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and family studies at lllinois)

Kristen Chandler
Hello everyone, and welcome to lllinois Policy Unpacked podcast, where we inform the policy
conversation in lllinois and beyond.

Today, we're joined by Jacinda Dariotis, a professor of human development and family studies
at lllinois and health innovation professor in the Carle lllinois College of Medicine. She studies
how people’s choices and behaviors affect their health and well-being. Her research looks at
how people handle stress, make decisions, and take risks.

In this episode, we'll discuss her latest publication with the Institute of Government and Public
Affairs on mindfulness practices in schools. Jacinda, thank you for joining us.

Jacinda Dariotis
Thank you for having me.

Kristen Chandler
So, to start, what drew you to study mindfulness among youth?

Jacinda Dariotis

So historically, | was a yoga practitioner, beginning in college. Before that, | probably practiced
it but didn't really call it yoga. And when | was in college, | felt stressed, and so | started
practicing yoga, and it and it helped me a lot as | went through my graduate school training and
then went and become became a faculty member at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public
Health.

| came across a couple of colleagues who were starting to get into understanding yoga and
mindfulness, and | thought, wow, that would be great. Even though | do it as a personal
practice, | could put that aside and just look at it in terms of its research capacity and how it
impacts other people and their stress or emotional regulation. | was very interested because |
studied risk-taking behaviors, and what better way to implement an intervention than to say,
let's talk about their emotional regulation and how does that impact risk taking and stress
reduction? And so forth.

So, | joined a couple of colleagues at Hopkins, and we started studying this in a very
impoverished, disadvantaged neighborhood city area with a nonprofit that was bringing
mindfulness and yoga to young people who didn't have any resources. So it was really exciting
time to get started and to take a personal passion and go into it from a research lens. But | will
say, | never implement my own programs. | always evaluate and research the programs of other
people, so that | don't have that conflict of interest.
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Kristen Chandler

Totally understand. So. you were doing yoga yourself and realizing it was really beneficial for
you, and thought, you know, this would be beneficial for other people to incorporate this type
of mindfulness and self-care into their lives.

Jacinda Dariotis

Right, and not a lot of research was happening with it. | was like, "Wow, you can actually
research this. People are doing that. And so, | thought it'd be a great opportunity to bring two
passions together.

Kristen Chandler

Absolutely, and you're in this latest publication. You're also tying the policy aspect into it as
well. So, as of January 1, 2025, lllinois became the first state to codify a 20-minute weekly
relaxation practice, which can include anything from yoga to meditation or, to more generally,
quiet time. How do these mindfulness-based interventions reduce behavioral and emotional
difficulties among preschoolers and K-12 students?

Jacinda Dariotis

So we've been studying this since I've been studying it since 2007, and we've looked at it in lots
of different populations, from preschoolers all the way through high schoolers. And what we
find is that these interventions, and it can be once a week, twice a week, four times a week,
really helps young people and even older people, but my studies, young people, reduce the
rumination. So people sometimes get stuck on a one thought or a negative thought, and they
just ruminate, ruminate, ruminate. And engaging in mindfulness practices helps one stop the
rumination and move on to something else.

It also helps with intrusive thoughts. So young people and everyone have these distractions,
like these thoughts that come into their head that distract them from whatever they've
currently been doing. And so, mindfulness-based practices can also train and teach one to
interrupt those disruptions and go back and staying on point of whatever they were looking at
before, which really helps with academics and other things. It also helps with impulsivity, so the
stopping, the breathing, the being mindful or planful of what you're doing. It helps with the
impulsivity.

So we've been studying it with these different types of outcomes with young people for quite
some time, and we also have shown that it helps with stress reduction. So some people engage
in a stress response that's very quick and not necessarily getting them to the outcomes that
they want. Some stress responses can be more promoting of stress later on, and so we find that
with mindfulness-based interventions, it really helps them engage in more positive coping with
their stressors.

