such as giving fist bumps, greeting them in the hallways outside of our 

sessions, allowing them to ring the chime at the end of sessions, and keeping them after 

sessions to ask about their day seemed effective, but my energies to create a positive, 

supportive, and stress-free environment sometimes created one lacking the structure 

necessary to facilitate instruction with a group of young students who struggle with focus 

and self-regulation. The emphasis by Scott et al. (2007) on consistency with rules and 

routines in an instructional setting certainly applies to this challenge, as it seemed our 

group expectations were either not effectively established, or proved too difficult for the 

students to meet. However, modifications to the curriculum’s lessons, such as allowing 

more movement and reducing the emphasis on discussion- and visualization-based 

activities, did help with engagement and behavior management.  
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Implications of the Findings 

 As the purpose of my action research project was to conduct an investigation at 

my school that would advance my professional development while also improving 

student outcomes (Efron & Ravid, 2013), the findings of this study suggest several 

important implications for my practice and for the SEL support provided to the students 

in my school district.  

Principally, mindfulness-based interventions have the potential to be an effective 

Tier 2 SEL support. Consistent with existing research on mindfulness-based practices, 

each of the students in the present study experienced improvements in the SEL 

competencies of self-awareness and self-management. Each of the students also 

experienced academic improvement, according to teacher report. While it seems more 

and more demands are being placed on schools and teachers to ensure academic rigor, 

carving out precious time and resources during the school day to focus on SEL often is of 

secondary importance to district and school leadership. However, the results of this study 

support that SEL can actually promote academic achievement. Behavioral improvement 

among students in this study, such as Bobby’s reduced frustration-fueled meltdowns and 

Chip’s curtailed behavioral outbursts in class, also benefits teachers and enhances the 

instruction in their classrooms. 

Within my school district’s MTSS framework, and its recent emphasis on SEL at 

the Tier 1 level, this mindfulness intervention could provide support for students 

identified by their teachers (or through other data sources and referral systems) as 

needing more specialized instruction with social and emotional skills. This process would 

mirror the framework already in place for skills like reading, where students identified as 
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needing further support are matched with an appropriate Tier 2 intervention. Tier 2 

interventions typically consist of more specialized, small-group instruction, like the 

intervention group in the present study. 

Mindfulness-based practices also represent an option for Tier 2 SEL support that 

is practical within this MTSS framework. All three students in the present study 

experienced benefits from just 30-minute sessions once per week over an eight-week 

intervention period. Eight weeks is a typical intervention duration within an MTSS 

framework during which progress monitoring data are collected to evaluate growth and 

inform next steps. Additionally, planning with the students’ teacher ensured they missed 

no academic instruction, and the teacher survey was brief out of respect for their time but 

still provided useful data showing the effects of the intervention. Mindfulness-based 

practices also represent a relatively inexpensive initiative when implemented by school or 

district staff. Finally, and possibly most important, the students seemed to enjoy the 

mindfulness practices in this study, and they reported using it in between sessions. The 

students also appeared to like the individualized attention each week from another caring 

adult at school. 

 At the district level, this intervention is very feasible for other school 

psychologists in my department to take action to provide SEL support to their schools. 

Our district has added school psychologist positions in recent years, largely with the 

purpose of helping to address the increasing social-emotional and behavioral needs of 

students. This increase in staff has resulted in school psychologists being assigned to less 

schools and, subsequently, more manageable testing caseloads. However, I find that 

school psychologists lack either the direction or confidence to conduct SEL interventions 
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like the one in this study, whether whole-group, small-group, or individual. In some 

cases, I believe that many of my colleagues are long-removed from their graduate 

training where they likely learned counseling and intervention skills, and are now 

constrained by their busy assessor and consultant roles. While these duties are important 

and time-consuming parts of our job, active involvement in SEL efforts at our schools 

requires little training, inexpensive materials, and minimal planning, and social-emotional 

interventions may reduce the number of referrals for special education evaluations. I 

cannot imagine an administrator declining an offer from a school psychologist for 

additional help with the social-emotional functioning of their students. 

Action Plan 

Action research boasts an inherent reflectiveness, encouraging educators to 

actively investigate their own practices, share their findings, and collaborate with 

colleagues to take action (Herr and Anderson, 2015). Below, I more explicitly outline my 

action plan: 

First, I will arrange with my supervisor a time during a monthly staff meeting to 

share the findings of my study with our department of more than 40 school psychologists. 

