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PRACTICE Spend the next 2 minutes doing absolutely nothing.
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AS YOU SAT 
AND PAUSED, 
WHAT CAME 
TO YOUR MIND?
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DEFAULT MODE
We sit and 
worry.  

We fall back 
into the past.  

We jump ahead 
into the future.
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POP
DEFINITIONS

Clearing your mind

Listening to meditative music or sound effects

Letting go of your worries

Just breathing
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SCIENTIFIC
DEFINITIONS

Actively attending to the present moment

Willingness to experience everything that is now

Narrowing or expanding stimulus control

Reducing of referential relations
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HISTORICAL 
DEVELOPMENT
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SCHOOL
APPLICATIONS

• Decrease in anxiety
• Mood change
• Pre-frontal cortex 

activation
• Immune response

• Creativity
• Cognitive flexibility
• Memory
• Reaction time
• IQ
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SCIENTIFIC 
RESEARCH
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CONCERNS AND 
CRITICISM

Being mindful isn’t enough

Skip the present when the 
past and future haunt you

School is for education 
not therapy
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The number of children in school with 
psychological distress have doubled in the 

past 10 years
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BUILDING A 
CULTURE OF 
MINDFUL 
SCHOOLS

Identify 
values

Motivate 
mindfulness

Classroom 
behavior 

management

Adaptive to 
personal 

challenges

Involve staff
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ACT AS A 
MODEL FOR 
CHANGE

History

Research

6 Core Processes

Therapy and Training
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TRADITIONAL PERSPECTIVE OF SUFFERING

Children, given the right circumstances, are 
naturally psychologically healthy, happy and 
content

Psychological pain is abnormal, meaning 
something is wrong that needs to be fixed

If we are suffering due to difficult thoughts, 
feelings, or emotions, then we should (and 
can) avoid, reduce, alter, or eliminate them
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WHAT IS THE WORST THING IN YOUR LIFE 
RIGHT NOW?

How long

How much time

How is it working
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AN ALTERNATE PERSPECTIVE

The normal processes of emotions 
(thoughts, feelings, memories) are 
often destructive, and create 
distress for all of us at some point

If we are suffering, that means 
we are stuck, not broken or sick
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Present Moment

Self-as-context

Acceptance

Defusion

Values

Committed 
action

Psychological 
Flexibility

Mindfulness Obtaining Reinforcers
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PRESENT MOMENT

¡ Living in the here and now

¡ Goal

¡ To attend to what is going on right now, psychologically, emotionally, environmentally

¡ To be aware of thoughts, feelings, emotions, and bodily sensations as they occur 

¡ The Challenge

¡ Our minds remove us from physical stuff to abstract world

¡ Predisposed to fixate on certain parts in environment, including verbal parts

¡ Focusing on events that happened in the past

¡ Worrying about what might happen in the future 

¡ Approach

¡ Redirection to physical world

¡ Noticing parts of the environment that were not attended to

¡ Reminding of values

¡ Example: “Be where your feet are, right here and now”
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PRESENT MOMENT

Schoolwide
Morning announcements engaging 
students to stop, pause, notice thoughts, 
let the past fade away, and concentrate on 
the day and the now of school

Classroom
Prior to test, after transition 
back from playground or lunch, 
pause and just breath.  Attend to 
certain sound, feeling, placement.

21

ACCEPTANCE

¡ The ability to tolerate good and bad situations, experiences, thoughts and emotions without 
trying to make them go away or avoid them

¡ Goal

¡ Tolerating both good and bad (i.e., obtaining reinforcers and losing reinforcers)

¡ Being willing to continue on and keep moving towards a meaningful life

¡ The Challenge

¡ Impulsive behaviors come at the cost of obtaining bigger better things

¡ Sooner smaller consequences override larger later consequences

¡ It feels better to make the bad stuff go away, even if just for a little while

¡ Avoidance or suppression may pay off in the short term, but not the long term

¡ Approach

¡ Bring delays into the present.

¡ “Bad” stuff is ok; Fighting bad stuff won’t make it go away.

¡ Example: “Let’s accept that things are different than we wanted and do our best do move 
forward”
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ACCEPTANCE

Schoolwide
Willingness to handle the lost sporting 
event

Recess is inside due to weather

Final exams this week

Classroom
Just received a difficult 
assignment

The reality of ups and downs of 
the day, the week, our life 

Noticing and letting in thoughts 
that are scary
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DEFUSION
¡ Lessening the dominance of unworkable verbal stimuli and noticing as they are rather than 

as truth

¡ Goal

¡ To reduce the believability or truth of private events 

¡ Letting go of thoughts that get in the way of meaningful behaviors

¡ Stepping back from thoughts and noticing them as not part of self

¡ The Challenge

¡ Becoming attached to thoughts or judgements others or ourselves have about us which 
result in unworkable or nonadaptive behaviors

¡ Discrimination between a thought and the literal world

¡ Thoughts become preservations and inability to discriminate truth from thought

¡ Approach

¡ Making thoughts silly

¡ Accepting that noise in head is just noise

¡ Example:  “Are you letting your thoughts and feelings control you right now? Try stepping 
back from those thoughts and focus on your values”
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DEFUSION

Schoolwide
Ideas?

