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Children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds drenereased risk of experiencing
stress and associated social-emotional difficukties behavioural problems, which can
undermine academic performance and lead to schomp-alit. Previous studies
investigating the effects of mindfulness have ewade positive outcomes among
children pertaining to enhanced well-being, scHmded competence and decreased
levels of stress and anxiety. However, these stukd#ve typically examined teacher’s
perceptions of change or quantitative outcomes owithconsideration of children’s

experiences. The present study employs an intatpre qualitative approach to gain a
greater understanding of children’s experiencesiodfulness in dealing with stress. A
5-week school-based mindfulness program was peédrmith 63 primary school

children at risk of social exclusion in educatidnterviews were undertaken with 16
children and 2 teachers. Thematic analysis idewdtiffive key themes labelled
conceptualisation of stress, awareness, self-régnjaclassroom regulations and
addressing future stress. Quantitative measureshibdren’s perceived stress levels
evaluated at baseline and follow-up also revealéghifccant reductions post

intervention. These findings offer support for tlecorporation of mindfulness

interventions into the school curriculum, as a nseahempowering children to address
stress in their lives and improving full particijmet in the education system.
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Introduction
Children today are experiencing stress at unpretedelevels (Mendelson, Greenberg, Dariotis,

Gould, Rhoades, & Leaf, 2010). A national study enteken in Ireland revealed that approximatelyehre
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quarters of children had experienced some formtressful life event within the last year, with theost
common experiences pertaining to death of a clas@ly member, moving house or parental divorce or
separation. These findings are of concern givendhiédren who experience four or more stressfel évents
are at increased risk of developing emotional gisl associated with hyperactivity or inattentionlifgvns

et al., 2009).

Many factors however, interact to create childrgmésception of stress including everyday hassles
which have been identified as contributing morergjty to psychological and behavioural problematha
major life events (Byrne, Thomas, Burchell, OliveMirabito, 2011; Compas et al., 1994). In line willis
argument, a study undertaken in the UK revealetl ibarly half of all children surveyed reportedrggi
unable to sleep as a result of stress owing to sxdamily problems, bullying or friendship concerns
Furthermore, over half of those surveyed indicded they felt worried or sad at least once a wgekiGov,
2013). These findings underscore the need to dpvela implement effective interventions that enable
children to recognise and cope effectively withylairessors.

Stress is defined as the body’s fight-or-flightpmsse, a natural state that is experienced meramaty
physically whenever a threat or danger is perceiadohg with a feeling of being unable to cope (Per
Pollard, Blakley, Baker & Vigilante, 1995). Whil&'ass is a natural and necessary process in ahiédiees,
it needs to be acknowledged, managed and chanbgledery child individually, in order to preventgative
outcomes. Children in the social welfare systemp wbme from families at greater risk of povertyydan
increased prevalence of stress and mental heaithlgmns compared with those in the general populatio
(Dore, 2005). Poor and minority children are makely to be exposed to physical abuse and famibevice,
resulting in greater experiences of stress. Intamfdiinsecurely attached children at high econongic have
higher levels of stress and depression than insbcattached children at lower economic risk (Grah&
Easterbrooks, 2000). Exposure to multiple poveetgied risks therefore negatively impacts on chiics
emotional self-efficacy (West, Denton, & ReaneyQPp It is children’s own perception of their capidypto
cope, or not cope, with stress which determinest\gbas unnoticed and what becomes a problem (H&ubec
& O’Sullivan, 1998). Children from more disadvangdgbackgrounds are therefore at increased risla for
range of negative outcomes including anxiety, degpom, low self-esteem, aggressive behaviour anduszi
disorders (Napoli, Krech, & Holley, 2005; Parker Roy, 2001). In turn, children suffering from soeial
emotional difficulties and behavioural problems arere likely to struggle at school, underperform
academically and drop-out. The negative impacttdss on psychological and physiological functignin
underscores the importance of having an effectiress management strategy which is amenable tdrehil
(Shapiro, Brown, & Astin, 2008).

Schools serving children from lower socioeconomackgrounds have demonstrated increasing
interest in reducing children’s stress levels, Hifficulties have been reported in identifying effiee
programs that are easy to implement on a broae §Baknes, Bauza, & Treiber, 2003). One approadhis
growing problem may be to introduce mindfulness itihe curriculum as a possible method of stress
reduction among children (Napoli et al., 2005)atdgies designed to address stress should be anfiemdal
part of any successful education program as d@nldran benefit from programs teaching positive rgpi
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skills and prevention of psychological and behaxab problems associated with high stress environsne
(Elkind, 2001; Klatt, Browne, Harpster, & Case-9mi2012). Limited research however, has examined
whether mindfulness interventions delivered by sl@mchers can enable stress reduction in chi{@@ames

et al., 2003).