This presentation will focus on the logistics of organizing and implementing the 

intervention, in addition to the promising outcomes and anecdotal experiences of the 

study. I will also make myself available to all staff members to provide ways to have 

discussions with administration about initiating their own SEL intervention at their 

assigned schools, and I will share materials such as my informed consent form, teacher 

survey, and journal protocols. My hope is that my colleagues will understand the 

effectiveness, ease, and enjoyment of such efforts. I will also emphasize that mindfulness 
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is just one type of SEL support, and I will share other resources for different interventions 

that may better align with their interests, training, and/or experience. Additionally, with 

our increased role in MTSS in recent years, I intend to show them they can help bridge a 

significant gap by remedying the dearth of evidence-based SEL interventions at our 

disposal in schools (August et al., 2018). 

 The second part of my action plan will focus on my current school assignments. I 

am no longer serving DES, as I have been reassigned to two other sites: a large urban 

elementary school receiving Title I funding and a secondary alternative school for 

students with significant emotional and behavioral disabilities. As I become acclimated 

with the staff, students, and resources available at my new schools, I look forward to 

meeting with school administration and/or MTSS teams to share my experiences with 

mindfulness and to strategize how I can help meet the social and emotional needs of their 

students. With an understanding that SEL interventions need to be tailored to student 

needs (McClelland et al., 2017), I will also keep an open mind regarding the delivery 

format and even the type of intervention I utilize next, whether that be mindfulness or 

another empirically-based program. I am hopeful that my new school assignments will 

allow me to work with more diverse student populations, in terms of age, race, ethnicity, 

gender, and psychiatric history. 

Finally, I will share my study and its findings with our district’s MTSS 

coordinator in an effort to add to our growing collective bank of SEL supports for our 

large school district of diverse learners. School psychologists have worked closely with 

the MTSS coordinator in recent years during the launch of our school-based MTSS 

teams, and I hope this action research study will spark further collaboration as we 
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continue to refine our process to meet the individual needs of all students. This 

collaboration could include future trainings for all stakeholders about the importance of 

SEL, the resources we have available in our district, and how intervention efforts can 

complement the MTSS framework that has been firmly established in all of our schools. 

Future Research 

 While my study yielded findings and insights that I will apply to my professional 

practice, there is still more to be learned about my topic and problem. First, although my 

study with a sample of white, second-grade males showed significant benefits for these 

participants, this study needs to be replicated using more diverse populations. 

Specifically, there is much research supporting the effectiveness of mindfulness-based 

practices as a social-emotional support for minority populations (Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 

2014; Edwards et al., 2014; Sibinga et al., 2013: Womack & Sloan, 2017), but I was 

unable to explore the benefits with such populations because they were not available at 

my school. However, my study still inherently espouses the emancipatory spirit of action 

research due to its focus on SEL. As Jagers et al. (2019) explain, SEL has great 

transformative potential for all students, as it develops in them the ability to understand 

the roots of inequity in our society and take action.  

Further research is also needed to investigate the benefits of mindfulness-based 

practices with students of different ages and genders. These differences may significantly 

impact the lesson delivery and the modifications I had to implement due to my students’ 

proclivity for movement and physical activities as opposed to some of the discussion- and 

visualization-based activities as outlined in the curriculum. These different populations 
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also may face distinct age- and gender-related challenges, and it would be interesting to 

learn how mindfulness-based practices can address other areas of need. 

 From an ecological standpoint, further investigation of the students’ classroom 

environment would facilitate the exploration of other school-based or teacher-influenced 

factors impacting their mindfulness experience and their SEL development. For example, 

this investigation might include information about their classroom routines, more 

specifics regarding class-wide academic and SEL instruction, data regarding the behavior 

and self-regulation skills of the “typical” student in their class, and any mindfulness 

instruction and/or reinforcement occurring in their classroom on a daily basis. 

Additionally, data sources from outside the school environment could also prove 

insightful. Specifically, input from the students’ parents through interviews and/or rating 

scales would show the transfer of skills to home, and any other observed effects of the 

intervention outside the school environment. Parents’ involvement in the study would 

also promote family engagement in the students’ SEL instruction and make more 

connections between their home and school lives. Moreover, this data source would align 

with SEL’s overall goal of improving student outcomes and helping them to reach their 

potential at school and beyond. Similarly, collecting data six months or a year after the 

intervention may also provide information about retention of skills well beyond the 

intervention period.  

