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Abstract 

During the fall of 2017, the varsity cross country team of 28 boys at Roxbury Latin participated 

in an exploration of discovering the benefits of incorporating a mindful minute at the beginning of 

their daily practice. As a teacher in boys’ schools for 23 years, I have seen how stressors 

negatively impact boys, and I hoped to teach boys a way to reduce their stress and improve 

sports performance through mindfulness. This action research aimed to evaluate the changes in 

adaptability of the boys in response to the introduction of a mindfulness technique at cross 

country practices. Through the analysis and interpretation of the boys’ responses to 

questionnaires and interviews, it became clear that the boys experienced positive changes 

associated with the mindful minute, such as reduced stress, improved athletics performance, 

and a beneficial separation of the school day and sports practice. The results of the project are 

significant and have convinced me to continue the incorporation of a mindful minute at daily 

cross country practice and in my classroom. Because the project was easy to incorporate, the 

boys benefited so much, and the results were so striking, I have shared my findings with my 

colleagues at Roxbury Latin, and I seek to help other educators replicate the practice. 

Introduction 

Stress is an inevitable reality, a natural fact of life, and as an educator in a boys’ school, I see 

daily how boys experience and ineffectively manage stress in their academic, athletic, and social 

activities. I firmly believe that as a teacher and a coach, I am in a powerful position to help boys 

learn how to reduce the negative impact of stress. They will face stress in their social lives, in 

college, and in their careers. Learning to adjust to stress with a positive mindset creates 
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adaptability in boys. Therefore, building self-confidence in handling stress will be beneficial to 

boys during their school years and beyond.  

As a teacher with 23 years of experience at boys’ schools, I was interested in helping the boys 

develop the adaptive behavior of reducing stress through mindfulness. More specifically, as a 

coach of a competitive, upper level cross country team, I sought to provide the boys on my 

teams with an athletic edge, improve their study habits, and provide them with a life-long skill 

and an adaptive behavior. While my action research focused on the impact of a mindful minute 

as the boys prepared for cross country running, my great hope was that over the eight-week 

season, there would be a transferability in the skills they developed, especially in high pressure 

situations (or stressors) like public speaking and high-stakes exams. 

This action research project looked at upper level boys and the use of a daily mindful minute at 

varsity cross country practice to encourage a positive and successful management of stress. 

The Literature Review 

While much of the existing research on the impact of mindfulness has focused on the academic 

setting, there is a growing body of research on a mindful approach to sports performance. As 

schools are interested in exploring the benefits of mindfulness, there has been tremendous and 

rapid growth in adding mindfulness to the curriculum in schools across the globe. For example, 

in the United States in just the past ten years, 25,000 teachers have been trained by one 

organization, Mindful Schools. There are similar organizations in countries like Australia, 

Canada, South Africa, and the United Kingdom.  In their very recent book, Mindful Sport 

Performance Enhancement: Mental Training for Athletes and Coaches, Kaufman, Glass, and Pineau 

(2017) note that, “Mindfulness is now increasingly introduced for children in elementary and 

middle schools” (Chapter 11, Future Directions for MSPE Research, para. 4). Kaufman et al. also 

write, “it has taken almost 40 years for mindfulness to have made its way into medicine and 

health care and become widely accepted” (Foreword, para. 5). Rechtschaffen, in his 2014 book, 

The Way of Mindful Education: Cultivating Wellbeing in Teachers and Students, summarizes the 

benefits of mindfulness saying, “practicing mindfulness regularly supports immune function, 

cognitive development, attention skills, and emotional regulation; promotes happiness; and 
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even make us more empathic” (p. 4). He goes on to say, “research on mindfulness in youth has 

been shown to raise test scores, reduce impulsivity, enhance well-being, and build executive 

functioning” (p. 5). 

Because of its established benefits, my plan was to use just a minute or so of mindfulness at the 

beginning of daily cross country practice. While a mindful minute is short, the benefits are 

reinforced by the literature. David (2009), in Mindful Teaching and Teaching Mindfulness: A Guide 

for Anyone Who Teaches Anything, notes, “in the beginning, a few minutes to practice mindfulness 

can feel like an eternity, so using short sessions is appropriate” (p. 13). After a few days of trying 

the mindful minute, I sensed a great deal of cooperation and attention from the boys. This 

aligned with Rechtschaffen’s (2014) suggestion that, “scheduling a formal mindful moment in 

the beginning of the day is conducive to group cohesion and will help everyone feel more safe 

and attentive” (p. 96). 