Mindfulness

Mindfulness is a 2,500 year old tradition whichudses on individual inner experiences. The term
mindfulness refers to the ability to direct attentto experiences as they unfold, moment by monweitt,
open-minded curiosity and acceptance (Kabat-Zi@042 It is how attention is focused that directhapes
the mind, thus, when a certain form of attentiodaseloped to present moment experiences and tuetiiee
of the mind itself, a new form of awareness, caliehdfulness, is created (Siegel, 2007). Mindfuines
enables those who practice it to be better abbetwith their present experience, and respond istaliéully
to what is actually happening in the present momenerefore, mindfulness is in direct contrasthe state
of mindlessness, whereby one moves through exmesemarely noticing the present moment, ruminating
instead on what happened in the past, or worryirmythe future.

Researchers in the field acknowledge that ruminatimay be linked to anxiety, and therefore,
believe it is important that these involuntary @sges are recognized and interventions such asuineds
are in place, especially for stressed childreriskt-as it can enable the observation of mind twglpieh may
contribute to stress reactions (Roelofs, Rood, kegsTeDorsthorst, Bogels, & Alloy, 2009; Wadswort
Raviv, Compas, & Connor-Smith, 2005). Mind traps arental habits that exacerbate stress, such asivesg
self-talk, whereby children are often very hardtbemselves, self-criticising or perceiving onegelftbe
worthless, useless, or not good enough (Branti@972 When this happens, children become their worst
stressors, as this additional criticism and advessk-judgment amplifies perceived stress. Mindiess
allowing these thoughts to develop can lead toem®ed stress, whereas mindfulness allows children t
recognise the adverse effects of these mind-trapd, gives them space, which is always presenteén th
present moment, between sounds, words, or outsige,rand between the experiences of inner lifeh a5
the sensations of each breath, or the thoughtseimtind (Brantley, 2007). Learning not to judgeutats,
feelings or experiences as right or wrong, gootaat, or endeavoring to change them is closely tirtkethe
mindfulness method of reducing persistent rumimatidntrusive and ruminative thoughts are involanta
responses to stress, and often children’s firgpaiese to stressful situations, which may contriliotéhe
cumulative effects of chronic stress (Shonkoff, 8my& McEwen, 2009).

Mindfulness enables children to refine their awasmnof the present moment, and opens important
avenues for the mind to come to know itself antkotfon the inner nature of life, on events of thied that
are emerging, moment by moment (Goleman, 2008hiWinindfulness, there is an initial use of theabhe
as a focal point in which to centre the mind’stiten. The experience of mindfulness may be conegised
as in the words of Frankl (2006), “between stimwdung response there is a space. In that space Bauer
to choose our response” (p.154), whereby he bedievan does not simply exist but always decides Wwisat
existence will be, and what he will become in te&trmoment. Downes (2012) further describes bregtas
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a mode of awareness, stating that “the fabric eflireath is the spatial throbbing to hold thoudpt”274).
Accordingly, something as simple as training therdton on one specific focus, and bringing it b&xkhat
one focus over and over again, as in mindful biegttmay actually change the structure and sizeedfin

areas of the brain, particularly those areas tteatised for managing emotions like stress (Si@gdl]).

School-based mindfulness interventions

The potential of mindfulness as a skill in managitigess has been recognised in recent years, and
training in mindfulness is now being used and atsmkin educational establishments (Kabat-Zinn, 2004
The implementation of mindfulness training in sdhesettings is relatively new however, and therefore
requires further investigation. Various mindfulnéssed interventions have been adopted with a key
component comprising the regular practice of miimfss meditation. Initial reviews of existing
mindfulness programmes offer support for the usesadfool-based mindfulness programmes in reducing
internalising and externalising behaviours and easing positive school engagement among childrein an
adolescents (Burke, 2010; Greenberg & Harris, 2082)ch mindfulness approaches also demonstrate
positive psychological and behavioural outcomes ragmchildren from lower-socioeconomic backgrounds.
Accordingly, Broderick and Metz (2009) examined iréag to Breathe, a mindfulness based stress rieduct
programme among school children. They found in@@asimness, relaxation, and awareness in adddion
reduced negative affect among children, as detewniry teacher reports. In line with these findirngapoli
et al. (2005) evaluated a mindfulness based pragethat integrated relaxation among 228 childreon wh
demonstrated high anxiety levels. Comprising a 2é&kwduration, significant improvements in self-datest
anxiety, teacher rated attention, and social skifise evidenced following the intervention.

Further research undertaken by Mendelson et allQR@n 97 urban fourth and fifth graders
evidenced improvements in emotional self-regulatimtiowing a six-week mindfulness intervention
programme. Additional support for the feasibilitf school-based mindfulness programmes comes from
Huppert and Johnson (2010) who evaluatedMiredfulness in Schools ProjefiSP) among a sample of
155 adolescents in the UK. The programme consstetine scripted lessons, delivered weekly by teegh
over a four week period. The results indicated #tatlents who undertook ten minutes of home pmcic
day evidenced significant improvements in well-geimith smaller changes noted for those who did not
engage in daily practice. Whilst this study indésathat short interventions can be effective inmarting
positive psychological outcomes, it is unclear hseuch a programme may influence perceived levels of
stress.

