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Introduction 
Kids today are busy. Technology is all around and all consuming. We tell kids to slow down or pay 
attention, but do we teach them how?  

Kids today are also stressed. COVID-19 drastically changed our world and with it depression and 
anxiety symptoms in US youth doubled.1 The stress children experience today can have a profound 
impact on their lives. Research shows that chronic stress in childhood increases the likelihood of 
developing illness later in life, including depression, illicit drug use, alcoholism, anxiety, and 
heart disease.2 

Mindfulness can help kids slow down and pay attention, and in doing so it can help reduce stress 
and depression. Because of these known benefits to children, mindfulness practices are beginning 
to be introduced into places where they gather, such as the classroom. 

What if we could also bring those benefits into the museum space? Museums are a natural fit as 
they have increasingly positioned themselves as community anchors serving to support the 
cultural, social, emotional, and mental well-being of their community members. 

But rather than creating new programming, which is time intensive and expensive, this toolkit has 
been designed to help you integrate brief mindfulness practices into your existing storytime 
programming. 

Why storytime? 
Storytime is prevalent across many institutions. You can find it in museums (and not just kids’ 
museums!), afterschool programs, parks, arboretums, schools, libraries, and hospitals. Storytime 
happens on Scouting trips, at summer camp, and at home.  

Although the included practices were chosen because they integrate easily into storytime, 
their utility is not limited to storytime. These practices can be integrated into different 
programs across many learning settings. See the “Mindfulness Practices” and 
“Implementing Mindfulness” sections for more information.  

How to use this toolkit 
The toolkit is broken down into 4 main sections: 

1. What is Mindfulness? 
2. Mindfulness Practices 
3. Implementing Mindfulness 
4. Why Mindfulness? Which discusses the benefits of mindfulness within the museum context 

Handouts are included for several of the practices on the page following the practice.  

How was this toolkit created? 
This toolkit is informed by academic research and the author’s mindfulness practice. It was 
created with the input and insight of educators from KidsQuest Children’s Museum in Bellevue, 
WA. Many of the included practices have been tested at KidsQuest Children's Museum.
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1 Office of the Surgon General (OS). (2021). Protecting Youth Mental Health: The U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory. 

US Department of Health and Human Services. 
2 Lane, E. (2013, July 16). Experts Describe Long-Term Impacts of Stress on the Young Brain. American Association 

for the Advancement of Science. https://www.aaas.org/news/experts-describe-long-term-impacts-stress-
young-brain 
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Figure 1. The three aspects of mindfulness from 
Shapiro, et al. (2006). 

What is Mindfulness? 
Mindfulness is simultaneously incredibly simple and extremely complex. It’s both easy and difficult 
to do.  

There are many ways that one can define mindfulness, including:345 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Regardless of definition, one way to conceptualize mindfulness is by looking at the three core 
elements of mindfulness: 

1. Intention 
2. Attention 
3. Attitude  

These three elements are not separate processes, instead they are all interwoven into the 
practice of mindfulness and reinforce one another.6 

Intention. To begin a practice of mindfulness, one 
must make the intention to bring awareness to 
this moment. This intention fuels their attention 
and acts as an anchor when the mind wanders, 
helping the practitioner return their attention to 
the moment.  

Attention. Paying attention in mindfulness means 
bringing keen awareness to the present moment 
rather than thinking about the future or dwelling 
in the past. Mindfulness involves bringing your 
attention to both your internal and external 

experience. Even the most experienced practitioners will find that their minds wander. It’s human 
nature. Mindfulness teaches people to become aware of their minds wandering, accept it, and 
bring their attention back to the present moment with kindness.  

“Being right here, right 
now.”4 

-Kara-Lee Ruotolo, M.Ed 

 

“The awareness that 
emerges through paying 
attention on purpose, in 
the present moment, 
and nonjudgmentally to 
the unfolding of 
experience moment by 
moment.”3 

   -Jon Kabat-Zinn, PhD 

 

“Mindfulness is paying 
attention, here and 
now, with kindness 
and curiosity, so that 
we can choose our 
behavior.”5 

-Amy Saltzman, MD 
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Attitude. How we pay attention matters. In mindfulness, the present moment should be 
approached with acceptance and without judgement. Those practicing mindfulness strive to 
attend to their experiences without “evaluation or interpretation, and practice acceptance, 
kindness and openness even when what is occurring in the field of experience is contrary to deeply 
held wishes or expectations.”7 More information on attitude’s role in mindfulness can be found 
below in this section’s “Want more information?” box.  