As a runner and coach, I have been interested in the use of mindfulness and visualization in 

cross country for the past 35 years. I agree with Kaufman et al. who note the “mental training 

paradox, referring to the widespread phenomenon that, despite general acknowledgement of the 

importance of the mental game, athletes and coaches rarely dedicate the time to engage in 

systematic mental practice” (2017, Overview). Other researchers not mindfulness “helps players 

focus, heightens sensory awareness, and supports confidence in play… and an amazing number 

of athletes now practice mindfulness, including LeBron James, the Seattle Seahawks, and the 

Women’s Olympic gold medal hockey team” (Rechtschaffen, 2016, p. 60).  

The literature shows that boys will benefit from consistent, regular practice of mindfulness over 

a few weeks. The eight-week season for my action research, therefore, seemed suitable for 

effecting change. In their study, Yook, Kang, and Park (2017) found, “the positive changes in 

psychological attributes such as self-esteem, resilience, and happiness took place in a relatively 

short period of time of 8 weeks” (p. 112), while Beauchemin, Hutchins, and Patterson (2008) 

noted vast improvements among participants’ anxiety, social skills, and academic performance 

upon completion of a five-week intervention using mindfulness meditation. Furthermore, Burns 

(2016) notes that regular practice of meditation can be beneficial for people facing an 
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increasingly speedy, complex, and competitive society through six self-perceived benefits of 

mindfulness meditation practice: improved self-knowledge; mental clarity and calmness; ability 

to stay in the moment; reduced stress, worry, and feelings of social anxiety; reduced feelings of 

fear and anger; and, an enhanced appreciation for the natural environment. These benefits are 

echoed by Rechtschaffen (2016) who notes:  

Champion sports teams and Olympic athletes practice mindfulness because they 

say it helps them relax their stress and slow down their thoughts to enter into a 

flow state, an experience where they are more present in their bodies and attuned 

to the world around them. (p. 5) 

Helping boys in academic and athletic settings be more attuned to the world around them 

seemed, therefore, an appropriate action to facilitate adaptive behavior. 

Research Context 

Roxbury Latin is located in Boston, Massachusetts. There are 300 boys enrolled in the school, 

which comprises Grades 7-12. The school is the country’s oldest in continuous operation 

(founded in 1645) and strives to prepare boys for service to God and community. I serve as the 

school’s librarian, archivist, and as a history teacher. I also coach cross country in the fall and 

track in the spring, and I conducted the action research in that athletic context. 

The participants in my action research were the 28-upper level cross country runners. It is a team 

that I coach six days a week each year, from late August through mid-November. At the first 

practice of the season, I distributed a consent form based on the IBSC template and secured the 

permission of the boys’ parents/guardians. Anonymity was preserved during this process.  

The Action 

The typical cross country practice at Roxbury Latin involves boys completing a warmup run and 

a stretching routine followed by the coaches’ instructions for the day’s practice.  For this action 

research project, the change that I implemented was to guide the boys through a mindful minute 

after they received their instructions. The boys were encouraged to get in a comfortable position 

and to quiet down. They were instructed to “clear their minds,” “relax their bodies,” and 
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“prepare for what’s coming next.” I felt that it was important to conduct the mindful minute 

after the boys knew how intense (or not) their practice or race was going to be. At the conclusion 

of the mindful minute, the boys were told to get ready and enjoy their run. By teaching 

mindfulness, educators can help boys do two important things: reduce unwanted stress and 

handle unavoidable stress more effectively. 

Data Collection 

For this action research’s qualitative data collection, boys described their experiences of 

incorporating a daily mindful minute at cross country practice through questionnaires, group 

interviews, (near) weekly reflections, and descriptive surveys. Collectively, these data showed 

the participants’ verbal and written expressions and my observations and field notes. I was most 

interested to see if the data (in surveys, questionnaires, interviews, etc.) showed a change in the 

boys’ mental approaches to handling various situations they face in cross country throughout 

the season. For example, the boys had to adapt to various challenges, such as demanding cross 

country courses, different types of practices, and intense levels of competition.  

After securing permission from the boys and their parents to participate, one of the first 

methods of data collection used was a survey on previous experiences with mindfulness to 

gauge and understand their familiarity with the topic. Once the action research began in earnest, 

written feedback two days after their initial races was collected. During the middle weeks of the 

season, dates were recorded from structured and unstructured field observations. Towards the 

end of the season, participants completed a questionnaire, and there were two focus group 

interviews, which were recorded by video. During these interviews, the boys were kept in their 

practice groups as they appeared to be most comfortable and forthcoming in their responses 

because trust among teammates had been established previously.  

