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Mindfulness in Early Childhood  

Development and Learning 
 

 
  

What is mindfulness? 
 

Mindfulness is the state of being aware of one’s thoughts, feelings, and actions 
as well as the potential consequences of those thoughts, feelings, and 
actions.  

 
 Mindfulness practices are an invitation to become more aware of your inner life, in order to 

live with greater awareness, balance and compassion in the world. The Center For 
Mindful Awareness 

 
“Sustained present moment awareness.” ~ Rick Hanson 

 
What does mindfulness consist of? 

 
Mindfulness consists of: 

● Self-awareness (what do I think, feel, or do?) 
● Self-reflection (why do I think, feel, or do things the way that I do?) 
● Self-regulation (how can I manage my thoughts, feelings, or actions?) 
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How does one achieve mindfulness? 
 

Mindfulness is achieved through: 
● Listening (including active listening and deep listening) 
● Focusing (including chores or planned activities, play, breathing 

exercises, and playing/making music)  
● Relaxing (including stretching, visualization, laughing, listening to 

music, and meditation)  
 

 
Facts, Figures, Inspiration 

 

 
Source 

[Several recent studies and a literature review], “that combed the 
developmental psychology and cognitive neuroscience literature, 
illustrate how meditative practices have the potential to actually 
change the structure and function of the brain in ways that foster 
academic success.” 

Azarian, 2016, para. 
1-2 

“Contributions of research on parenting strongly suggest that 
adults’ socialization behaviors can promote or hinder such 
competence. However, research into the contributions of another 
vital socializer—the early childhood teacher—lags far behind, 
despite its potential to help make preschool a place where 
emotional competence is fostered.” 

Denham, Bassett, 
& Zinsser, 2012, p. 
142 

“Mindfulness-based practices no longer represent a new or 
emergent field in applied psychology; they are developing a 
strong evidence base in a broader range of applications 
(Grossman, Nieman, Schmidt, & Walach, 2004). School-based 
practitioners should find promise in the evidence supporting 
mindfulness-based practices with children (Burke, 2010), parents 
(Singh et al., 2006), and educators (Flook, Goldberg, Pinger, Bonus, 
& Davidson, 2013).  

Eklund, O’Malley, & 
Meyer, 2017, p. 111 

“School budgets or cramped instructional schedules need not 
impede the promising practice of mindfulness. At a time when 
education funds are stretched and severely limited, mindfulness 
practices are not only economical but also flexible, and can be 
implemented anytime and anywhere.” 

Erwin, Robinson, 
McGrath, & 
Harney, 2015, p. 14 

“Self-regulatory abilities are robust predictors of important 
outcomes across the lifespan, yet they are rarely taught explicitly 
in school. [A Kindness Curriculum] KC intervention group showed 
greater improvements in social competence and earned higher 

Flook, Goldberg, 
Pinger, & 
Davidson, 2015, p. 
44 
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report card grades in domains of learning, health, and 
social-emotional development, whereas the control group 
exhibited more selfish behavior over time.” 

"In the last few years mindfulness has emerged as a way of 
treating children and adolescents with conditions ranging from 
ADHD to anxiety, autism spectrum disorder, depression and stress 
and the benefits are proving to be tremendous." 

Garey, 2019, para. 3 

"They have trouble focusing on the moment. The mindfulness 
brings them back into the present moment so they can learn." 

Garey, 2019, para. 6 

“Children benefit from teachers who are mindfully 
present—consciously attending and responding to their needs 
(Jennings et al. 2017). There will always be stresses and distractions 
while caring for young children, so building skills that promote 
greater attention, focus, and calm offer children the benefit of a 
peaceful, responsive presence in their early childhood setting.” 

Gehl & Bohlander, 
2018, para. 5  

“In line with previous research developed with anxious children, 
and young adult patients with ADHD, the mindfulness 
training-group program showed an improvement of anxiety 
symptoms and provides a general tendency to decrease other 
associated internalizing symptomology. In our study these 
changes are observed. Thus, mindfulness training could be an 
effective intervention for children.”  