Focusing specifically on low-income, ethnic-mingrigrimary school children, Black and Fernando
(2013) investigated the effects of a five week rultess programme comprising mindful meditative
practices to help children pay attention, build athp, increase self-awareness, improve self-conémd
reduce stress. Immediately after the interventgignificant improvements in children’s behaviourreve
evidenced pertaining to increased attention, smitrol, classroom participation, and respect fdreot In
addition, Klatt et al. (2012) conducted researchaaneight-week mindfulness-based prograthoyve-into-
Learning (MIL), administered to third-class children at @vtincome, urban primary schools. The MIL
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program involved weekly 45-minute sessions, whidegluded mindfulness meditation and breathing
exercises. At the end of the programme, teachgrsrterd significantly less hyperactive behavior, ADH
symptoms, and inattentiveness among the childrémesd findings offer support for the application of
mindfulness based approaches in reducing percesiebs levels among underserved primary school
children. However, these studies predominantly esygal quantitative methods, which do not allow for
investigation of children’s meaning or perspectirggarding mindfulness experiences and associated
outcomes.

The present study will therefore attempt to addtessexisting gap within the literature and expand
on previous studies by examining the effects dfydaindfulness practices, delivered by class-teexbger a
five week period, on perceived levels of stress ragnprimary school children from areas at risk of

socioeconomic exclusion.

Method
Participants

The sample comprised of 63 children (17 boys andjid8) who ranged in ages from 11-12 years.
Participants were recruited fronf' @lass from two schools at risk of socioeconomiclgsion in Dublin,
Ireland. Four teachers also took part in the progna and delivered the mindfulness programme irr thei

classrooms. Additionally, two teachers were subsetiy interviewed along with 16 children.

Procedure

Ethical approval to conduct this study was obtaifresin St Patrick’s College ethics committee.
School principals were contacted and permissiomdoess students was requested. Class teachers were
subsequently invited to take part in the study deld/er the mindfulness programme over a five-wpekod
in their classrooms. All participants returned paéaéconsent forms and provided informed conseribr o
commencing the intervention, a pilot study was cmbeld with two participants to evaluate the core
components of the mindfulness programme. No matifiaos were deemed necessary from this study.

Prior to implementation, the researcher met withdlass teachers and presented an overview of the
program and answered teachers’ questions. All &rackvere provided with the script for each daily
mindfulness session, to read in class to the ahildAdditionally, teachers were provided with a @bich
provided an audio of the 25 practices, which theyl@ choose to play for the children, instead aidieg the
text, should they so wish. Teachers were alsoigeolvwith the necessary support materials of peabble
bubbles and simulated jewels which were requiredstome sessions. Children recorded their feelimgs a
experiences in self-reflective journals, provideditte researcher, following each mindfulness pcactself-
report stress surveys were also completed prioratml following the mindfulness intervention. Semi-
structured interviews were subsequently conductigd 96 children and 2 teachers to elicit their \véean

what impact the intervention had on perceived keoélstress.

Perceived Stress Scale
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The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) (Cohen, Kam&rislermelstein, 1983) was used to measure
children’s perceptions of stress over the past maoior to and following the intervention. The caonsists
of 10 items that measure the degree to which resgun found their lives unpredictable, uncontraéaband
overloaded within the last month, (e.g. ‘In thetlasonth, how often have you been upset because of
something that happened unexpectedly?’). These tseies have been found to be central componénts o
stressful experiences (Seligman, 1975). Responsss scored on a 5-point Likert scale ranging fraaaen
(0) to very often (4). Higher scores reflect ina®@ perceptions of stress. A score of around t8risidered
average, whilst high stress groups demonstrateesaufr 20 points and upwards (Cohen et al., 1983)e
PSS-10 has previously demonstrated adequate ihteomsistency (Cohen & Williamson, 1988), and

satisfactory reliability coefficientsi(= .74) were also reported for children in the prestudy.

Mindfulness Intervention Programme

The primary aim of the mindfulness interventiongreonme was to equip children with the means of
responding to stress by enabling them to step btheir mental reactions, which often worsen strasd
interfere with effective problem solving. The intention was based on two existing mindfulness
programmes for children, i.&he Mindfulness-based Cognitive Therapy for child(MBCT-C) (Segal,
Williams, & Teasdale, 2002), anthe Mindfulness-based Stress Reduction coursehitdren (MBSR-C)
(Saltzman & Goldin, 2008)The MBCT-Cis a twelve-session intervention developed to esklichildren's
anxiety, using aspects of mindfulness (Semple & 2888). ThaMBSR-Cis an eight-week program that is
developed to provide children with a weekly expeeee of a still quiet place within themselves, frarich
to respond rather than react to stressful everdaiziBan & Goldin, 2008). Additional avenues exptbre
include mindfulness CD’s suchs Stillness in the ClassrooifThe Sanctuary, 2008 Zone for Kids
(Mindfulness Matters, 2012), arigill Quiet Placg(Saltzman, 2004).