Although I was working with upper level boys on a varsity team, most of the boys did not have 

any experience with mindfulness. In a pre-survey of 24 boys, ten reported that they had “not 

much experience” and six boys had only “a little experience.” Only two boys said they had “a 

good bit of experience” and six noted that they had “some experience with mindfulness.” When 

asked what students hope to gain from mindfulness, there were three notable areas: a desire to 
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reduce anxiety/stress (n=11); a desire to improve performance (n=9); and a desire to have the 

right mindset (n=7). When I asked for specific outcomes or results the boys hoped to achieve by 

using mindfulness, the following statements were notable: Boy A said, “I want to reduce my 

stress.”; Boy B “would like to separate school from sports.”; and, Boy C said, “I would love to be 

able to visualize improved performance.” From my own experience of using mindfulness in 

academic, social, and athletic settings, I believed that each outcome was attainable.  

While the focus of my research was limited to the boys' mental attitude toward cross country 

and their approach to the various workouts and races with a balanced mind, I imagined there 

would be tangential information regarding potential crossover to other areas of pressure they 

face including preparing for academic tests, public speaking, and debates.  

Data Analysis 

The collected data from the surveys, open-ended questions, and video interviews were recorded, 

transcribed, and tabulated. One of the questions on the pre-project survey was designed to 

identify the hopes and goals of the boys that could then be used to generate central questions for 

the upcoming weeks. This method allowed questions to weave throughout the action research 

process and all relevant data from the responses were similarly coded and categorized each 

week of the cross country season. The central questions for pre- and post- project surveys, 

questionnaires, open-ended responses, focus groups, and video interviews included:  

1. How were the boys using mindfulness? 

2. What was their approach to incorporating mindfulness? 

3. What were any changes the boys noticed as a result of incorporating 

mindfulness into their daily lives?  

The data collected from the boys’ surveys, reflections, and interviews, as well as my own field 

notes and observations, were then interpreted and organized into category themes (Stringer, 

2014). Three themes emerged from the coding and categorization of the qualitative data: Using 

mindfulness to relax, using mindfulness to improve performance, and using mindfulness to 

enhance other practices and daily routines. 
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Discussion of Results 

Three themes emerged from the coding and categorization of the qualitative data: 

The boys used mindfulness to relax  

Data from the pre-project survey showed that the vast majority of the boys did not have prior 

experience with mindfulness. As this pre-project survey was important in framing the context of 

the action research process, it was vital to review the data. Of the 24 participants who completed 

the pre-project survey, six had “a little experience,” ten had “no experience,” six had “some 

experience,” and two had “a good bit of experience.” Eighteen of the 24 boys noted their hopes 

to reduce stress, while 16 sought better performance (or the right mindset toward races), and 

three boys hoped to separate their school day from athletic practice. A response I did not 

anticipate was that Boy R hoped to “build teamwork.” Notable comments regarding concerns of 

the implementation of mindfulness included that it was “not running” (Boy D) and one boy (Boy 

M) directly questioned, “Will it pay off?” 

During the first data collection activity in which the boys anonymously wrote on index cards 

their answers to “How are you using mindfulness?”, the themes of relaxation and developing a 

good mindset for the races emerged. Of 24 participants, responses from 15 boys fit into the 

“improved performance through the right mindset” category. Boy C said, “I use the time to 

visualize and mentally prepare for the race ahead of me,” while Boy G said, “I am using the 

mindful minute to get locked onto the task ahead of me. I let go of everything but the next half 

an hour,” and, finally, Boy J said, “I use it to prepare mentally to run.” Seven boys noted they 

were using mindfulness to relax and reduce anxiety with Boy E saying he was “Stepping away 

from the ‘grind’ a moment, being relaxed about whatever I’m about to do.” Boy L said, “I use 

the mindful minute to relax my mind and don’t worry about what’s to come.” 

During the third week of the season, when asked to complete the statement: “Mindfulness helps 

me to...” some of the notable responses included Boy H who said, “Concentrate. To put myself 

in the right mindset. To think about the race.” Similarly, Boy L said, “[It helps me] manage 

pacing and breathing, allowing me to run at a consistent speed.” Regarding being more relaxed, 

Boy K said, “I use mindfulness to get out of my thoughts for a minute.” Interestingly, five boys 
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noted an overlap of the previous ideas about improved performance coupled with being more 

relaxed. For example, Boy L said mindfulness helps him to “visualize my run beforehand. Relax 

before running. Put the day behind me.” Likewise, Boy S said, “[Mindfulness helps me to] relax 

and clear my head before a run.” Boy Z noted he can “relax, remind myself to stay controlled at 

the start and pick off guys in the woods.” 

The boys used mindfulness to improve performance 

The trend of the boys noting a relationship between mindfulness and improved performance 

continued to develop during the season. During the fifth week, the largest coded area for data 

responses was on noted improvement in mental preparation or “mental toughness” (the boys’ 

words) for the races. Regarding mental toughness, Boy W stated, “I started to think and map out 

specifically more and it feels like a smarter race, not just more relaxed.” The second theme of 

reduced stress continued. As an example, Boy R said, “Mindfulness has made it easier to control 

my breathing and it has allowed me to get into a meditative state of mind quickly.” 