Huguet, Ruiz, 
Haro, & Alda, 2017, 
p. 314 

“The overarching theme of the data set was mindfulness 
as emotion regulation. Mindfulness helped the children to 
regulate difficult and unwanted experiences, to calm down rather 
than be driven by emotional reactivity. The resulting emotion 
regulation benefited different areas of children’s lives...The 
children used mindfulness instrumentally, to help them to feel 
better.” 

Hutchinson, Huws, 
& Dorjee, 2018, p. 6 

“As a discipline, mindfulness can be integrated into the classroom 
using one of three basic approaches: indirect (the teacher 
develops a personal mindfulness practice and embodies 
mindfulness attitudes and behaviors throughout the school day); 
direct (programs teach the students mindfulness exercises and 
skills); or a combination of direct and indirect approaches.” 

 

 

Meiklejohn, et al., 
2012, p. 294 

“The science of neuroplasticity states that as little as 15 minutes of 
mindful practice each week can change the physiology of the 

MindUp, n.d., 
section 3, para. 2 
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brain and facilitate access to calm and relaxed concentration. 
Think of this as exercising the brain like a muscle, it improves a 
child’s ability to have plan, work and focus on their school work.” 

“Even persons with minimal background in mindfulness may be 
able to administer a brief practice that appears to enhance 
calmness in children. Such an effect indicates that mindfulness 
practices could be implemented in a broad array of settings.” 

Nadler, Cordy, 
Stengel, Segal, & 
Hayden, 2017, p. 
1091-1092 

“Research on mindful parenting and mindfulness-based 
interventions (MBIs) for parents and teachers is growing. Studies 
have consistently established results that suggest benefits for 
both the adult practitioners and the children in their care. The 
findings of the literature review indicate a growing base of 
evidence showing that mindfulness and MBIs are promising 
pathways to positively impact both caregiver and child 
outcomes.” 

Parlakian, Kinsner, 
& Gehl, 2018, para. 
3  

 

“Children, including adolescents, with ASD and their parents could 
benefit...as results show improvements in social communication 
problems, emotional and behavioral functioning, parenting, and 
parental mindful awareness, which seem to last up to 1 year after 
the intervention. Importantly, this implies that a 
mindfulness-based program can improve both ASD symptoms 
and common comorbid emotional and behavioral problems for 
children with a wide variety of ages, and could support families in 
coping with the demanding consequences of ASD." 

Ridderinkhof, de 
Bruin, Blom, & 
Bögels, 2018, p. 
788 

 

“Preliminary empirical and theoretical evidence supports the 
suggestion that introducing contemplative practices into 
childhood education may cultivate healthy patterns of behavior 
and brain development that are beneficial to children 
immediately and throughout their lifetime. Indeed, childhood 
may be an especially opportune period to learn contemplative 
practices because of the plasticity of relevant brain regions and 
the potential for cascading consequences of any salubrious 
effects, such as a boost in self regulation.” 

Shapiro, et al., 2015, 
p. 26 

 

“Connecting first with a child’s state of mind is the key to moving 
reactivity toward receptivity. I remember this myself with the 
acronym, PART; for the Presence, Attunement, Resonance and 
Trust that are the part we play in connecting with others.” 

Siegel, 2014, para. 5 

“A new study suggests that mindfulness education — lessons on 
techniques to calm the mind and body — can reduce the negative 
effects of stress and increase students’ ability to stay engaged, 
helping them stay on track academically and avoid behavior 
problems.” 

Tatter, 2019, para. 2  
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“Mindfulness is hard to convey adequately using words as it is 
essentially about developing forms of awareness which are not 
verbal but are meta-cognitive, i.e. being aware of the inner 
processes involved in doing, feeling and thinking and aware of 
impulses, thoughts and feelings as they arise in the mind and 
body.” 