The intervention was designed to encompass a ptegression in daily mindfulness practices over a
five-week period. The duration of the practicesadbetween a minimum of 3 minutes during thet fiveek
to a maximum of 12 minutes in the final week. Inpmating mindfulness into children’s daily lives sva
proposed to build continuity, sustain motivationin awareness to thoughts that may be causingsstile
feelings, and subsequently enable participantsdtivess perceptions of daily stress. Week one coegbri
short practices with the initial focus on breathassmess, belly breathing and awareness of the body
sounds, followed by feelings and thoughts. Week imtinduced the still quiet place inside oneseld dme
body scan, whereby participants are taught to foonstheir breathing and then progressively and
methodically tune their awareness to each body fmldwed by intentionally relaxing each part betbody
from their toes to the top of their heads. Weekeélprogressed to a sense of wonderment, thenstdt ispace
inside oneself, and bubble-blowing, which is a ukefindfulness technique that enables childrenldav s
down, observe their thoughts and let them go withodgment (LeShan, 1974). Week four entailed
exploration of the five senses, in addition to bngwey for relaxation, and focusing on how to belcgcalm
and confident. Finally, week five progressed toglemsessions, which included visualizing, naturd an
planting, loving kindness, talking to one’s GuardiAngel, and a healing-lake visualization, whereby
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participants are encouraged to watch and obseeviakle carefully and notice that it is always chaggyet
it is also always itself. Following each mindfussesession, participants completed reflective jaluentries
in which they were encouraged to write or drawlfres their experience.

Qualitative analysis

Semi-structured interviews were undertaken to tetibildren’s perspectives on their experiences of
mindfulness in relation to perceived stresH.interviews were audio-recorded and transcrilvedbatim to
gain familiarity with the data, as a first step thre interpretation process. Journal entries aneni@w
transcripts were then analysed thematically (Br&uBlarke, 2006). Transcripts were read several sirzued
brief verbal descriptions were initially appliedéi by line to the dataset. Similar quotes consitlevaeflect
the same meaning were then grouped together aighedsa code, which were then integrated in anrgite
to identify broader themes. A final selection oftmalarly vivid themes or extracts (Braun & Clark006)
was chosen to illustrate the effects of mindfulr@sshildren’s perceived stress levels.

Results
Perceived Stress Scale

A paired-samples t-test revealed a significantidedh children’s perceptions of stress from Time 1
(M=18.12,SD= 6.66) to Time 2=14.4,SD= 6.5) (t (59) = 4.74p<.001 (two-tailed). However, while the
mean stress score decreased following the mindfslirgervention, the average score remained insexace
13, therefore many participants continued to besifi@d within the high-stress category. Notwithstiag
this, the results indicate that participants’ eigrere of learning mindfulness had a positive infles on

perceived stress levels.

Qualitative analysis

Following a thematic analysis of the data, five onajhemes were identified which captured
children’s experiences of mindfulness in relatian fgerceived stress. These themes were labelled as
conceptualisation of stress, awareness, self-riégnjaclassroom relations, and addressing futuresst

Themes and sub-themes are presented in Table I.

Conceptualisation of stress

Definition of stress:There are many definitions of stress thereforeis iimportant to examine
children’s own personal understanding of this te@ne participant described stress as feeling amthdpe
example, “once | am angry, it takes quite a white me to calm down”. Other definitions included
anxiousness, worries, embarrassment, fearfulnesdrdtion, irritation, and upset. A feeling ofifge unable
to cope was also central to this experience adratieidual explained “it means you can't reallyystan top
of everything” and “it's having too much on your mdi. Stress results in both physiological and

psychological outcomes for some, described by anticipant as “stuff in my stomach, and | feel kiofd
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Tablel. Summary of themes and sub-themes

Theme Sub-theme

o Definition of stress
Conceptualisation of Stress
Causes of stress

Present moment awareness and calmness
Awar eness Concentration

Stress reduction

Regulation of thoughts and feelings
Sdf-regulation Rumination and mind-wandering

Emotional reactivity

i Regulation of classroom behaviours
Classroom Relations )
Mindfulness fun

) Transition to secondary school
Addressing future stress
Home-related stress

nervous, it's like, kind of tickling me in the stach, and you’re thinking you're going to do finetlhen
you're still stressed”.

Causes of stres<hildren identified various causes of stress iirtlown lives, such as fights or
disagreements with parents, siblings and frienslsyell sadness due to family sickness, absenceslesiti.
One child stated that stress emanates “if | haviglat with me mam, if me and me friends had a
disagreement...If people don't pay attention to stinetthat you say, something that could be impdttan

Another child elaborated on the multiple hasslgseernces within the home environment:

When my brother is annoying me or something, thgetlangry. If my mam doesn’t agree

that I'm right about something, if no-one believas and like my brother is sick right now

and when you think about your brother being sickkinda upsetting and that makes you feel

stressed, like when you think about what's goingappen in the future.