Kristen Chandler

Absolutely, and you know, that kind of self-care and mindfulness among youth has been a rising
topic. | would say that I've seen in the news and things like that. Are things like distractibility, as
you had mentioned, on the rise in schools and among youth?
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Jacinda Dariotis

| would say that as we have started having far more devices and are asked to do a lot morein a
very quick fashion, and we have a lot more stimuli coming at us, that distractions are more likely
to occur. | mean, if you think about it, many many years ago, people weren't diving distracted.
They didn't have the text messaging and the beeps on the phones and all of these things. And
as we have gone on and had these technologies and other things, although they have really
good purpose and meaning in in various ways, they can also promote increased distraction.

And | would say that distraction on the rise still needs to be tempered, and we assume people
know how to regulate themselves. We assume that people will just do it naturally, but that is
not true. We need to learn. It's a skill just like any other skill: emotional regulation, staying on
task, and these sorts of things. And it's important for us to give people the tools to be able to do
that, especially with the increasing number of distractions that we have in our lives,

Kristen Chandler

Absolutely. And in your report, you know, you highlight you know the need for these
mindfulness programs. But could you also talk about the effect of the mindfulness programs
that you looked at for that randomized control trial with preschoolers in Ohio and lllinois?

Jacinda Dariotis

Yeah. So we've run a couple of randomized control trials, and what we're finding is there are a
lot of benefits for young people as well as their teachers. So the studies that we have done
have been predominantly school-based. So in the classroom with teachers, and really trying to
create a translational way of taking this information that we know that self-regulation is
important for young people and for their teachers. And then taking it as low-cost, highly
scalable into classrooms and teaching teachers to then teach it to young people and to use it for
themselves.

And so, what we have found is that it has enabled teachers to also reduce their stress levels.
We know from the literature too; it helps to reduce teacher burnout. We also have been finding
in our recent study, even though it's not stated in this particular publication that just came out -
it's coming out in a future one - is that we're actually influencing teachers' implicit bias. By
which | mean, like teachers who assume children are problem children, and that their behaviors
will always be problematic. And so, what we have seen is that in our studies, it's helping to shift
the mindset of those teachers to say it's not problem children; it's children that are engaging in
problem behaviors because of emotional regulation difficulties, and that with mindfulness in the
classroom and teaching the skills to these young people. They see that it's actually changing;
that their behaviors are actually changing. Their impulsivity goes down, their problem behaviors
go down, their pro-social behaviors go up, and when the teachers see that, then they change
their mindset from problem child to a child with problem behaviors that then can shift and be
modified, and so as we see the effects for the young people, that like | talked about the reduced
hyperactivity, the reduced impulsivity, the reduced emotional responsivity, the increase in
prosocial being more other oriented, and seeing changes in teachers with their increased
empathy and perspective taking of these young people, as well as the general stress reduction



of teachers, has helped to shift the classroom. So you see shifts in individuals, the children, and
the teachers themselves.

You also see a shift in the classroom as well, where there's decreased behavioral management
concerns as the children's self-regulation goes up and the teacher's stress level is going down as
well. So, some of those are some of the findings that we've seen at individual and classroom
levels, and then we've seen it transfer into the home. We've seen children reporting and their
parents reporting. Meanwhile, we haven't done the programming with the parents, but the
children are teaching it to their parents and to their siblings in the home, and so the parents are
like, "l didn't know what that was called. What is this hand breathing they're talking about and
showing me?” And it's like, "Yes, that came from the program.” So now, we're influencing the
individual children in the classroom and the teachers. We're influencing the classroom level, and
then now we're also seeing that transference to the home, even though we didn't directly
implement it in the home, and it's helping parents with their stress reduction, and even parents
talking about how it's helping them become better parents and the ability to help their children
understand their feelings and their emotions, reduce the reactivity that has occurred before,
but as they increase their self-regulation.