Weare, 2013, p. 5 

"Mindfulness—the practice of paying attention to your feelings 
and how your mind and body experience them in the present 
moment—can be a valuable tool to help children (and adults!) 
process feelings. Being in nature offers many opportunities to 
practice mindful approaches. Nature-based programs are keenly 
attuned to the positive effects of outdoor learning such as 
improved physical strength, rich language development, direct 
experiences with science content, and opportunities for 
constructing and problem-solving with natural materials. But just 
as profound is children’s emotional development. Children 
develop self-awareness and a sense of belonging by playing and 
learning outdoors." 

Wiedel-Lubinski, 
2019, para. 2-3 

“Current research indicates that self-regulation skills in early 
childhood education make a significant contribution to school 
readiness, and long-term academic success…The contemplative 
practices, an umbrella term for mindfulness and 
meditational-based practices, are viewed as potential vehicles to 
facilitate self-regulation skills in the early childhood classrooms.” 

Willis & Dinehart, 
2014, p. 487 

“Human mental faculties are not fixed or inert, but rather they are 
open to development by repeated practice. Neural plasticity 
provides a way to understand the physical foundations for this. 
Once one appreciates the power of repetitive mental practice, 
contemplative exercises as a means for the cultivation of cognitive 
and affective capacities make great sense.” 

Zajonc, 2016, p. 26 

“Mindfulness training- using age-appropriate activities to exercise 
children’s reflection on their moment-to-moment experiences- 
may support the development of self-regulation by targeting 
top-down processes while lessening bottom-up influences (such 
as anxiety, stress, curiosity) to create conditions conducive to 
reflection, both during problem solving and in more playful, 
exploratory ways.” 

Zelazo & Lyons, 
2012, p. 154 

 
 
 
 
 

©2018-2020 All rights reserved. kristiepf.com   

http://kristiepf.com/
http://kristiepf.com/


 
{R}evolutionizing professional development and learning for early childhood educators 

 
 

 
 

References 
 

Azarian, B. (2016, May 10). The mindful child [blog]. Retrieved from the New York Times Web site: 
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/05/10/the-mindful-child/?_r=0 

Denham, S. A., Bassett, H. H., & Zinsser, K. (2012). Early childhood teachers as socializers of young 
children’s emotional competence. Early Childhood Education Journal, 40, 137– 142. 

Eklund, K., O’Malley, M., & Meyer, L. (2017). Gauging mindfulness in children and youth: School-based 
applications. Psychology in the Schools, 54(1), 101-114.  

Erwin, E. J., Robinson, K. A., McGrath, G. S., & Harney, C. J. (2015). It’s like breathing In blue skies and 
breathing out stormy clouds: Mindfulness practices in early childhood. Young Exceptional 
Children [online only]. Retrieved from: 
http://yec.sagepub.com/content/early/2015/07/03/1096250615593326.full.pdf+html doi: 
10.1177/1096250615593326 

Flook, L., Goldberg, S. B., Pinger, L., & Davidson, R. J. (2015). Promoting prosocial behavior and 
self-regulatory skills in preschool children through a mindfulness-based Kindness Curriculum. 
Developmental Psychology, 51(1), 44 –51. 

Garey, J. (n.d.) Mindfulness in the classrooms. Retrieved from Child Mind Institute website: 
https://childmind.org/article/mindfulness-in-the-classroom/ 

Garey, J. (2019). The power of mindfulness. Retrieved from  Child Mind Institute website: 
https://childmind.org/article/the-power-of-mindfulness/ 

Gehl, M. & Bohlander, A. H. (2018). Rocking and rolling. Being present: Mindfulness in infant and 
toddler settings. Young Children, 73(1). Retrieved from: 
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/yc/mar2018/rocking-and-rolling  

Huguet, A., Ruiz, D. M., Haro, J. M., & Alda, J. A. (2017). A pilot study of the efficacy of a mindfulness 
program for children newly diagnosed with attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder: Impact on 

©2018-2020 All rights reserved. kristiepf.com   

http://kristiepf.com/
https://kristiepf.com/
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/05/10/the-mindful-child/?_r=0
http://yec.sagepub.com/content/early/2015/07/03/1096250615593326.full.pdf+html
http://yec.sagepub.com/content/early/2015/07/03/1096250615593326.full.pdf+html
https://childmind.org/article/mindfulness-in-the-classroom/
https://childmind.org/article/the-power-of-mindfulness/
https://childmind.org/article/the-power-of-mindfulness/
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/yc/mar2018/rocking-and-rolling
http://kristiepf.com/


 
{R}evolutionizing professional development and learning for early childhood educators 

core symptoms and executive functions. International Journal of Psychology and Psychological 
Therapy, 17(3), 305-316.  