Other causes of stress stem from pressure of hamingrany things to do and being unable to cope,
as well as worries about the future. The childresdenments demonstrate awareness of stress inlitresy
and it is through awareness that they will be eztilib address these feelings, as mindfulness iatabo

accepting whatever arises in your awareness.

Awareness

Present moment awareness and calmnEéatianced present-moment awareness was identifiad as
outcome of mindfulness with the majority of papients referencing associated physiological congexpse
For example, one pupil wrote in his journal “I feity shoulders when | breathed and | never notited i

before” while another stated “I could feel my spempanding, and going back down again...l noticed tha
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and didn’t before”. Physiological benefits wereoateported as one child explained “I had a headaelere
and felt horrible but when | relaxed and conceettain my breath | felt much better”. Positive gsyogical
consequences were also identified such as increzdeuhess “| felt irritated at first, but now | femalmer”.
Other children indicated that “I like doing breatfiwhen | feel nervous, irritated and angry”, ‘It feool and
collected when | was breathing”, and “the breathégrcise really calms you if you're feeling down”.
Similarly, this was reflected during interviews, eveby one pupil stated that “it's like holding agbaf
stones, and they turn into feathers”.

ConcentrationConcentration refers to getting the mind to settiern and find a place where it can
feel stable, where it can look at things steadild aee them for what they are (Bhikkhu, 1999). bwpd
concentration was a benefit of practicing mindfskéhat was identified by many children. As one boy
stated, initially he found it difficult to focus bause there were people messing but then he couidat
them “it was like | was in a silent room and that'sen the breathing helped me”. Some participaagerted
on difficulties encountered with concentration, dioestressful invading thoughts, mind wandering and
ruminations. However, they now recognize when thieappening, and therefore are enabled to briag th
concentration back to their breath.

Stress reductionrBy becoming more aware of their stresses, manycpgaahts recognised that they
could detach themselves from these feelings. AlM0% of those interviewed, stated that they peirth
stress and worries into bubbles or balloons andnwhey floated away they felt calm and relaxed.sTibi
evidenced by one participant who noted that “betbesbreathing | felt very sad inside but stillut@ smile
on my face ... and now I'm happy on the in and ondbtside”. Mindfulness enables children to improve
their ability to tolerate stress and to recognis there are choices in how to respond to stresifiations
(Shapiro et al, 2008), and the intervention appmkdcebe successful in this respect. For example, on
participant states that when she is mindfully brieet, she finds it easier to deal with stress:

| would breathe in and out, and | would count tee¢ghand I'd just try to, like, think in my

mind, so whatever | am worried about, or stressedia would sort of, well, it wouldn’t go,

but it wouldn't be as bad, it would be more eatienandle.

Some participants appear to detach themselvestiremstressors, as demonstrated by one individual
who stated that “I actually felt like | was losingy head, like | was in my dream when | was breagflinand
breathing out, | felt like | wasn't stressed”. # interesting that she draws comparisons with heards as
Freud maintained dreams were the royal road taitlwenscious (Freud & Crick, 1999), while Williamsda
Penman (2011) argued that information is not bunetie unconscious as Freud suggests, but lieb@lsw
the radar and is accessible with mindfulness.

Some participants however, did not experience fgaditive outcomes indicating that mindfulness
did not reduce their feelings of anxiety. For imst, one participant noted that “before | startexigession |
felt upset and stressed and after the sessioh tistfeel stressed and upset”. Another individstated that
“after putting everything in my helium balloon, édl very happy, but I'm still very worried aboutsihce |
keep thinking about it, but the more | try not bink about it, the more | keep thinking about Ahother boy

felt that the experience led to more negative fgsli whereby even though he put his stress indhedn it
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did not work, and instead he felt “a pile of stfessming on him. These experiences suggest thadfiolimess
may affect some children differently and furthevestigation may be needed to examine the factas th
contribute to these differential experiences.

Self-regulation

Regulation of thoughts and feelingslany participants reported improved self-regulatias
evidenced by comments such as “I am normally grumpgiie mornings, but now | am calmer” and “I'm not
really that cheeky anymore, | have copped on”.i€pénts also experienced changes in the relatipngtth
their thoughts, in that they became more award@ft as well as detaching from them, thereby obsgrv
them from a new perspective. Participants’ expegenf sustaining attention on the present moment
represents an awareness of thought processedrtdaself-regulation or meta-awareness. This idenced
from the many journals entries which depict papticits detaching from their stressful thoughts aedirigs,
which they send away in bubbles or balloons. Asiginbs are viewed impartially, this would preveng th
development of ruminative thoughts, involuntarypasses to stress that are likely to be childreist f
reactions to stressful situations (Compas, Corfaltzman, Thomsen, & Wadsworth, 1999).