With practice, mindfulness can help us better understand our thoughts, emotions, and 
reactions. By knowing our internal experience better, we can choose how we react and direct our 
attention towards thinking that serves us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are many ways to cultivate mindfulness. Mindfulness can look like meditation, breathing 
exercises, pausing for a moment before reacting to a stressor, or acknowledging and accepting 
both positive and negative feelings. It can deepen through gratitude or exploring an object as you 
had never seen it before. It’s likely that unknowingly or not, you are already integrating brief 
moments of mindfulness into your work.   

Ways you may already be practicing mindfulness at work:  
• Encouraging your students to acknowledge their feelings 
• Asking your students to reflect on their experiences 
• Encouraging your students to make observations 
• Asking students to set an intention for their work 
• Having students take a deep breath when feeling overwhelmed 

Why does this matter and why should we want to include more? The short answer is that 
mindfulness benefits those who practice with increased cognitive flexibility, decreased emotional 
reactivity, and reduced stress.8 See the “Why Mindfulness?” section to discover even more 
benefits and to learn about how bringing mindfulness into the museum can support the work you 
are already doing. 

 

 

 
    Mindfulness is not: 

• The absence of thought 
• Experienced the same by 

everyone  
• About being complacent 
• About acting a particular 

way 

 

 

 

 

Mindfulness is: 

• Being fully present and 
engaged in the moment 

• Observing one’s experience 
• Approaching the present 

with curiosity and kindness 
• Non-judgmental awareness 
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The History of Mindfulness 
Although mindfulness is a secular practice, it is rooted in Buddhism. Buddhist traditions and 
practices vary, yet the Buddha’s teachings on mindfulness are core teachings to all the different 
traditions.9  Buddhism spread across the US in the 1950s and 1960s; consequentially, by the late 
1970s, mindfulness meditation was being studied as a behavioral intervention to increase 
psychological well-being. Since then, studies demonstrating the impact of mindfulness have led to 
the development of many different therapies and school curriculums which utilize mindfulness 
principles and practices.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

 
3 Kabat-Zinn, J. (2003). Mindfulness-Based Interventions in Context: Past, Present, and Future. Clinical Psychology: 

Science and Practice, 10: 144-156. https://doi.org/10.1093/clipsy.bpg016 

 

Want more information? 
 

There are many great resources on mindfulness, these are only a few to help you get started. 

Psychology Today’s mindfulness page (webpage) 

Video illustrating the intention-attention-attitude model of mindfulness described above (video) 

9 mindful attitudes as described by Jon Kabat-Zinn (video) 

Additional information on 9 mindful attitudes (webpage) 

Mindfulness: What it is, what it is not (pdf) 

 

Figure 2. Some of the benefits of mindfulness mentioned in the "Why Mindfulness?" section. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/mindfulness
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AWJUv1lH-Ng&t=112s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2n7FOBFMvXg
https://mindfulness-alliance.org/attitudes-of-mindfulness/
https://www.mindfulschools.org/pdf/Mindfulness-What-it-is-and-is-not.pdf
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4 K-L. Ruotolo, personal communication, December 5, 2022). 
5 Saltzman, A. (2014). A Still Quiet Place: A Mindfulness Program for Teaching Children and Adolescents to Ease 

Stress and Difficult Emotions. New Harbinger Publications. 
6 Shapiro, S. L., Carlson, L. E., Astin, J. A. & Freedman, B. (2006).  Mechanisms of Mindfulness. Journal of Clinical 

Psychology, 62(3), 373-386. https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20237 
7 Shapiro et al., 2006, 377. 
8 Davis, D. M & Hayes, J. A. (2012, July/August). What are the benefits of mindfulness? American Psychological 

Association. https://www.apa.org/monitor/2012/07-08/ce-corner    
9 Kabat-Zinn, J. (2003). Mindfulness-Based Interventions in Context: Past, Present, and Future. Clinical Psychology: 

Science and Practice, 10: 144-156. https://doi.org/10.1093/clipsy.bpg016 

References for section’s “Want more Information?” 
Midwest Alliance for Mindfulness (n.d.). The Attitudes of Mindfulness. Retrieved January 6, 2023, from 

https://mindfulness-alliance.org/attitudes-of-mindfulness/ 
Mioduchoski, B (n.d.). Mindfulness: What it is, What it is not. Mindfulschools. 

