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Opinion

A fight breaks out in the classroom; a student is perpetually
truant, a young female becomes pregnant and cannot keep up
with school. These are all candidates for continuation school. Since
1965, state law has mandated that school districts enrolling over
100 12th grade students make available a continuation program
or school that provides an alternative route to the high school
diploma for youth vulnerable to academic or behavioral failure. The
law provides for the creation of continuation schools, “designed to
meet the educational needs of each pupil, including, but not limited
to, independent study, regional occupation programs, work study,
career counseling, and job placement services” [1].

The concept of mindfulness, “the state of being attentive to
and aware of what is taking place in the present” [2], is not new,
but incorporating it into an adolescent (secondary) school setting
specifically as a means to address, and possibly diminish, school
violence is something that has not been addressed in an adequate
manner. According to Albert (2015) [3], “Mindfulness is related
to meditation, but the terms are not synonymous. Moreover,
Mindfulness consists of formal meditation exercises (e.g., paying
attention to the body, lying on the ground, or walking slowly with
a sense of awareness of one’s surroundings) as well as informal
exercises (e.g., paying full attention to what one is doing or
experiencing at a certain moment).”

First, note that an adolescent’s prefrontal cortex (the area in
the brain most notably used for sophisticated thinking abilities
used to weigh risks and rewards as well as impulses), is not fully
developed (Steinberg, 2005). Therefore, frequently, adolescents
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do not think about the consequences of their actions until it is
too late. The still-developing prefrontal cortex of an adolescent’s
brain can have noticeable effects on adolescent behavior: difficulty
holding back or controlling emotions, a preference for physical
activity, a predisposition towards high excitement and low effort
activities (video games, sex, drugs, etc.). Due to the immaturity
of the prefrontal cortex, adolescents are ill-equipped to address
issues that relate to consequences, and judgment adequately. In
other words, they rarely think of adverse effects, which can lead to
riskier, impulsive behaviors, including experimenting with drugs
and alcohol (Steinberg, L. 2008).

According to Casey, Tottenham, Liston, and Durston (2005) [4],
the brain goes through a series of pruning, and one area that goes
through the pruning process dramatically is the area that weighs
risk and rewards, plans, and governs impulse control. Hence, this
leads to an improvement in impulse control, thus better-regulating
emotions, and the coordination of thoughts and feelings [5-7]. My
work targeted increasing continuation school students sense of
awareness to the present moment, for the possibility of looking at
their actions and words objectively so that they can analyze what
is occurring instead of “jumping to conclusions” and acting on
impulse.

By learning to experience the present moment as it is, we
develop the ability to step away from old habits of reacting without
thinking, which is often an impulsive act. Reported are structural
changes in the brain, such as an increase in the gray matter through
pre and post MRIs in four areas of the brain. These areas are those
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responsible for controlling arousal and responsiveness, cognitive
and emotional processing, neuron regeneration, awareness and
experience of the self, sensory perception, and motor control
[8]. Increases in attention and affective processes [9], as well as
decreases in stress and anxiety [10]. These are incredibly significant
and relevant to my goal of using this increased awareness to address
school violence through the practice of mindfulness. Perhaps the
new mantra should read, “Teach a man to fish and he eats for life,
teach a child to think before he acts, and you save a life.

It is important to note that mindfulness differs from qualities
such as intelligence and alertness by its feature of open-
mindedness which allows for the development and integration of
diverse perspectives, details, and problem-solving strategies [11].
Mindfulness has been used in schools with success and popularity
[12]. This study prompted me to take, what I believe is the next
logical step, and that is to address issues of escalating violence in
schools. By creating a gap between the experience of stress and an
individual’s reaction, informed choices may be possible for these
young people.