Parent input through interviews and rating scales would also provide more 

insights into some of the other differences in the students’ lives that were clearly 

impacting each of the students’ performances at school and in the mindfulness small 

group. Bobby’s academic frustration in the context of having a mother who is a teacher, 
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Chip’s home and family life that lacked structure, and Leo’s father’s deployment all 

impacted their experience with the mindfulness intervention and with me. Additional 

information about their homes and families would allow richer insights and possibly 

more appropriate and effective instruction. 

Conclusions 

From the day of the first intervention session, as I tried to keep up with Bobby, 

Chip, and Leo hopping up the stairs at Davis Elementary, all the way to the last post-

intervention interview, where their teacher shared the improvements she witnessed while 

also reiterating continued concern about Chip, I was afforded the opportunity to step out 

of my typical assessor-consultant duties and into the role of teacher. In Vygotskian terms, 

I was to be “the more knowledgeable other” in our zone of mindfulness development. 

With years of personal and professional mindfulness study and practice under my belt, I 

was eager to share this knowledge and these habits with my students. I was equally eager 

to watch them immediately internalize our lessons and make great, noticeable strides 

when we met again the next week.  

I became disparaged at times during our sessions when concepts did not seem to 

click or the students were in an especially silly mood and would not cooperate. Looking 

back, I worried a lot between sessions. I worried that I was wasting the students’ time. I 

worried that I was not an effective teacher. I even worried some days that I had totally 

lost control of the group. And while I experienced relief when post-intervention teacher 

ratings suggested the intervention did yield important benefits for the students, it was not 

until I was writing up the results section of this paper that I was reminded of the purpose 

of this whole endeavor.  
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I concluded the results section with part of my journal entry from the sixth 

intervention session: “They won’t remember what you said, but they’ll remember that 

you cared.” Similarly, I will not remember specific areas of growth identified in these 

students during this study. But I will never forget learning that Bobby significantly 

reduced his meltdowns resulting from academic frustration in class, or being told by Leo 

that his father was going to be deployed for nearly a year, but that was okay because he 

was excited to help around the house and FaceTime often while he was gone. And I will 

most certainly not forget my first one-on-one interview with Chip, after four weeks of his 

attention-seeking and disruptive behaviors that threatened the fidelity of my intervention 

efforts, when in an uncharacteristically solemn tone he told me that he missed his father 

during the week. He also confided that his grandfather had died recently, and he missed 

him, too. No, I will not forget that interaction and how it made me feel about my 

grassroots efforts to connect with students like Chip and nudge them back on track.  

I also cannot help but wonder about Alex, the high school student with the 

slumped shoulders, sad eyes, and adversity-filled childhood. If his social-emotional needs 

had been identified and met with appropriate intervention when he was Chip’s age, would 

that have been the “boost” he needed? Will Chip, and other students like him, get their 

boost? 
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Appendix A: Pre- and Post-Intervention Teacher Survey

Mindfulness-Related 

The student effectively uses strategies to calm himself (i.e., breathing) when he is upset 

or anxious. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student acts without thinking. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student has difficulty sitting still. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student has a hard time maintaining focus. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

Demeanor/Engagement 

The student has a positive attitude overall at school. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student generally has good attendance. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student is happy. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 



 139 

The student gets along well with his peers. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student is an active participant in class. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student is a self-starter. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

Academic Performance 

The student consistently completes his school work to the best of his ability. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student does well on tests. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student makes good course grades (i.e., mostly As and Bs). 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

Self-Awareness 

The student seems to understand how his emotions influence his behavior. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student can identify their own strengths and weaknesses. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student is confident. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 
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Self-Management 

The student is motivated. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student requires instant gratification. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student effectively manages stress. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 

 

The student willingly works to accomplish goals. 

1- Strongly Disagree    2- Disagree    3- Neutral    4- Agree    5- Strongly Agree 
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Appendix B: Individual, Semi-Structured Student Interview

 

1. What do you think about school? (Follow-up if the student has difficulty with that 

question): Do you like or dislike coming to school? 

