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WHY MINDFULNESS IN THE CLASSROOM? 

For many students at Oakland Technical High School 
(Oakland Tech), life circumstances such as poverty 
and daily stressors such as violence make it difficult 
to focus and relax both inside and outside of the 
classroom. Oakland Tech already provided students 
with a range of wellness activities that address 
healthy eating, physical activity, drug, alcohol and 
tobacco use, and general health education. Yet the 
school Wellness Champions and teachers realized 
that in order to help students focus on the most 
important element of school—the learning—they 
needed to provide them with the skills and tools to 
calm and re-focus, reflect on reactions to stressful 
situations, and learn to react to stressors in a healthy 
way. In 2010 Niroga yoga, a local community 
organization, became the perfect partner to provide 
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the students with the tools needed to de-stress and 
focus.

ACTION STEPS

While yoga and mindfulness are popular adult 
pastimes, they aren’t traditional high school subject 
matter. In order to generate interest in mindfulness 
among staff and faculty, one of the first steps 
Wellness Champions and school-based health 
center staff took was inviting Niroga to a staff 
meeting to talk about the benefits of mindfulness. 
Niroga appealed to teachers’ academic interests 
by presenting research demonstrating that regular 
mindfulness practice improves test scores and 
classroom behavior. Niroga appealed to teachers’ 
personal needs for stress relief by walking teachers 
though a mindfulness session, allowing them to 
experience the relaxing benefit that even a five-
minute mindfulness practice can provide. With 
support from the Oakland Tech Principal, Niroga led 
a six-hour training for interested teachers on how 
to lead brief mindfulness sessions in the classroom. 
Once the classroom sessions started, students 
enjoyed the practice so much that they learned 
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to lead mindfulness sessions in the classroom too, 
which engaged other students even more than 
teacher-led sessions.

CHALLENGES & SOLUTIONS

Incorporating a non-academic activity into classes 
jam-packed with learning activities is a serious 
challenge. Niroga designed and trained teachers and 
students to lead five-minute sessions either at the 
beginning or end of class. While taking time out for 
mindfulness does take away from instruction time, 
teachers have found that the increase in focus and 
the positive student reaction makes it worthwhile. 
One Wellness Champion, a classroom teacher, 
noted that “kids focus better…mindfulness practice 
calms [them] and helps create a better learning 
environment.”

IMPACTS & ACCOMPLISHMENTS

Over the course of two years of mindfulness 
activities, 600 students have participated and 
twenty staff members have been trained to lead 
mindfulness sessions. Teachers appreciate the results 
in the classroom, noting calmer, more focused 
students. While some students really enjoyed the 
sessions, others were less enthusiastic. Yet teachers 
have noted that everyone benefited from the 
mindfulness sessions, regardless of their initial 
interest. Mindfulness sessions have proven especially 
beneficial among special education students and 
kids with behavioral issues, helping them to stay 
calmer and more focused throughout the school day. 
A long-term accomplishment of the mindfulness 
practice is that students now see the value in taking 
five minutes out of their day to focus on themselves 
and relaxation–something they can take with them 
beyond graduation.

ADVICE FOR OTHER SCHOOLS

Partnering with an outside organization that can 
adapt its mindfulness expertise to youth and the 
classroom setting is a must when implementing 
a school mindfulness program. Inviting experts 
to present data on the impacts of mindfulness 
generates staff buy-in and shows teachers the 
potential benefits of a program they might otherwise 
feel too busy to implement. Allowing teachers to 
volunteer to participate in the mindfulness activities 
up front, rather than mandating their participation, 
also creates buy-in and interest. As teachers 
recognize the benefits among their students and 
themselves, they spread the word to their colleagues 
and the program can grow and expand naturally.

For More Information:
Michelle Oppen
Program Manager, Wellness
Health & Wellness Unit
Family, Schools, and Community Partnerships
Oakland Unified School District
michelle.oppen@ousd.k12.ca.us
510-273-1676

“[Mindfulness] actually helped me relax. I 
was angry at first but after today‘s [session] I 
feel all right!!!” 

Oakland Tech Student
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