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Introduction

The study reviewed in the original essay examines whether a classroom-based social and emotional
learning program incorporating mindfulness can improve children’s cognitive control, stress
regulation, peer relationships, and academic outcomes. The description closely matches Kimberly
Schonert-Reichl and colleagues’ randomized study of the MindUP program involving ninety-nine
fourth- and fifth-grade students in four classrooms. The original response correctly identifies the
comparison groups, salivary cortisol, executive-function measures, peer reports, self-reports, and
mathematics grades. It incorrectly cites a different pilot study by Mackey and colleagues, treats fourth
and fifth grade as the “optimum age for puberty,” and assumes that different teachers automatically
invalidate the findings. A rigorous review should identify the actual research question, examine
assignment and measurement, distinguish statistical results from broad educational claims, and
consider whether the program can be implemented safely and equitably. The study is promising, but
its small number of classrooms and multiple outcomes require cautious interpretation (Schonert-
Reichl et al., 2015).

Article Identification and Purpose

Schonert-Reichl and colleagues evaluated a social and emotional learning curriculum that included
short mindfulness practices, attention training, perspective taking, gratitude, kindness, and prosocial
classroom activities. The study asked whether students receiving the program would demonstrate
stronger executive functions, healthier stress physiology, greater empathy and optimism, more
prosocial behavior, less aggression, and improved academic performance compared with students
receiving the school’s usual social-responsibility program. The purpose was not to prove that
mindfulness alone causes every outcome. MindUP is a multicomponent curriculum, so any effect could
arise from attention practice, teacher interaction, peer activities, expectations, or their combination.

Participants and Setting

The sample included ninety-nine students in four fourth- and fifth-grade classrooms. This is a
meaningful classroom study but a small cluster design. Students within one classroom share the same
teacher, peers, schedule, and environment, so their observations are not statistically independent in
the same way as ninety-nine unrelated individuals. The effective number of assignment units is closer
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to the number of classrooms than the number of children. A study with only four clusters can produce
imbalances in teacher style or classroom composition even when assignment is randomized. The
sample also limits generalization to other ages, regions, languages, school resources, and cultural
settings.

Comparison Condition

The comparison group received a regular social-responsibility curriculum rather than no instruction.
This is a strength because it helps distinguish the added program from ordinary maturation and some
effects of receiving structured classroom content. However, the two conditions may differ in novelty,
instructor enthusiasm, time spent, and student expectations. An ideal active comparison would match
contact time, teacher support, engaging activities, and perceived importance while excluding the
mindfulness-specific components. The closer the comparison, the more confidently researchers can
identify which elements matter.

Intervention Content

The MindUP curriculum combines brief mindful-attention exercises with lessons about the brain,
emotional awareness, perspective taking, gratitude, and kindness. This breadth makes the program
educationally practical but scientifically complicated. If students improve, the study cannot determine
whether breathing practice, social discussion, teacher warmth, repeated reflection, or group
cooperation produced the result. Component studies could compare mindfulness-only, social-
emotional learning-only, combined, and active-control conditions. Schools do not always need this
degree of separation to choose a useful program, but researchers need it to make precise causal
claims.

Executive-Function Measures

Executive functions include inhibitory control, working memory, cognitive flexibility, planning, and the
ability to regulate attention toward a goal. The study reported improvement on selected executive-
function tasks among students receiving MindUP. These laboratory-style tasks provide more objective
evidence than self-report alone, yet they do not automatically prove improved performance in every
classroom activity. Transfer is a central question. A child may improve on a computerized inhibition
task without showing sustained gains in reading, organization, or behavior. Future research should
include teacher-blinded observations and ecologically valid tasks while avoiding measures that
overlap too closely with what was practiced (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2015).
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Stress Physiology and Salivary Cortisol

Cortisol is a hormone involved in the body’s stress-response system and daily rhythm. Salivary
samples can be collected without needles, making them practical in school research. Interpretation is
not simple. Cortisol changes by time of day, sleep, food, illness, medication, puberty, and recent
activity. A single higher or lower value is not inherently healthy. The study’s physiological results
should therefore be interpreted in relation to collection timing, baseline patterns, and the full design.
The original review treats a change as straightforward proof that stress decreased. A better
conclusion is that the program was associated with a potentially meaningful difference in one
physiological indicator that requires replication.

Social and Emotional Qutcomes

Students receiving MindUP reported or were rated as showing stronger empathy, optimism, prosocial
behavior, and peer acceptance and lower aggression or depressive symptoms on some measures.
Using several informants is a strength because children, teachers, and peers observe different
behavior. Each source also has bias. Teachers knew which curriculum they delivered and may have
expected improvement. Peer nominations can be influenced by popularity and classroom dynamics.
Self-reports depend on comprehension and willingness to disclose. Convergence across independent
sources is more persuasive than a result from one questionnaire, but results must still be considered
in light of the number of tests performed.

Academic Performance

The study reported a difference in mathematics achievement or grades favoring the intervention. This
finding is attractive because schools need evidence linked with learning, but grades can reflect
teacher judgment, classroom assignment, effort, and curriculum coverage. If different teachers
assigned grades, teacher effects become especially important. Standardized measures or blinded
scoring would strengthen the claim. The result should not be summarized as proof that mindfulness
raises all academic achievement. A plausible interpretation is that improved regulation or classroom
climate may support learning, but the pathway and durability remain uncertain.

Multiple Outcomes and Statistical Caution

The researchers examined many cognitive, physiological, emotional, social, and academic outcomes.
Testing numerous hypotheses raises the probability that some results appear significant by chance. A
strong report should identify primary outcomes in advance, adjust or interpret for multiple
comparisons, and present effect sizes with confidence intervals. Statistical significance does not show
that a difference is educationally large. Readers should ask how much the scores changed, whether
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the change matters in practice, and whether it persisted. Selective attention to positive findings can
create a stronger impression than the complete results justify.