Kristen Chandler

| love that. It sounds like this program has had a lot of trickle-down effects, where you know
you said the teacher has more time for themselves, and so they are a little more calm, and then
they are helping the child become more regulated, and then they're not viewed as you know
someone who's always at a disruption and things like that, and that probably makes the
students feel better. They're probably performing better in classrooms, and then you have that
with the parents, and | love that. So that's a really good trickle-down effect for the teachers,
parents, and students. That's wonderful.

Jacinda Dariotis
Yeah.

Kristen Chandler
You mentioned that this was a low-cost intervention. What specific tools are teachers using in
the classroom?

Jacinda Dariotis

Yes. So, and | want to explain what low-cost means. It doesn't mean no cost, but if you think
about the amount of time and money it takes to engage in one-on-one therapies or these other
interventions, those are hugely expensive. Or home visitation programs, which are successful,
but they're one-on-one and cost a lot of money. What we're doing is we're going into the
classroom and really teaching teachers about how to how to engage in movement practices
with young people first, because you can't ask a child to sit down and breathe and be you know
regulated. You have to give them some movement so that they can get their wiggles out, so
that they can learn about their bodies and space and time. They know how not to get into other
people's spaces, and that they can start to have the movement components really regulate
within their body. So once you start moving, the endorphins move, your hormones are shifting.
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And then we shift into teaching. The teachers add in breathing techniques for the young
people. So we have one that's called hand breathing. You take your hands out with you
everywhere, right? And you have your breath with you everywhere. And so we teach them, you
know, you put up your hand, you inhale up the finger, you exhale down the finger, right? And if
you tell a child or even an adult, oh, it's time for you to you know take a moment and take 10
breaths. They go, and they're done, right? Having your hands makes it so that you do take 10
breaths. You take it anywhere you go. It's very easy for anyone to do it, and so we teach those
breathing techniques on top of the mindfulness techniques, and then we add into it feelings.

So young people, older people, lots of people have difficulties talking about their feelings,
recognizing their own feelings, why they're having them, and how they're responding to it. And
so the program teaches teachers how to talk with young people about their feelings, how to
help young people recognize their own feelings as well as recognizing the feelings of others and
how their behaviors influence that.

Then the last part of the program is to give the classrooms a kit or tools that are physical tools.
Like we have a caterpillar that we have that's weighted, and sometimes that weighting gives
some grounding to young people. It has 10 segments, so you can count to 10, and so we have a
breathing ball to teach. You know how the belly expands and how it contracts. So then we give
them and leave these practices as tools in the classroom, so that even though we over time
retreat, we are giving less direct implementation as teachers give more implementation. We
actually leave these tools in the classroom as reminders and useful things that young people
and teachers can actually touch, so that we are not leaving a classroom without giving back and
having something value added that then can be sustainable. And that's also another thing about
the translational component of the work that we do, is it making sure that we're not leaving
without giving value added and having something that can be scalable and sustainable over
time.

Kristen Chandler
Absolutely. And when you say we, you mean the Family Resiliency Center, correct?

Jacinda Dariotis

Yes. The Family Resiliency Center, which is a translational research and evaluation center, is
really about making sure that the work that's done within universities is really translated out
there into communities, real-world settings has real-world implications, can be utilized in ways
that are lower cost, highly scalable, and sustainable. And that we're so excited about the
possibility of having policy implications for all of this work and trying to inform that because
someone might say, "Well, 20 minutes a week-how much is that going to really impact? Our
studies are 20 minutes a week, 15 minutes once a week to go through new strategies, new
skills with teachers and young people, and then a booster for five to seven minutes a second
time in the week. That equates to about 20 minutes a week, and if you can have the effects
that we're showing on teachers and children, and then the translation into families, it's like
amazing that that how this works, and how over time the cost of it is small compared to the
long-term reduction in costs that we have going on. | mean, emotional regulation concerns in
this country is over like it's about $750 billion in costs for long term outcomes, including high

-5-



school dropout, carceral involvement, underemployment, unemployment, and if we can start
impacting that earlier and earlier, preschool, elementary school, high school, it's just going to
impact everybody from individual level all the way through society.

