
7/30/19

1

Mindfulness and Autism in 
the Classroom

Presented by Kate McGinnity, Autism Specialist
Oconomowoc Autism Institute

2019

This morning’s agenda:

• Mindfulness, defined and experienced
• A wee bit about research
• A few “hows and whys”

• Starting with, where does mindfulness fit into the autism processing 
schema?

What does it mean to be mindful, and 
why is it useful in a support role?

Mindfulness, by definition

• a mental state achieved by focusing one's awareness on the present 
moment, while calmly acknowledging and accepting one's feelings, 
thoughts, and bodily sensations

• What does it mean to be mindful? ... Merriam-Webster 
defines mindfulness as “the practice of maintaining a nonjudgmental 
state of heightened or complete awareness of one's thoughts, 
emotions, or experiences on a moment-to-moment basis.” 
Basically, mindfulness means being aware of and controlling your 
experience.

HOLD BREATH IN

HOLD BREATH OUT

Getting Focused

“By learning how their brains respond to stress and by practicing 
strategies for quieting their minds, students become better at self-
regulating, increase their capacity for absorbing information and 
improve their relationship skills.”

The MindUp Curriculum
Hawn Foundation, 2014
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What is STRESS?
The physiological 
reaction of the body to 
life situations which can 
be both happy events or 
unhappy events. 

Hans Selye

WE’RE HAVING A BABY!

I GOT ANOTHER TICKET!

WE’RE ENGAGED!

THE BASEMENT FLOODED!

SHE’S GRADUATING!

STRESS’ close cousin…ANXIETY
Anxiety: a state of 
apprehension,
uncertainty, and fear resulting 
from the anticipation of a 
realistic or fantasized
threatening event or situation, 
often impairing physical and 
psychological functioning.

“The sky is falling!”

“Autism is anxiety (and stress, 
sic) looking for a target. Autism 
and anxiety go hand-in-hand. 
Autism affects a person’s ability 
to communicate with others or 
to understand the world around 
him, and that’s bound to cause 
anxiety and panic sometimes.”

-Dr. Tony Atwood

Understanding the stressed brain (MindUp, 
2011) THREAT

THR
EAT

Under Pressure

“No one really understands what the emotional 
suffering of a person with autism is like.  It is the 

confusion that results from not being able to 
understand the world around me, which, I think 
causes all fear.  This fear then brings about the 

need to withdraw.”
-Jolliffe, Landsdown, & Robinson, 1992

-Artwork by Donna Williams
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My nervous system was constantly 
under stress.  I was like a frightened 
animal, and every little thing 
triggered a fear reaction. 

-Grandin, 2006

Contributing Factors to Stress and 
Autism
• Differences with sensory processing
• Anxiety in social situations
• Social Isolation
• Difficulties with changes 
• Movement differences
• Inconsistent ability to access communication 

Research:

• Spek, van Ham, & Nyklicek (2013) found that individuals with autism 
who used mindfulness found increased positive affect/feeling and 
decreased depression/anxiety.

• Sizoo and Kuiper (2017) found equal/similar results in treating anxiety 
and depression in people w/ ASD by using Mindfulness techniques 
versus Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT).

Research:

• Flook, et al (2007) found that teachers who used mindfulness in their 
classrooms reported being happier and experiencing less burnout 
than their colleagues not using mindfulness.

For learners with autism, make mindfulness

•Concrete
• Visual, video, ‘set the scene’

•Routine
• Schedule it; incorporate into transitions and other 

trouble spots throughout the day
•Practice is the key

• Nonjudgmental and encouraging

-Amanda Tami, The Johnson Center for Child Health and 
Development
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Incorporating Mindfulness into the Classroom

• Prior to testing, to increase focus 
and executive function
• When transitioning to 

classrooms or content 
areas/activities
• After announcements, all school 

assemblies, pep rallies, recess, 
etc.
• Mindfulness breaks whenever 

you or your students need them

• 10 minutes of calm (thank you 
Erin)

• Mindful minute

A couple ideas

• Mindfulness bell
• Mindful Minute

A few helpful resources

• Mindfulness and Neural 
Integration: Daniel Siegel, MD 
at TEDxStudioCityED

• Mindfulness and ASD webinar by 
Amanda Tami, The Johnson 
Center for Child Health and 
Development

Additional References

• Stress and Coping in Autism by M. Grace Baron, June Groden, Gerald Groden, and Lewis P. 
Lipsitt
(Hardcover - Jul 13, 2006)
• YogaKids: Educating the Whole Child Through Yoga by Marsha Wenig and Susan Andrews
(Paperback - Oct 1, 2003)
• Coping with stress through picture rehearsal: A how-to manual for working with 
individuals with
autism and developmental disabilities by Groden, J., LeVasseur, P., Diller, A., & Cautela, J. 
(2001)
• Cognitive Picture Rehearsal, Affirmations and Yoga, presented by Hoeme, McGinnity & Negri 
(2008)
• Incorporating Yoga in the Classroom, presented by Hoeme and Negri (2009)
• Ready, Set, Relax : A Research-Based Program of Relaxation, Learning and Self-Esteem for 
Children