 

2. In general do you think school work is hard or easy? Why? 

 

3. Overall, how is your behavior at school? 

 

4. What have you learned from practicing mindfulness? 

 

5. How do you feel about mindfulness? 

 

6. Are there things you dislike about mindfulness? 

 

7. What are some things you like about mindfulness? 

 

8. How does mindfulness make you feel? 

 

9. How do you feel after these lessons when you return to class? 

 

10. Have you used mindfulness outside of the mindfulness lessons? Describe that 

experience
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Appendix C: Self-Reflective Journal

Self-Reflective Journal 

Date: 

Lesson Number and Title: 

Activities: 

Participants: 

Research Question: 

Descriptive Field Notes 

 

Reflective Field Notes 
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Appendix D: Informed Consent

 

 

 

 

Dear Parent,                                                                                       Graduate School of 

Education 

 

My name is Matt Griffith. I am the school psychologist at Fork Shoals School, and I am 

also a doctoral candidate in the Graduate School of Education at the University of South 

Carolina. I am conducting a research study as part of the requirements of my degree in 

Curriculum and Instruction, and I would like to invite your child to participate.  

 

I hope to explore the effectiveness of providing second grade students with an 

opportunity to learn and practice mindfulness in a small group setting. Your child was 

selected as a possible participant in this study because their teacher recommended your 

child might enjoy and benefit from this opportunity.  

 

Mindfulness is the ability to pay attention to life, in the here and now, with curiosity and 

kindness. Mindfulness has been shown to help increase attention span and improve self-

control in children. It can also reduce stress and build community and empathy.  

 

I will be using a 100% non-religious curriculum developed by Mindful Schools, a non-

profit organization who has used this training with over 75,000 students worldwide. Their 

program has provided many benefits to teachers, students, and their families across the 

world.  

 

If you decide to allow your child to participate, they will meet with me once a week for 

20-30 minutes over an eight-week period in a small group with 1 or 2 other second grade 

students. I will work with the teacher to make sure these sessions take place during a time 

of day where students will miss as little instruction as possible. For example, we will 

avoid pulling them from class during reading and math instruction, but they might miss 

some related arts or morning work time one day per week.  
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Another aspect of this study will be feedback from your child’s teacher on the impact of 

this mindfulness group on their behavior, engagement, and academic performance in the 

classroom. This information will be obtained through a survey and an interview with the 

teacher, and it will only be used to help assess the effectiveness of this activity. 

 

In the group, the students will experience mindfulness through practice and discussion. 

For example, we’ll practice listening to sound, focusing on breathing, recognizing 

emotion, developing kindness, and getting along with others. My hope is that this group 

will benefit your child by building skills that will help them to be more engaged, focused, 

independent, and confident while at school. 

 

There are no foreseeable risks from participating in the study. Any information that is 

obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with your child will 

remain confidential. Subject identities will be kept confidential by the researcher and any 

materials with identifying information will be kept in a locked cabinet. No information 

will be included in any report that may be published that would make it possible to 

identify your child. The school and individual’s identities will remain strictly anonymous 

and confidential.  

 

Your child’s participation is voluntary. There is no penalty for not participating. Your 

decision whether or not to allow your child to participate will not affect your or your 

child’s relationship Fork Shoals School. If you decide to allow your child to participate, 

you and/or your child may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.  

 

If you have any questions about the study, please feel free to contact me, Matt Griffith, at 

magriffith@greenville.k12.sc.us or by telephone 452-0072. You may also contact my 

advisor, Dr. Leigh D’Amico at damico@mailbox.sc.edu or by telephone 803-777-8072. 

If you like, a summary of the results of the study will be sent to you. You will be offered 

a copy of this form to keep. Your signature indicates that you have read and understand 

the information provided above, that you willingly agree to allow your child to 

participate, that you and/or your child may withdraw your consent at any time and 

discontinue participation without negative consequence, and that you will receive a copy 

of this form.  

 

If you give permission for your child to participate, please circle YES and sign/date 

below. If you do not give permission, please circle NO and sign/date below. Thank you. 

 

 

A. YES. I do wish for my child to participate  

 

 

B. NO. I do NOT wish for my child to participate.  
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______________________________                      ______________ 

Parent/Guardian Signature                                        Date 
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