By practicing mindfulness, children’s thoughts, s#ions, emotions, and everything else that makes
up their perception of stress become evident, tepth improved regulation of thoughts and feelinQae
participant acknowledged that mindfulness tauginthusv to control her worries, stating “when I'm lieg
stressed, it taught me how to feel better...if yod&eling worried, you can just blow and the worrgzs
float away”. Another participant drew an interegtianalogy stating that “it just clears your minik iike
holding a bag of stones and just dropping it". Muidess therefore enables a process of re-perggivin
resulting in increased clarity and a sense of sgépaess when present-moment experiences are othserve
(Shapiro et al., 2008).

Rumination and mind-wanderinhrough mindfulness, participants were enablecetmgnise how
their minds wander and become invaded by stresisfulghts, sadness, persisting ruminations and egrri
Rumination appears to be an attentional difficeftperienced by some, in which there is a struggtevden
overwhelmingly sad feelings and a desire to avoichsfeelings. Many children made specific referetice
experiences of persistent ruminations, identifyihgw mindfulness helped them acknowledge these
experiences, let them go and return to focusintheir breath. For example, “It felt as if all my wies just
floated away”, and “I feel better about what | vilaisiking about”.

However, others struggled to conquer their rumamestias demonstrated by one boy who revealed
that “I tried to clear my mind but I'm still worrie.. my head is filled with lots of things. It's likém holding
two big pots filled with hundreds of heavy thing#indful awareness provides a means of breaking thi
rumination cycle by cultivating an attitude of agtance and kindliness, along with being receptive t
emotions as they arise and unfold (Segal et ab2RMindfulness reminds pupils of where they arehe
process of breathing, and they can notice if th#ention is wandering, and gently bring it backtheir

breath, should they so choose; “the faculty of mtduly bringing back a wandering attention, oved aver
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again, is the very root of judgement, charactemn.education which should improve this faculty \edoe the
education par excellence” (James, 1890, p. 463).

Emotional reactivityChildren’s experiences of stress often led to eomati reactivity such as crying,
being upset, feet stomping, screaming or otherosiypd reactions. These responses often impactéealth,
resulting in frequent reports among children oflifegsick in the stomach or suffering from headache
Continued emotional reaction to stress can reauldreased vulnerability to lifelong problems eatning,
behaviour, and overall health (National Scientffiouncil on the Developing Child, 2007). According|
Downes, Maunsell, and Ivers (2007) highlighted tleed for emotional support services in education,
particularly in contexts of high stress associatéth poverty and social exclusion. Mindfulness daab
children to be with their own experiences, promaieseptance, reduces emotional reactivity, andiin t

reduces ruminative thought patterns (Coffman, Dijieid & Baer, 2006).

Classroom relations

Regulation of classroom behaviouReduction in classroom stress was a primary outcofriée
mindfulness intervention according to both teaclaers pupils. One teacher felt that “huge progressiieen
made” in terms of dealing with pupils’ stress. Tdexond teacher was in agreement stating thataflyre
found the mindfulness worked and was so effectivéifem” adding that a lot of children had issuelsane,
which they bring to school. Similarly, the pupildtfthat mindfulness had a positive impact on stfesels,
as one pupil revealed “when you wake up you felit éired, and you might be angry sometimes, benth
you come in and do it and it helps to calm you dowRarticipants also believed that classroom bty
had improved following the mindfulness intervenso®ne pupil gave an insight into her adverse behav
when experiencing low-competence in class, stdtiviten we are learning, sometimes I'd get a bit gngr
because I'd get an answer wrong. I'd do mindfudnesw, like I'd breathe, and that would help md,dalm
down”. Another participant identified how mindfubgecould be beneficial in school “if you are nervawver
a test, just breathe and it will work”. Teachetsoaalluded to the effectiveness of mindfulnessha
classroom with one stating that “we are doing s@i&MAS and MICRAS now, and before we start, we will
do a few minutes of mindfulness to focus them”.

Improvements in student behaviour and classroomaté were also reported. One girl revealed that
mindfulness helped her personally, “in our claske,l there is these kinda yellow-card yokes [for
misbehaving], like | got a yellow-card a few timbsi | haven't got a card in ages now”, and reéiddhat “it
changed my behaviour and | worked better”. Anottedent reported that mindfulness “helps you &y st
out of trouble”. Children also discussed outcomes &lass level with one pupil suggesting that othe
members of the class “don’t mess really that mumhly, rihey don't get into trouble...coz when we wer@ndo
mindfulness, some people weren't getting the yeltasds...and in five weeks, well they haven’t got one
since we started”. The benefits to the class ararlgl demonstrated by another participant who comtetk
that “it really relaxed most of the class and ween@alm for the rest of the day”.