In the performance category, Boy G, said, “I am able to put all of my concentration into running 

by clearing my head during the mindful minute. The visualization helps, but most of all, I am 

able to stay focused in the middle of a race, when I’d be most likely to zone out.” Similarly, Boy 

W said, “I am able to prepare myself for the suffering to come and I’m no longer anxious for 

races.” One respondent did note his lack of improved performance, but categorized himself as 

more relaxed saying, “I am able to relax myself, not to run much faster” (Boy N). Important 

statements regarding the transfer of adaptable behavior into other areas included: Boy F said, 

“I’m able to keep perspective and focus better. Especially in U.S. History,” and Boy J noted a 

change as a result of the mindful minute saying, “I can let unrelated thoughts not come to me 

more easily.” Similarly, Boy B said, “I’m able to clear my mind, remove expectations, be in the 

moment.” Continuing on transferring of relaxation to other areas of life, Boy R said, “Mindful 

minute experiences in cross country have encouraged me at home to take some silent time to 

destress after a long day.” 

The boys used mindfulness to enhance other daily routines/in social and academic settings 
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When asked if there are any ways or areas of their lives in which they found themselves using a 

mindful minute, the boys’ responses included academics (ten), sleep (seven), other sports (five), 

and public speaking moments (two). Relevant statements about transferring the technique of 

mindfulness to other area of the boys’ lives included: “I use it to relax before bed and sometimes 

before a speech or concert” (Boy K); “In between classes. During free [periods] it helps to calm 

myself for a short time” (Boy P); and “Sometimes before I go to sleep or before studying for a 

test to clear my mind” (Boy Y). Boy J concluded, “Before mindfulness, my sleep positions were 

crazy. I moved a lot. And now, I do what I do in mindfulness and just focus on breathing and 

calming down.” 

Conclusion 

At the conclusion of the season, a post-process survey gauged participants’ reactions toward the 

incorporation of a mindful minute before daily practice. Of the 19 respondents who answered a 

question about their mindfulness experiences, 11 noted that it was positive and eight said that it 

was very positive. Similarly, changes associated with mindfulness were described as neutral 

(one); positive (14); very positive (four).  

When asked to describe any changes associated with mindfulness, the themes of 

relaxing/reducing stress re-appeared as the most noticeable with 11 participants, while nine boys 

noted race performance or change in race mindset as the second most common theme. Sample 

statements regarding relaxing/reducing stress included:  

“It let me regroup before a run/workout. It also lets me put the rest of the day 

and all of the stress in life behind me” (Boy B). 

“[It helped me to] calm down before races, get my mind off school work and 

[develop a] quieter mindset for running” (Boy G).  

“[It was] very relaxing, stress relieving” (Boy L).  

Sample statements regarding change in race mindset or developing better focus 

included:  
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“The mindful minute helped me focus during races and get in the right 

mindset” (Boy N). 

“It helps me to treat races just like practice, thus allowing me to remain calm” 

(Boy S).   

“Whether I used the mindful minute to catch up on some rest or to visualize my 

run, mindful minute was always helpful to me before my run” (Boy J). 

 “I am more mentally prepared for the race” (Boy C). 

There were, of course, criticisms and concerns about mindfulness noted by the boys and these 

included Boy U who said, “I wish we were given more independence, about doing mindfulness 

not necessarily as a group every time….” And, Boy T said, “I haven’t noticed any change, but it 

hasn’t hurt.” 

Still, I firmly believe that incorporating a mindful minute at the beginning of an athletic practice 

(or class period) would be easily accomplished and hugely beneficial for the boys. The 

sacrificing of a minute is easily justified as the benefits include improving relaxation, changing 

the boys’ attitudes, and developing adaptive behaviors toward stressors.  

Reflection Statement 

As a result of my participation in this action research project, I feel reinforced that, what I believe 

to work for me as a stress-relaxation technique can be beneficial to boys. I also feel justified in my 

coaching philosophy that improved mental attitude can have significant benefits in athletic 

performance. On a broader level, I value action research as a methodology for implementing and 

tracking educational strategies by an individual teacher or an institution. The results of those 

projects by the individual teacher or institution can then be shared with similar institutions.  

Although preparing for and conducting the action research itself took little time, there was 

certainly more added to my already busy schedule with the report writing and data collection.  

While I was thoroughly supported by my school mentor, Phil Kokotailo, Roxbury Latin’s Dean 

of Faculty, and by my IBSC Action Research Team Leader, Trish Cislak, I was profoundly 

encouraged by the adaptability of the boys on the team. They fully bought into trying a new 
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experience of adding a mindful minute to their practice and race routines, and they shared 

thoughtful reflections, which showed how seriously they embarked on this journey with me.  
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