https://www.mindfulschools.org/pdf/Mindfulness-What-it-is-and-is-not.pdf 
Psychology Today (n.d.). Mindfulness. Retrieved January 6, 2023, from 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/mindfulness.  
Recovered Mindfully. (2015, April 24). 9 Attitudes Jon Kabat Zinn [Video]. YouTube. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2n7FOBFMvXg  
UMNCSH (2015, December 10). What Is Mindfulness? [Video]. YouTube. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AWJUv1lH-Ng&t=112s  
 
 
 

https://www.apa.org/monitor/2012/07-08/ce-corner
https://doi.org/10.1093/clipsy.bpg016
https://mindfulness-alliance.org/attitudes-of-mindfulness/
https://www.mindfulschools.org/pdf/Mindfulness-What-it-is-and-is-not.pdf
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/mindfulness
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2n7FOBFMvXg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AWJUv1lH-Ng&t=112s
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Mindfulness Practices 
There are many ways to practice mindfulness. The following practices are appropriate for young 
children due to their brevity, use of repetition, and use of movement. A good rule is to choose 
practices that are no more than one minute per the child’s age.10 Thus, if the program is for 
children ages 3 and up, don’t plan on any practice that takes more than 3 minutes.  

Because educators are with children for only a brief part of their day, it is important to get the 
family involved in their learning. Explaining practices to caregivers and reminding them to do 
them at home allows the caregivers to reinforce the practices long after leaving the museum. 
Several of the practices have suggestions on how to involve caregivers. Likewise, some practices 
include handouts for kids to take home. Additional ideas for involving the family can be found in 
the implementation section.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Trauma-informed mindfulness 
Trauma is the lasting adverse effects on an individual’s mental, physical, emotional, social and/or 
spiritual well-being resulting from a harmful event or circumstance.11 Some aspects of mindfulness 
can be triggering for those who have experienced trauma—particularly meditation and some 
breathing practices.12 Adapting traditional mindfulness practices with trauma-informed techniques 
helps to ensure that the practices are safe and effective for everyone. 

Trauma-informed mindfulness looks like13: 

• Voluntary practice. Never force anyone who is reluctant to practice  
• Giving choice and agency. For example: “you can keep your eyes open, look down in front 

of you, or close your eyes…whatever feels most comfortable to you.” 
• Adapting a practice if it doesn’t work for someone. For example: making the practice 

shorter, taking a break, stopping it altogether 

The practices included in this toolkit have been written with trauma-informed techniques in mind.  

 

 

 A Note on language 
Early on in my conversations about creating this toolkit, I was advised that just the word 
mindfulness will turn some people off. The word elicits a connection to Buddhism, and some  

consider it “new age”. It was suggested that I call this toolkit “the resiliency and regulation toolkit”. 
Although I understand the rationale, altering the language felt inauthentic. Mindfulness is rooted in 
Buddhism. It’s hard to layout the benefits of mindfulness without acknowledging what it actually is. Thus, I 
am proudly and strongly using the language of mindfulness. This may not be the case for you. You know 
your audience. If they won’t respond well, call these resiliency practices, emotional regulation practices, 
or calming practices. All these practices can be implemented without acknowledging that they are 
mindfulness. Do what’s best for you and your audience. 
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Types of practices 

Breathing practices 
When we practice mindful breathing, we practice bringing attention to our breath. 
Slow, deep breathing activates our parasympathetic nervous system. This relaxes our 

bodies, allows us to take in more oxygen, and slows our minds. The breathing practices in this 
toolkit include body movements. Movement makes the practice more fun and allows younger 
children who may not have great breath control to still participate. Breathing practices can be 
identified below with a blue breath symbol in the practice’s top left-hand corner.  

Grounding practices 
Grounding practices are practices that bring us to the present moment. In 
these practices, children are asked to focus on their internal or external experiences. 

Grounding practices are useful in combating anxiety by bringing our attention to the present 
moment instead of thinking on the past or future. Grounding practices that focus on our external 
experience (like things we see or hear) are particularly useful for those who have experienced 
trauma as it does not require them to focus on their own internal sensations.14 Grounding 
practices can be identified below with a red sitting symbol in the top left-hand corner.  