One of the teachers also observed a reductionsrugtive behaviour following the mindfulness
intervention stating “they are not as reactive lesytwould have been before”. The other teachereagre
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stating “with my class, there are lots of issuesmg®n at home with different children, and theyiolisly
bring it with them to school...before there was d semse of panic, whereas now, there is a reakesehs
calm”. These findings support previous studies tieate found that mindfulness contributed to inceedas
classroom social competency, improvements in pawtigntion and self-control, and less hyperactive
behaviour and inattentiveness (Black & Fernand@32®&latt et al., 2012; Schonert-Reichl & Lawlof1D).
Mindfulness funThe majority of participants commented favourahtytioe fun element incorporated
into the programme, for example, one girl enjoyaddiul bubble-blowing “coz it was kinda differeriike
when | thought of mindfulness | just thought ofddiréng in and out, but that one was kinda diffefamd it
was kinda fun”. Similarly, another participant stt'it was fun, the bubbles were floating in theaaid it's
like your mind is in it". One child reported thdt was the most fun course...not only are you fongsbn
breathing you're also having fun!” Saltzman & Gold2008) argue that mindfulness programmes must be
fun and engaging to maintain interest and involvetnanong children. Elkind (2001) concurs, and state
"play is nature's way of dealing with stress foildien" (p.197). With empirical research indicatitigt 59%
of children feel worried or sad at least once akn@®ugov, 2013), mindfulness appears to providagle,

fun technique to enable children’s “worries disape

Addressing future stress

Transition to secondary schodWlost people’s experience is that the mind doesrestt steadily on
the breath but moves restlessly from thoughts atieipast to worries about the future, and theréufar
75% of these children appear to embrace furthesstrs. However, they believe that mindfulness prilve
beneficial in dealing with future experiences afess, particularly in dealing with stressful expades
associated with the transition to secondary schook pupil envisaged using mindfulness to helpdea
with the stress stating that “on the first day e€@ndary school, when there’s a lot of people thdan't
know, | will just focus on my breathing and justdet about it”. Similarly, another revealed thahdfulness
would prove effective “if you're nervous, and yaisj need some quiet time maybe, go to the libradyjast
like take a few minutes to calm down”.

Home-related stressThe majority of participants also indicated thagythwould continue to use
mindfulness when faced with home-related stressitulations in the future. This is exemplified byeon
participant who imagined using mindfulness “at hptoecalm meself down, when like things are anngyin
me, | would just go to my room and do it". Anottetudent reflected that previously “I'd kinda geganat
something, you know really angry, and something Wwadld happen and we’'d fall out for ages”, but this
would not happen now, “I'd be less stressed, aed thie might talk, and then it would be all overlirfher
support for the beneficial effects of mindfulnesasvevidenced by one participant who revealed thheh |
had a fight with my parents like last week, | wastjvery angry and | felt like crying, then | jugéent up to
my room, and | lay on my bed, and | just took dbsgaths and just calm meself down”.

Thus, while the majority of pupils contemplateduiet stressful scenarios, they felt that they would
be more reflective in how they would react and destrated an awareness that they need not succumb to
former habitual, unhelpful behaviours. This enaldamof reacting differently is supported by reshar
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which demonstrates that mindfulness brings awaeeteshe brain’s intention to act milliseconds lefo
reacting (Libet, 1999) and this allows time to eefl on a situation instead of automatically reactim a
habitual manner (Segal et al., 2002).

Discussion

Previous research has found that mindfulness pekitinfluences psychological and behavioural
outcomes among children from lower socioeconomicktpaounds (Black & Fernando, 2013; Klatt et al.,
2012). However, as previously stated, these studigs typically focused on parental and teachesrtepor
guantitative outcomes without taking account ofldilen’s own perspectives. Therefore, the presardyst
aimed to address this gap in the literature by aipy children’s views on the effects of mindfulaesn
perceived levels of stress. In doing so, the resesmught to further explore children’s perceptiohstress,
sources of stress and associated coping behavidbes.collection and analysis of children’s view was
essential to the research, as it was importantttigaideas and views were based on the childrénsghts,
and not dictated by the researcher (Lewis & Lind2890).

The mindfulness intervention consisted of shortydaiindfulness exercises, focusing on bringing
attention to the breath, which enabled childrermt¢oept present moment experiences. This was ewddenc
both in the incidents recounted during interviewsd #hrough journal entries. Several participanfslared
how they benefitted from mindfulness both in schaotl at home. Participants felt that becoming famil
with their thoughts and feelings enriched their ensthnding of themselves. Many gave recounts, which
illustrate abilities to pause and be more reflectabout how they react in certain stressful sioumsti
Participants found that their mood was lifted, ratifeelings of happiness, calmness and relaxation.
Furthermore, mindfulness provided participants vagithew resource to manage their stress. Notwittistgn
this, some patrticipants felt that mindfulness bidugcreased stress and some sadness, which deatesst
the need for caution when introducing mindfulnessit may not be suitable for all children. Furthesearch
is needed to examine why some children may resddfedently to mindfulness.