Classroom
Ideas?
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VALUES

¡ Life directions or ideals that are intrinsically reinforcing 

¡ Goal

¡ Focus on what is important, regardless of everything else going on, in order to contact 
reinforcement

¡ Moving life in a direction of value and worth

¡ The Challenge

¡ Easy to lose sight of delayed or future reinforcers

¡ Feeling like nothing is important 

¡ Abstract concept, and is at odds with more immediate reinforcers

¡ Approach

¡ Re-configure values as “stuff” that can be bigger than physical things as child becomes 
more advanced

¡ Example: “You are doing things that are moving you closer to your value of X. Keep doing 
those things and chasing that value!”
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VALUES

Schoolwide
Ideas?

Classroom
Ideas?
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COMMITTED ACTION 
¡ Engaging in a pattern of behavior that align with one’s values 

¡ Goal

¡ Continue engaging in meaningful behaviors and move closer to one’s values despite all 
other challenges and obstacles 

¡ Focus on value-based, adaptive behavior change 

¡ Keep engaging in behavior that moves towards values

¡ The Challenge

¡ It is easy to give up

¡ The behavior may not feel important in the moment

¡ Easy to give up after one failure

¡ Kids don’t like to lose. Failure is a cue for more failure

¡ Approach

¡ Its ok to mess up.  Its ok to be a gigantic mess today.  No consequences from prior days.

¡ Example:  “You enjoy free time, right? We need to finish working nicely in order to get closer 
to free time. Not working and not following rules get us farther away from free time.”
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COMMITTED ACTION 

Schoolwide
Ideas?

Classroom
Ideas?
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SELF-AS-CONTEXT
¡ The “you” which remains constant across time, place, and 

experiences

¡ Goal

¡ To recognize that we can continue being our true self no 
matter what we do or go through 

¡ Finding the real you that transcends different contexts

¡ The Challenge

¡ We believe things about ourselves based on things that we 
have done or events we have experienced

¡ It is easy for children believe things said about them 

¡ Abstract concept. Real self??

¡ Approach

¡ Good / bad person?  

¡ The person we are sometimes – vs – the person we are most 
of the time

¡ Example: “Dumb is just a word we might think about ourselves 
sometimes. But you are Bobby, and Bobby can finish this 
worksheet.”
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SELF-AS-CONTEXT

Schoolwide
Ideas?

Classroom
Ideas?
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THE ACT QUESTION

¡ In this moment, are you – not the stories you tell 
yourself – but you, ready to show up to what you are 
experiencing without defenses, move your life in a 
direction you value, and when you find yourself off-
path, gently return to the direction you value?
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THE ACT QUESTION – FOR CHILDREN

Right now,

can you 
accept 
what is 

going on,

commit to 
the things 

you want in 
your life,

and try 
really hard

to get 
them,

no matter 
what?
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ACT DAILY 
LESSONS
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ACT DAILY 
LESSONS
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OUTCOMES

Improvements in Mindfulness

Improvements in Classroom Behavior

Improvements in State Test Scores

Improvements in Staff Engagement
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IMPROVEMENTS IN MINDFULNESS
226 children in public 
middle school exposed to 
AIM for the entire school 
year.

Before and after data of:

Mindfulness (Left)

Flexibility (Right)
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STATE TEST SCORES RISE
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CHANGING CLASSROOM BEHAVIOR
AIM implemented in 
a single classroom

Evaluated 
challenging 
behavior (right)

Flexibility 
before/after AND 
compared to non-
AIM room (right)
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SCHOOLWIDE ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE IMPROVES

¡ 226 Middle School Children

¡ Measures

¡ State standards for reading and math yearly testing

¡ Pre-Test/Post-Test with Natural Comparisons

¡ School performance two years prior to AIM

¡ District and State comparisons
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STAFF INTERACT DIFFERENTLY

¡ 3 paraprofessionals

¡ Measures

¡ Staff initiated interactions with clients

¡ Accuracy of data collection 

¡ Single subject design

¡ Baseline

¡ Brief PM activities before work 
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AIM WITH 
STAFF (ISSEN ET 
AL., 2021)
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SCHOOLWIDE SUPPORT
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FLEXIBILITY AND 
INFLEXIBILITY

44



2/24/22

23

WHAT IS COMING SOON TO THE AIM UNIVERSE?

175 NEW LESSONS DIFFERENTIATED 
INSTRUCTION

WORKSHEET / QUIZ 
TO EVALUATE 
COMPETENCY

MINDFUL EXPLORERS 
FOR YOUNGER 

STUDENTS
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THE NEW LESSONS

Literal vs. Relational World

Complexity of Activity

Links to Supplemental Content
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LITERAL OR 
RELATIONAL 
WORLD

Can the student derive?

Can the student understand 
metaphor?

Can the student perspective take?

Can the student show empathy?
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MAKING IT 
EVEN MORE FUN 

FOR LITTLE 
KIDS
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And Teens!
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BRINGING ACT 
TO LIFE
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