Emotion practices 
Mindfulness asks us to bring attention to our emotions. This is not a strength for 

many children, particularly those younger than 6. Young children don’t yet have the capacity to 
separate emotions from their thoughts or to embrace conflicting feelings, thoughts, and impulses. 
For this reason, I’ve included some practices that aren’t strictly mindfulness, but can help 
children learn to identify their emotions. These practices utilize little ones’ mirroring behaviors, 
love of play, keen imaginations, and tendency to personify and animate objects. Emotional 
practices can be identified below with green happy and sad faces in the top left-hand corner. 

Songs 
Also included in this toolkit are several songs. These songs are not practices, but rather 
tools to introduce different aspects of mindfulness. I’ve grouped each song with the type 
of practice with which it best aligns. You can identify songs below by looking for the 

black music notes in the top right-hand corner. 

 

How to choose mindfulness practices 
The following section will help you determine what practice(s) to use for your programming. 
Please note that the colors of the cells in the tables as well as the names of the practices below 
correspond to the type of practice. 
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Practices by target age  

all ages 2+ 3+ 4+ 5+ 6+ 
breathe in & 
out: a song 

hot chocolate 
breathing 

rollercoaster 
breathing gratitude H.A.L.T. body scan 

shake break count to 
three: a song 

acting out 
emotions    

head, shoulders, 
knees, and toes 

tense and 
release     

emotions song balloon 
breathing     

 
3 - 2 - 1 

    

 
butterfly hug 

    

 
mindful 

exploration     
 

Practices by approximate run-time 
2 mins 3 mins 4 mins 5+ mins 

rollercoaster 
breathing 

count to three: a 
song 

head, shoulders, 
knees, and toes gratitude 

hot chocolate 
breathing shake break mindful 

exploration  

tense and release emotions song body scan 
 

balloon breathing 
 

acting out 
emotions  

breathe in & out: 
a song    

3 - 2 - 1 
   

butterfly hug 
   

H.A.L.T. 
   

 

Practices for specific situations 
The included practices are appropriate for most types of scheduled formal group programming 
with a beginning and an end (e.g. school tours, gardening time, art making, music time, etc.). 
Although it is likely harder to implement these practices into 1-on-1 or drop-in programming, it 
can still be done. Some suggestions: 

• Use H.A.L.T. when a kid is having a hard time. Help them identify the emotion and figure 
out how they can make themselves feel better 
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• Use any of the breathing techniques or the Butterfly Hug to help calm a kid when you see 
them begin to get agitated or even before a difficult task 

• Use a modified Body Scan to ask kids to reflect on how an activity made them feel. “You 
said this made you feel frustrated. How did frustrated feel in your chest? How did it feel in 
your stomach?”  

• Use a modified Shake Break after a difficult task. Ask the child to just shake their body for 
10 seconds. Butterfly Hugs and Tense and Release can also be soothing 

• Use 3-2-1 to prime a kid for a task that requires them to pay close attention 
• KidsQuest Children’s Museum educators found that breathing practices were useful for 

regulation during programs where the adult wasn’t present to help regulate their child  
• Breathing practices can provide helpful transitions between activities  

 

Note: Several of the included practices incorporate scripts for teaching what mindfulness is, but 
not all. I’ve included a brief script for teaching mindfulness below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Want more information? 
 

More information on trauma-informed mindfulness (website & podcast) 

Mindfulness resources for young children — including Alphabreaths activity guide for breath 
practices created by psychologists (webpage) 

Additional practices from Space Between (pdf) 

TedTalk with Christopher Willard — includes some activities and the science that informs 
mindfulness (video) 

 

https://davidtreleaven.com/
https://ccfwb.uw.edu/resource/mindfulness-compassion-resources-for-the-early-years/
https://www.spacebetween.community/uploads/1/3/4/8/134898664/2022_mindfulness_ring__1_.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=znlsoaM_ALQ
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Script for Teaching Mindfulness to Kids 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



11 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Breathe In & Out: A Song 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Video of song 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M7fPGp9feYc
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Hot Chocolate Breathing 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Video of technique  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=rBMWwLPzaFk
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Count to Three: A Song 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Video of song  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-4wm4qXOqP4
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Tense and Release 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Video of technique for a 
full body muscle 
relaxation  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jhTh5OazUwU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jhTh5OazUwU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jhTh5OazUwU
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Balloon Breathing 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Video of technique 

https://www.youtube.com/shorts/6EfZTT4l3T8
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Rollercoaster Breathing 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Video of technique  