Different aspects of the mindfulness interventioaravdrawn upon in relation to experiences of
awareness, which included visualization to bringuemess to the mind-body connection, and is songethi
children can easily do, being naturally imaginatiVeerefore, by relaxing into guided practices tipgrants
enter their still quiet place, gaining new techmgiiio deal with stress. For example, in using gadihg-lake
visualization, participants were encouraged to ndes¢he lake carefully and notice it's constanthanging,
yet it's also always itself. When they still thenind, it becomes like the calm lake, and they avabked to
reflect as, similar to the lake, their minds ongflect when they are calm, which was recognisecy
participant who reflected in her diary “I feel tlitae lake makes me relax. Just like the lake tlsigady and
calm”. This concurs with Kabat-Zinn (2004), thathem fully open and awake to the present moment, the
mind is “like a mirror that clearly reflects whairoes before it” (p.109).

The majority of participants believed that mindieds had been beneficial to them and several cited
specific learnings. One participant commented thktarned that you can just easily, em if you wargry,
well you can just easily get over it by just bréagfi. Another participant indicated that “it woultelp me
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calm down, and then | can learn, well try and |&afhese findings are in line with Harvey (1990)avtated
that “Calm tunes the mind, making it a more adegjirstrument for knowledge and insight” (p.253).

The mindfulness intervention appears to contrifpgsitively to children’s perceived levels of stress
by enabling them to deal with stress more effebtjvesulting in more adaptive outcomes at botlesgnal
level and more broadly in relation to classroontioet and home experiences. The majority of pupils
commented that they looked forward to the dailyafumess practices, which increased feelings ahnaks
and relaxation and consequently reduced perceireeld of stress. In addition, the mindfulness pcast
enabled participants to gain a deeper knowledgéheiselves, allowing them to become familiar with
thoughts and feelings and facilitating a meanglisfancing themselves from these should they sb,wis
which resonates with previous research indicatiag tegular mindfulness practice results in dee@asress
and anxiety (Klatt et al., 2012; Mendelson et20]0). At the end of the five-week practice, ptants had
grasped key skills in mindfulness, and some al$weglesignificant benefits in relation to self-unstanding.

It is noteworthy that two participants initiallydad mindfulness upsetting but nevertheless chose to
continue with the programme. Interestingly, of théwo individuals, one later revealed that while sias
sometimes upset by thoughts and feeling which adosimg mindfulness, she felt she gained awareaeds
understanding of her sad feelings. The secondcpaatit found that as the weeks progressed he vaddezh
to recognise the stress in his life and chose tdlifferently. However, while mindfulness appeatedesult
in negative outcomes initially, continued practied to more positive changes. A possible explanatoy
this is may be that these students were experigrniitially greater levels of stress and subsedyeptcted
more negatively, or alternatively required more€ino achieve the associated benefits of mindfulness
Nevertheless, this finding advises caution as nuilméfss could have been a negative and undermining
experience for some children, something which hat lmeen addressed in previous studies. Further
consideration is therefore needed regarding passibsistance to mindfulness and maladaptive fezling

following mindfulness practices.

Conclusion

As the research was undertaken on sixth classrehilth schools serving children from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds, the findings are ndicgerfit to allow conclusions to be generalized Hcsach
schools and children of different ages. HoweMeis reasonable to suggest that these perspectiagsbe
representative of other school children and as dhele findings may be tentatively considered as an
example to other schools of the same type. A furtineitation pertains to reductions in the quarii@
measures of stress. Given that a control groupneésncluded, the findings cannot be generalize$ida
the study participants.

Children from families who experience greater lsevel poverty are at increased risk of stress and
mental health problems compared with those in teaerpl population (Dore, 2005). Mindfulness
programmes have the potential to contribute to cednus in health inequality and improve wellbeimg &ll,

by enabling children to maximise their capabilitéesl gain control over their lives. Furthermorendfiilness
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interventions are relatively cheap to introduce fiiinto a wide range of contexts, are enjoydbiepupils
and demonstrate positive effects over a relatishtyrt duration.

At school level, mindfulness programmes could bplémented as a subset of Social, Personal and
Health Education (SPHE), which generally attemmtsdevelop students’ social and emotional skills,
including self-awareness, the ability to manage tems, optimism, persistence and resilience, alvbich
are outcomes of mindfulness.

This study highlighted the effectiveness of usinigdfulness to enable school-children from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds to address and redugesthess. The findings should be of great intetest
overstretched schools who are trying to find simplest effective and engaging means to promote the
resilience of stressed students. This paper coesludth quotes from two participants which sum be t
mindfulness experience: “I learned how to handleanger and how to handle other things, and just tow
handle my life”, and “I felt as if | was lying dowon a cloud floating around in the sky with the s@aming
right of top of me! | felt as if | was Peter Paadting around” (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Peter Pan journal entry
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