Teacher Effects

The original critique correctly notices that different teachers can affect outcomes, but the implication
needs refinement. Teachers are part of real classroom implementation, so variation does not make
the study invalid. It does make it difficult to separate program effects from teacher characteristics
when only four classrooms participate. Teachers may differ in experience, warmth, discipline, fidelity,
and enthusiasm. A larger cluster-randomized trial with many teachers could estimate average
program effects and test whether implementation quality changes outcomes. Observers blinded to
condition could rate fidelity and classroom climate.

The Puberty Critique

The claim that fourth and fifth grade is an “optimum” age for puberty and that biological development
may explain the results is not a convincing limitation as stated. Developmental changes do occur
during late childhood, but both groups were measured over the same period. Random assignment
and a comparison condition are designed to account for ordinary maturation. Pubertal timing could
still vary among individuals and interact with stress or emotion, but it would need to be measured
rather than assumed. A stronger critique focuses on cluster number, baseline equivalence,
measurement, fidelity, and generalizability.

Internal Validity

Internal validity concerns whether observed differences can reasonably be attributed to the
intervention. Random allocation strengthens causal inference, while pre- and post-testing helps
assess change. Threats include the small number of classrooms, teacher effects, lack of blinding,
attrition, unequal implementation, and contamination if teachers share material. Researchers should
report whether groups differed at baseline, how missing observations were handled, and whether
students were analyzed according to original assignment. A transparent flow diagram and
preregistered analysis would improve confidence.

External Validity

External validity concerns whether findings apply beyond the study. Ninety-nine students in one
setting cannot represent every elementary school. Program effects may depend on culture, class size,
teacher preparation, schedule, family attitudes, and existing support. A curriculum that works in a
relatively stable school may function differently where students face high mobility, language barriers,

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 4



@ ’ACADEMIC

inadequate counseling, or community trauma. Replication should include urban, rural, multilingual,
Indigenous, and disability-inclusive settings and should examine both benefits and discomfort.

What Later Research Suggests

Systematic reviews generally find small and variable benefits from school-based mindfulness for
attention, stress, anxiety, or social-emotional outcomes. Study quality and program design differ
considerably. The large MYRIAD trial reported that universal school mindfulness training did not
outperform ordinary social-emotional provision on its primary mental-health outcome and could be
less helpful for some students. This does not invalidate the MindUP study. It shows that promising
small trials do not guarantee broad effectiveness when programs are delivered at scale. Schools
should pilot, evaluate, and offer alternatives rather than adopting mindfulness as a universal cure
(Dunning et al., 2019; Kuyken et al., 2022).

Trauma-Sensitive Implementation

Focusing internally on breath or bodily sensation can be uncomfortable for students experiencing
trauma, panic, dissociation, respiratory concerns, or hypervigilance. A trauma-sensitive program
offers choices: eyes open, attention to sounds, movement, feet on the floor, or quiet observation of an
object. Students should not be forced to disclose personal experiences or punished for declining.
Instructors need procedures for distress and referral to qualified support. Mindfulness is an
educational practice, not psychotherapy, and classroom teachers should not be expected to treat
mental disorders.

Cultural and Religious Responsiveness

Mindfulness-based programs are adapted from contemplative traditions, especially Buddhism, but
school curricula are commonly presented in secular language. Schools should communicate origins
honestly while making clear that students are not required to adopt a religious belief. Families should
receive understandable information and a genuine alternative. Cultural responsiveness also means
avoiding the message that children must become calm in response to injustice. Emotional regulation
can help students choose effective action, but schools remain responsible for addressing racism,
bullying, unsafe conditions, and exclusion (Zenner et al., 2014).

A Stronger Replication Design

A stronger study would recruit many schools and randomize enough classrooms to balance teacher
and school effects. It would preregister primary outcomes, use an active comparison matched for time
and attention, blind assessors where possible, document fidelity, and measure adverse experiences.
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Follow-up at six and twelve months would test durability. Academic outcomes would include
standardized or independently scored work. Qualitative interviews would ask students and families
what felt useful, irrelevant, or uncomfortable. Cost and teacher workload should also be measured
because an effective program that schools cannot sustain has limited practical value.

Recommendation for Educators

The study justifies cautious experimentation, not automatic district-wide adoption. A school can begin
with a small, time-limited pilot led by trained staff. The purpose and alternatives should be explained,
and student feedback should shape practice. Outcomes can include attention, belonging, stress,
discipline equity, and learning, not only quiet behavior. Mindfulness should complement strong
teaching, counseling, special education, physical activity, family partnership, and structural support. If
students show no benefit or report discomfort, the program should be revised or discontinued rather
than defended because it is fashionable.

Conclusion

The MindUP research provides promising evidence that a classroom program combining mindfulness
and social-emotional learning may support selected executive, stress, peer, emotional, and academic
outcomes among fourth- and fifth-grade students. Its randomized comparison and multiple types of
measurement are important strengths. The small sample of four classrooms, teacher differences,
numerous outcomes, limited blinding, and uncertain generalizability require restraint. Puberty is not a
credible explanation for the group differences without direct measurement, and the article should not
be confused with the Mackey cognitive-skill pilot. Later large-scale research shows that school
mindfulness effects are variable. Educators should therefore use voluntary, trauma-sensitive,
culturally responsive pilots and evaluate real benefits and harms. The study is valuable not because it
proves one universal solution, but because it offers a testable approach to helping children develop
attention, empathy, and regulation within a broader supportive school environment.
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