Handout available  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y0nRVxdlBZs
https://ccfwb.uw.edu/resource/roller-coaster-breathing/
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Video of song 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zl5QodAFuVk
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Head, Shoulders, Knees, and Toes 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Video of song Video of song 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TE_2Yln5-gE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TE_2Yln5-gE
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3-2-1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Video of the longer version 
of this practice 
Video of the longer version 
of this practice 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=30VMIEmA114
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=30VMIEmA114
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=30VMIEmA114
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=30VMIEmA114
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Butterfly Hug 
 

 

  

Video of technique 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iGGJrqscvtU
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Mindful Exploration 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Audio of technique 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rNv3eQ-50QU
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Body Scan 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Video of a longer version of 
this practice 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7KdIKbUVC7Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7KdIKbUVC7Y
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Emotions Song 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Video of song 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WHQ1MMqXTw4
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Acting Out Emotions 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Teaching 

Mindfulness Skills to Kids 

and Teens 

https://www.guilford.com/books/Teaching-Mindfulness-Skills-to-Kids-and-Teens/Willard-Saltzman/9781462531264
https://www.guilford.com/books/Teaching-Mindfulness-Skills-to-Kids-and-Teens/Willard-Saltzman/9781462531264
https://www.guilford.com/books/Teaching-Mindfulness-Skills-to-Kids-and-Teens/Willard-Saltzman/9781462531264
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Gratitude 
Gratitude makes us happier and healthier15 
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H.A.L.T. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Video explaining 
technique with science 
explained 

https://www.pesi.com/blog/details/1697/h-a-l-t-a-mindful-check-in
https://www.pesi.com/blog/details/1697/h-a-l-t-a-mindful-check-in
https://www.pesi.com/blog/details/1697/h-a-l-t-a-mindful-check-in
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Implementing Mindfulness  
How to lead mindfulness practices 
As you start to experiment with the different practices from the previous section, you’ll likely 
learn what works best for you, your visitors, and your museum. Here are several suggestions on 
how to lead these practices: 

Prior to practice 
• Rehearse the practices before doing them. Maybe even lead your coworkers through a 

practice 
• Let kids know what is going to happen before you start the practice (e.g. “we will do 5 

breaths together”) 
• Prepare the room. Make sure there is space for everyone to be comfortable 
• Clear the space of as many distractions as possible. It is best to practice mindfulness with 

few distractions. That said, children’s museums are not always distraction-free; so make 
the distractions a part of the practice (e.g. have kids listen for noises going on around 
them) 

• Get everyone comfortable. Let kids and caregivers know they can exist in the space 
anyway they find comfortable (lying down, seated, standing, etc.) 

During practice 
• Speak at a slower than normal pace 
• Use a calm, gentle, and inviting tone 
• Take frequent pauses. This allows the kids to experience what you are asking them to 

experience 
• Join in on the practice. Not only are you modeling the behavior, you will likely also benefit 

from the practice 
• Use inviting language. For example, using the present participle ‘ing’ instead of the 

imperative (e.g. “breathing in” vs. “breathe in”)16 

After practice 
• Ask kids and caregivers to reflect on the experience 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How integration may look – Storytime 
 

Storytime (ages under 6): 

• Welcome song 
• Read book 
• Introduce Hot Chocolate Breaths 
• Sing Count to Three using hot chocolate 

breaths 
• Read book 
• Have kids Act Out character emotions 
• Ask kids what the character could 

have done to manage their emotions 
• Goodbye song 

Storytime (ages 6+): 

• Welcome song 
• Read book 
• Introduce H.A.L.T. (“if the character 

remembered to H.A.L.T. what might they 
have learned?”. Talk about how emotions 
can often be felt in the body) 

• Read book 
• Do a Body Scan (“Remember how we can 

sometimes feel emotions in our bodies? 
Let’s see how our bodies feel after that 
story!”) 

• Goodbye song 
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How to shift from chaos to mindfulness 

• Jump right into the practice without giving any background information. This is 
especially effective with little kids. Once they are all mimicking you, then you can explain 
the “why” of the practice. This works particularly well for breathing practices, Butterfly 
Hugs, and the songs. 