Recent research has shown that mindfulness has borne positive
outcomes for people working in high-stress environments, including
the reduction of stress and heightened positive emotional state,
as well as an increased willingness to tolerate negative emotions
(Eifert & Heffner, 2003; Levitt, Brown, Orsillo, & Barlow, 2004)
which can allow for acceptance of such feelings (Hayes, Strosahl, &
Wilson, 1999; Linehan, 1993; Segal et al., 2002). Shorter recovery
times from negative emotions is also one of the positives impacts
of this practice of mindfulness meditation (Kabat-Zinn, 1990),
among others. Nevertheless, few studies have directly tested these
proposed mechanisms of action). This research holds promise that
the practice of mindfulness may be useful in addressing the stress
and social-emotional demands teachers have in their daily work
[13].

From these positive research findings, I am hypothesizing
that it may be possible to extend this area of promising research
to include a larger group of adolescent respondents to address
their violent, acting out, and their often reckless behaviors to have
a sample that is generalizable to the larger population [14-20].
“Adolescents with conduct disorder frequently engage in aggressive
and disruptive behaviors. Often these behaviors are controlled or
managed through behavioral or other psychosocial interventions.
However, such interventions do not always ensure lasting changes
in an adolescent’s response repertoire so that he or she does not
engage in aggression when exposed to the same situations that
gave rise to the behavior previously. Mindfulness training provides
a treatment option that helps an individual focus and attends to
conditions that give rise to maladaptive behavior”

The authors continued by stating, “The adolescents were
able to learn the mindfulness procedure successfully and use it in
situations that previously occasioned aggressive behavior which
led to large decreases in the aggression of all three individuals.
Follow-up data showed that the adolescents were able to keep their
aggressive behavior at socially acceptable levels in school through
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to graduation [21,22]” “Mindfulness is widely considered effective
in psychotherapy as a treatment not just for adults, but also for
children and adolescents with aggression, ADHD, or mental-health
problems like anxiety.” Using mindfulness in psychotherapy showed
promising results; therefore, [ decided on focusing on a population
of adolescents who have had to leave their neighborhood assigned
schools for a continuation school due to various issues in their lives
[23,24]. The one thread that ran through the population I focused
on was the anger and aggression they felt and exhibited. While
some research has focused on school attendance, and truancy, one
of the results has shown a decrease in aggression, as stated above
and more often focused on elementary aged children. However, I
have not read any studies of work being done to reduce aggression
in continuation schools, and this is a very specialized population
[25,26].

My methodology included both quantitative and qualitative
research methods. The quantitative portion incorporated both a
pre and post-test 5 points Likert-type scale that consisted of 10
questions. These questions were created to examine “child and
adolescent mindfulness,” issues related to “perceived stress” and
evaluates their “self-esteem [27-30].”

The qualitative portion consisted of pre and post interviews
with the teacher of the two classes and included open-ended
interview questions detailed in the section below.

This study had six phases:

1.  Meet will school Officials to review my research agenda
in the area of and schedule the administration of the initial pre-
test and subsequent training times, dates and location [31-33].

a.  Atthe start of the study, I will meet with the principal for
an interview about the types of conflict at the school, and she
believed it was aggression and fighting.

2. [ administered a pre-test to the students using a 5 point
Likert-type scale which consists of 10 questions with three
separate areas of focus as described: examine “child and
adolescent mindfulness,” addressed issues related to “perceived
stress” and lastly, evaluated their “self-esteem.”

3. Step two consisted of administering several ongoing
training on the practice of mindfulness. The various training
sessions occurred five times per week for students in a
suburban, continuation secondary school, and continued
throughout the spring semester. The student respondents are
majority Latino and enrolled in a 9-12 continuation school.
They were in a continuation school for various reasons: drug
use, teen pregnancy, truancy, and aggression problems [34-38].

4.  Step three involved administering a post-test using
the same 5 points Likert-type scale at the end of the school’s
semester, which was collected and analyzed.