Kristen Chandler

Absolutely, it sounds like you know 20 minutes a week totally worth it for the outcomes that
you're seeing for your studies, especially given how scalable and with the costs that you've
mentioned that it can be implemented in a wide range of school settings across the U.S. That's
wonderful. Based on your findings in your report, what policy recommendations would you
offer lllinois lawmakers moving forward?

Jacinda Dariotis

So currently, the policy is stated as “may.” The districts may have 20 minutes of rest and
relaxation that involves things such as yoga, mindfulness, and other strategies. And | would say
if we can start to think about the effects that we're seeing from these studies and make it from
a “may” to it should be required of schools. | know that's kind of bold, but if we're seeing these
effects that are positive for young people, for their teachers, for their schools, for the homes,
for society long term, | think thinking about it as moving towards more of a requirement to
schools and finding the funding to make sure that that happens.

Kristen Chandler

Absolutely, it's a lifelong skill to be able to self-regulate and emotionally regulate yourself. You
know, | as a young adult, you know, | hear all the time people saying, "Oh, | wish learn wish |
learned this and that in school.” Not that reading and writing and math are not important, but
this is a perfect example of something that schools can really arm students with moving
forward by implementing it.

Jacinda Dariotis

Yeah, especially because we have this issue of, you know, | don't know if people know this, but
you know, preschool expulsion is three and a half times that of kindergarten through 12th
grade. And then when you think about it with children who have disabilities, it's 14 and a half
times as much as preschool expulsion rate. We're talking about almost 100,000 preschoolers
being expelled or pushed out of schools. That's huge. And then when you also think about
mental health concerns, emotional regulation concerns, 45% of early childhood young people
are experiencing this. | mean, this is this like epidemic proportions, and so the more that we can
find tools to help young people, help the people who are working with young people to equip
them to give the strategies for young people, we can start to reduce these statistics that we
have.

And whether you have children or not, or you work with young people, or not, the more that
we help and invest in younger generations, the more the society is going to benefit from it long
term, with them going into work and completing their education, and so forth. | mean, it's just
beneficial for anyone and everyone. And | think thinking about it, if nothing else, those statistics
should be alarming enough as a society to say we need to start to intervene in ways that are



meaningful in equipping young people and the people who work with young people to promote
these strategies for everyone to benefit.

Kristen Chandler
Absolutely, something for teachers, schools, and lawmakers in lllinois to consider, and across
the U.S.

Jacinda Dariotis
And parents too. They can they can learn it and benefit from it as well. The caterpillar is not just
for young kids. The parents like it too.

Kristen Chandler
Oh sure, | know. Weighted blankets are you can buy those anywhere, and they're really
comforting for sure.

Jacinda Dariotis
Yeah.

Kristen Chandler
So, Jacinda, we just talked about a small slice of the work that you do. Where could listeners go
to learn more about your research and work?

Jacinda Dariotis

We have a website, familyresiliency.illinois.edu. We have a lot of resources on our resource
page that are freely accessible to anyone who wants to access them from our website. We have
a lot of information about our research studies. I'm happy to have anyone email me as well
about what they're interested in. If they have questions, my email is my last name @illinois.edu.
We are in the community all the time at events demonstrating the mindfulness practices and
our other research. We're going to the library and giving presentations. So, if anyone really
wants us to come and talk about the work as well and to give a demonstration, we're happy to
do that as well. We're very open and accessible. So please feel free to reach out.

Kristen Chandler

Awesome! Thanks for sharing that. Thank you for joining us for this enlightening conversation
with Jacinda Dariotis. Her research emphasizes the long-term effects of teaching youth,
parents, and teachers what it means to be mindful. Stay tuned for more conversations that help
inform the policy discussion in lllinois and beyond. Until next time, thanks for listening.