• Use their energy. If the kids have a lot of energy, have them use it.  
o Take a Shake Break! 
o Go for a walk. Do a walking 3-2-1. Take the group on a walk and ask questions 

about what they notice. Along the walk you can even ask them to pick up 
interesting objects so that upon returning to the programming space they can 
practice Mindful Exploration  

• Get their attention. Anything that will draw the children’s attention will help them 
practice mindfulness. Maybe you put on some music, start blowing bubbles, or bring out an 
object they’ve never seen before. Follow up the attention-getting with some questions: 
“How does this music make you feel? Where do you feel it?”; “What colors do you see in 
the bubble? How long do you think it will float before it pops?”; “What are some things you 
notice about this object? How might people use it?” 

• Make mindfulness a game. E.g., set up a competition where the first person to write 
down 10 blue things they see is the winner. Or have a “silent walking” competition where 
peers rate others on how quietly they walk from point A to point B. Play a game where 
everyone sits quietly and listens to sounds and then guesses what is making the noise. Or 
fill a cup with water and as a team, the cup is passed around the circle without spilling 
any water. If they can do this with their eyes open, try it with eyes closed!  

How to modify mindfulness practices 
Throughout the practices I’ve included several modification suggestions. Ultimately, these 
practices are very adaptable by making tweaks that are still in alignment with the goal of the 
practice. All included practices have the intent of helping children bring attention to their breath, 
to their external experience, or to their internal experience.  

3-2-1 is a practice that brings attention to a kid’s external experience — the things they can see, 
hear, and feel. We can modify this by focusing on a single sense, while still accomplishing the goal 
of bringing their attention to the present moment:  

• For sight, ask kids to find as many examples as possible of a particular shape, color, 
or specimen during a tour or while reading a book.  
 

• Focusing on hearing helps participants slow down and become aware of everyday 
things they might be missing. “Let’s sit quietly for 20 seconds and count how many 
different sounds we can hear!” Alternatively, have children on a tour practice 
mindful walking. Have them walk as silently as possible so that they can listen to 
their surroundings.  
 

• To help kids explore the sense of touch, ask them to focus on a body part: “let’s 
focus on our face — can you feel the air against your skin? How about your hair?” Or 
ask them to feel an object with their eyes closed and guess what it may be.  
 

• If the school group brings snacks, make it a part of the programming. Ask the kids to 
take the first three bites mindfully: first by smelling the food deeply, then slowly 



36 
 

taking a bite, and then letting the food rest on their tongue. Have them examine 
where on the tongue they taste the food before swallowing.  

 
With older kids, you can modify practices by giving the kids agency. You can teach a breathing 
technique or two and ask kids if they can think of any other ways that they could practice 
breathing. A good book to lay the groundwork and to get kids thinking creatively about different 
breathing techniques is Alphabreaths: The ABCs of Mindful Breathing.17  

Above all else: do what works for you and your audience. You don’t need to do the 
entire practice. Take the elements that work for you. For educators who teach 
reoccurring classes, you may want to build up to the entire practice over time, 
introducing a new aspect of the practice each time you meet. 

How to engage caregivers 
It’s important to get caregivers involved in the learning. So how can you do this? 

 
• Let parents know some benefits of mindfulness: it teaches kids how to 

pay attention, can build resilience against stress, and helps kids learn 
how to soothe themselves 

 
• Ask families to do breathing techniques while seated back-to-

back. While breathing they can feel each other’s heartbeats 
and breaths 

• Remind adults that mindfulness works for people of all ages 
 

• Ask the adults to plug their ears while you teach a technique. When 
done, tell the kids they can now turn to their adult and teach it to 
them.  

• Suggest that the kid teaches a technique to a friend or family member 
later today 

 
• Mindfulness can be done anywhere at anytime. Give 

suggestions where kids can do these practices: before bed, 
while waiting in the lunch line, when driving to school, in the 
grocery store, etc. 

• Remind families the more they practice these skills the better 
they will be able to do them! 