5. Finally, at the end of the secondary school’s academic year,
I met with the teacher of the two classes for a post-interview
about her opinions about the issue of aggression and fighting
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amongst the students in her classes. She explained that not
only did she a dramatic decrease in the aggression, but also
she bragged to other teachers at the school about how well her
students were doing. She relayed to me that they didn’t believe
her. She then went on to explain how the custodian at the school
just laughed, so she gave him a lesson, one that she copied from
my training with her students, to him. Afterward, he expressed
to her that he felt very relaxed [39-42].

[ have spent my career investigating, conducting and examining
research that would gain insight into the workings of adolescent
behavior. The adolescents in this country are increasingly stressed
and anxious-based on the study, this is not the formula for
maintaining a productive educational environment. By conducting
research in this area and using a specific population of angry and
aggressive adolescents -- an avenue that had not been explored for
the purposes outlined, I consider this study to be on the forefront
for addressing the issues which too often manifest themselves as
impulsive violence. As discussed earlier, mindfulness has already
proven successful in reducing stress and anxiety, while at the same
time increasing gray matter while offering these adolescents a
method of addressing violence impulses before they occur. These
results are very exciting and extremely appropriate given the
increase this country has seen in adolescent violence [43-47].

Findings

After completing my research, I analyzed the data to identify
the mindfulness practices that worked and did not work to
create a program in which we train both pre-service teachers and
adolescents in secondary in our cross-campus teacher preparation
program. However, my quantitative findings were not as stellar as I
was hoping. There was no statistical significance in the survey data
[48-52]. The survey questionnaire results were not promising at all.
According to the survey results, there were not any changes.

Case Processing Summary
Cases
Included Excluded Total

N Percent N Percent N Percent

Q1* Group 75 90.4% 8 9.6% 83 100.0%
Q2* Group 70 84.3% 13 15.7% 83 100.0%
Q3* Group 73 88.0% 10 12.0% 83 100.0%
Q4* Group 76 91.6% 7 8.4% 83 100.0%
Q5* Group 73 88.0% 10 12.0% 83 100.0%
Q6* Group 66 79.5% 17 20.5% 83 100.0%
Q7* Group 76 91.6% 7 8.4% 83 100.0%
Q8* Group 73 88.0% 10 12.0% 83 100.0%
Q9* Group 70 84.3% 13 15.7% 83 100.0%
Q10* Group 66 79.5% 17 20.5% 83 100.0%

However, what I did uncover manifested itself in the qualitative
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portion of the study in the form of student and teacher interviews.
The interviews are the area I will focus on in this portion of the
paper. My sessions with the students began and ended the same
way each time. I would tell them to get into position [53-55]. The
“position” meant sitting straight in their chairs and not crossing
their arms or legs and closing their eyes. Others asked if they could
sit on the floor or lay down. I allowed it but said face away from
your classmates so that you don’t become concerned with others
looking at them. I included this last piece because as a professor
of classes on adolescent development, | am aware of a concept
labeled, imaginary audience [56-58]. This concept is a result of
their heightened sense of self-consciousness that you believe
you're the focus of everyone’s attention. Imaginary audience is a
developmental effect of adolescents’ increased cognitive abilities.
Therefore, if they face away from each other, I've assuaged their
concerns. I began with a ringing of the bell and practiced having
them focus on their breathing [59-62]. I then used specific mantras,
if you will. I would recite them as follows, “Breath in, breathe out.
Breathe in caring, breathe out judgment; breath in love; breathe
out criticisms; breath in relaxation, breathe out stress.” Each
session’s mantras would follow a similar pattern. Now anyone
who has worked with adolescents can attest to the thought that
it is like herding cats, especially with this specific population’s
issues! However, by the third day, all I had to say was, “Get into
your positions” and within, a minute they were ready to begin. The
teacher was astonished. The students even began requesting the
sessions because of, as they stated, how it made them feel [63-67].