Hutchinson, J. K., Huws, J. C., & Dorjee, D. (2018). Exploring experiences of children in applying a 
school-based mindfulness programme to their lives. Journal of Child and Family Studies [online]. 
Retrieved from: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-018-1221-2 

Meiklejohn, J., Phillips, C., Freedman, M. L., Griffin, M. L., Biegel, G., Roach. A., . . . Saltzman, A. (2012). 
Integrating mindfulness training into K-12 education: Fostering the resilience of teachers and 
students. Mindfulness, 3, 291–307. 

MindUp™. (n.d.). Why choose the Mindup™ program? Retrieved from the Mindup™: A product of 
the Hawn Foundation website: 
https://mindup.org/mindup-mindful-classroom-framework-schools/ 

Nadler, R., Cordy, M., Stengel, J., Segal, Z. V., & Hayden, E. P. (2017). A brief mindfulness practice increases 
self-reported calmness in young children: a pilot study. Mindfulness, 8(4), 1088-1095.  

Parlakian, R., Kinsner, K., & Gehl, M. (2018). Executive summary: How can mindfulness support parenting 
and caregiving? Zero to Three: Washington, DC. Retrieved from: 
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/2270-executive-summary-how-can-mindfulness-support-
parenting-and-caregiving#downloads  

Ridderinkhof, A., de Bruin, E. I., Blom, R., & Bögels, S. M. (2018). Mindfulness-based program for children 
with Autism Spectrum Disorder and their parents: Direct and long-term 
improvements. Mindfulness, 9(3), 773-791. 

Shapiro, S. L., Lyons, K. E., Miller, R. C., Butler, B., Vieten, C., & Zelazo, P. D. (2015). Contemplation in the 
classroom: A new direction for improving childhood education. Educational Psychology 
Review, 27(1), 1–30.  

Siegel, D. J. (2014, August 5). No drama discipline [blog]. Retrieved from the Huffington Post Web site: 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/daniel-j-siegel-md/no-drama-discipline_b_5646583.html 

Tatter, G. (2019). Making time for mindfulness.  Retrieved from Harvard Graduate School of Education 
website: https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/19/01/making-time-mindfulness 

Weare, K. (2013). Developing mindfulness with children and young people: A review of the evidence 
and policy context. Journal of Children’s Services, 8(2), 141–153.  

Wiedel-Lubinski, M. (2019). Nature-based mindfulness for more calm & peaceful kids. Retrieved from 
NAEYC website:  https://www.naeyc.org/resources/blog/nature-based-mindfulness 

Willis, E., & Dinehart, L. H. (2014). Contemplative practices in early childhood: implications for 
self-regulation skills and school readiness. Early Child Development and Care, 184(4), 487-499. 

Zelazo, P. D., & Lyons, K. E. (2012). The potential benefits of mindfulness training in early childhood: A 
developmental social cognitive neuroscience perspective. Child Development Perspectives, 
6(2), 154–160.  

©2018-2020 All rights reserved. kristiepf.com   

http://kristiepf.com/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-018-1221-2
https://mindup.org/mindup-mindful-classroom-framework-schools/
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/2270-executive-summary-how-can-mindfulness-support-parenting-and-caregiving#downloads
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/2270-executive-summary-how-can-mindfulness-support-parenting-and-caregiving#downloads
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/daniel-j-siegel-md/no-drama-discipline_b_5646583.html
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/19/01/making-time-mindfulness
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/19/01/making-time-mindfulness
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/blog/nature-based-mindfulness
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/blog/nature-based-mindfulness
http://kristiepf.com/