• Remind kids that the next time they are feeling emotional they 
have tools to help themselves. Then elicit some tools from 
them  

 

 
16 Weare, K. & Bethune, A. (2021). Implementing Mindfulness in Schools: An Evidence-Based Guide. The 

Mindfulness Initiative. https://mindfulnessinschools.orgssinschools-vfinal-digital.pdf  
17 Willard, C. & Rechtschaffen, D. (2019). Alphabreaths: The ABCs of Mindful Breathing. Sounds True 

https://mindfulnessinschools.orgssinschools-vfinal-digital.pdf/
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Why Mindfulness? 
As mentioned in the “What is Mindfulness?” section, there are many benefits to practicing 
mindfulness, which have been demonstrated through psychological studies and clinical practice. In 
addition to stress reduction and decreased emotional reactivity, other benefits include increased 
relationship satisfaction, enhanced morality, reduced rumination (obsessive, repetitive thoughts), 
improved sleep, decreased cognitive decline, and reduced implicit age and race bias.181920  

As this toolkit is written for museum practitioners, the intent of this toolkit is to support and 
elevate what museums are already doing. In that respect, mindfulness is particularly well suited 
to support the well-being and learning already happening within museums. Below we will examine 
what museums are already doing in these regards and how mindfulness can play a role. 

Well-being  
Museum Context. Over the course of the past decade or so, many museums have developed 
programming aimed at increasing health and well-being. Such programs include creative 
workshops, loan boxes, art therapy, and more. Research on such programs shows that museums 
can have a myriad of health and well-being benefits for visitors.21  With this research, many 
museums have begun to embrace the role that they can play in their visitors’ well-being. 

Mindfulness Benefits. Practicing mindfulness has been shown to 
significantly improve both chronic pain and pain-related distress.22 
Mindfulness can also reduce blood pressure and improve the body’s 
immune response.2324 Likewise, mindfulness practice has been found to 
be particularly impactful on mental health by reducing stress, mood 
disturbance, depression, negative thoughts and feelings, and increasing 
well-being.25  

Learning 
Museum Context. Museums are sites of learning.26 Children’s museums in particular are sites of 
social emotional learning.27 Through play, visitors can learn and develop a number of skills 
including motor development, spatial awareness and coordination, creativity, problem-solving, 
and language skills.28  

Mindfulness Benefits. Mindfulness has been shown to impact learning. 
Research shows that students from schools with mindfulness practices 
show improvements in self-esteem, emotional regulation, social skills, 
academic skills, attention, working memory, and have greater learning 
outcomes.2930 Likewise, mindfulness improves self-regulation which in 
turn leads to higher academic achievement and executive functioning.31  
Mindfulness-informed interventions have been successfully used with students who have learning 
disabilities to reduce “challenging behaviors” and increase the social benefits of group 
participation.32  

 

Figure 3. Some of the benefits of mindfulness mentioned in this section. 
In sum, practicing mindfulness leads to greater learning outcomes and greater 
well-being. Bringing mindfulness into the museum can support and enhance the 
well-being and learning efforts in which museums are already engaged.  
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Mindfulness & You 
The benefits laid out above have no age limit. Educators will experience benefits just as their 
students do. Furthermore, research suggests that teachers who practice mindfulness positively 
impact their students’ well-being and learning.33 Teachers who practice mindfulness report more 
adaptive strategies for coping with job stress and a tendency to evaluate challenging students 
more positively.34 Suggestions on how readers can develop their own practice can be found in the 
“Want More Information?” box below.  
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21 Lackoi, K., Patsou, M., & Chatterjee, H. et al. (2016). A Preliminary Report from the National Alliance for 
Museums, Health and Well-being. Museums for Health and Well-being. 
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Want more information? 
 

Articles on mindfulness benefits: 

10 Areas that Mindfulness & Meditation Make Us Better (webpage) 

6 Scientifically Proven Benefits of Mindfulness And Meditation (webpage) 

 
Getting started with your own practice: 

How to get started with practicing mindfulness (webpage) 

5 ways to get started with mindfulness (webpage) 

Insight Timer – a free meditation app and website (website) 

Zero to Three’s toolkit for early childhood organizations to implement mindfulness (webpage) 

 

https://www.apa.org/monitor/2012/07-08/ce-corner
https://psychcentral.com/blog/surprising-health-benefits-of-mindfulness-meditation
https://psychcentral.com/blog/surprising-health-benefits-of-mindfulness-meditation
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeenacho/2016/07/14/10-scientifically-proven-benefits-of-mindfulness-and-meditation/?sh=333d6acb63ce
https://psychcentral.com/health/new-to-mindfulness-how-to-get-started
https://www.cnn.com/2021/06/29/health/mindfulness-5-ways-get-started-wellness/index.html
https://insighttimer.com/
https://www.zerotothree.org/resource/getting-started-with-mindfulness-a-toolkit-for-early-childhood-organizations/
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