An interesting note is that my qualitative findings seemed to
go in direct opposition to my quantitative findings which were
deemed insignificant. The pre and post data from the quantitative
results showed no difference. The questions in the survey requested
information on how they rated themselves regarding stress, feeling
out of control and their ability to manage the daily lives and the
stressful events that occurred. According to social scientists, this is
a term that describes a type of response bias that is the tendency
of survey respondents to answer questions in a manner that will be
viewed favorably by others. It can take the form of over-reporting
“good behavior” or under-reporting “bad,” or undesirable behavior.
The tendency poses a serious problem with researching with self-
reports, especially questionnaires. This information helps explain
why students rated themselves highly on their ability to manage
their lives and deal with stress. However, the anecdotal information
which came from speaking with these same students in a one-on-
one manner was surprising in a very positive way. They reported
that they employed mindfulness techniques in various situations
[68-70].

The most noteworthy to me was the very aggressive young
man who explained to me that he doesn’t feel like killing anyone
anymore. Another respondent, a 15-year-old girl who had an
infant stated that she would repeat the mantras aloud with her
baby and that both she and her child would fall asleep. A 16-year-
old mother waited outside of class because she needed help with
her anger issues. She stated that she’s so angry all the time. I gave
her some tips on mindful walking and mindful eating. The same
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person came back to me and expressed her gratitude. Others stated
it helped them relax at night or when they felt “about to lose it.”
These vignettes are a testament to the compelling role mindfulness
can have on engaging students in their behavior modification and
control. Too often those in positions of power, administrators, and
teachers impose their will for a change of behaviors onto their
students. However, as my work with this frequently troublesome
population of students has shown, students who work to modify
their behavior through the use of mindfulness as a means to
connect with their emotions and the larger world, are more willing
to change. And often, but often, they’re not even aware that they
are engaged in practice with behavior modification as its goal. In
other words, not imposing our will on students, but allowing them
to explore and examine their emotions in a nonintrusive manner
has promising results [71-73].

Even without prodding, after a few weeks of mindfulness
training for the students, which the teacher sat in on, I noticed
her exuberance. She began meeting me at the door, eager to begin
the session. She even expressed to me that she was sharing her
observations on her students’ change in behavior with the other
teachers in the continuation school, stating that they didn’t believe
that the student population in this school was able to do what’s
involved in the practice of mindfulness. She invited them to sit in
on a session. She even recalled an incident when the janitor came in
and said he had heard of what was going on in her classes in respect
to mindfulness training and thought it was a bunch of nonsense.
Since I kept my meditation bell in her closet, she decided to imitate
my practice and have the janitor sit for a session. Afterward, he
begrudgingly admitted that he felt calmer, more at ease and relaxed.
He said he couldn’t believe how it made him feel [74-77].

After concluding my student training, as I prepared to leave the
school, I gave the teacher own bell. She later admitted to continuing
the practice with her students and bragging to other teachers about
how much better her students were doing, overall. I find this to be
a very promising result. Also, for the students involved to sustain
this practice on their own, outside of the school environment, as
they admitted to me, is a testament to the positive role it has had
on their everyday life. My goal was to teach the students to utilize
the practice of mindfulness as a method to ensure that they would
have the tools necessary to deal with their issues of stress and
anxiety effectively before their actions become negative or violent.
Hopefully, this will become a continuous cycle of practice for them
[78].

Further research needs to focus on creating better ways of
surveying respondents as to not end up with a social desirability
bias. Also, I will be looking to develop and implement better framed
in-depth interviews with those involved in the studies. Additionally,
I would like to conduct mindfulness research at an adolescent
detention center. The students in this environment are a highly
specialized population with a target audience of adolescents who
need to reduce their anger and violent behavior. The best approach
would be preventative, however, targeting this special population
might serve as an early intervention measure. By giving these
adolescents the tools and strategies to control their thoughts and
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actions, this strategy may work towards aiding these adolescents
towards redefining themselves from identifying as someone in a
detention center to someone who can redefine their destiny and
choose an alternate path [79-81].
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