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ADHD AND MINDFULNESS EXERCISE: EASTERN THOUGHT EXPANDING
WESTERN PRACTICE

Tiffany M. Devol, Qi Sun
University of Tennessee - Knoxville (USA)

ABSTRACT

This roundtable presents mindfulness exercise as a transformative approach in the teaching
and learning process. It discusses how this ancient eastern meditation technique can
holistically empower adult learners with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).
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INTRODUCTION

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) was officially recognized as an “Other Health
Impairment” under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 1997 (Morin,
n.d.). ADHD is often characterized by impulsivity, difficulty maintaining attention and focus,
poor organizational and planning skills, difficulty completing tasks, and increased frustration
with daily activities (Fugate, 2018; Kotsopoulos, Connolly, Sobanski, & Postma, 2013;
Lovecky, 2018). Adult learners with ADHD are significantly impacted by higher levels of
stress, low self-esteem, as well as difficulties with interpersonal relationships resulting in a
higher risk for a multitude of comorbid disorders (Harris, Lambie, & Hundley, 2018; Kwon,
Kim, & Kwok, 2018), which may cause failures in their learning that generates
disappointment from family, peers, and teachers that increases future impairment (Eddy et
al., 2018). This also leads to long-term negative impacts including lower graduation rates and
higher rates of unemployment (Solanto et al., 2010).

Mindfulness exercise, widely applied in healthcare, psychology, business, and education,
provides alternative treatments both medically and psychologically (Meiklejohn et al., 2012;
Sun, 2019), and may help mitigate these negative consequences. Mindfulness exercise,
historically rooted in Buddhist practices, has merged into a contemporary western secular
form enhancing “awareness that emerges through paying attention on purpose, in the
present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment by moment”
(Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 144). Mindfulness is simply about experiencing the present moment
honestly for what it is (Wisner, 2014). Therefore, it allows learners to stay present-focused in
a positive, non-reactive, or reflexive way (Meiklejohn et al., 2012), which helps facilitate their
learning and wellbeing.

ADHD LEARNERS

ADHD diagnoses among adults are increasing (Kwon et al., 2018). Multiple studies show the
prevalence for ADHD in the adult learner population is between 2% - 8% (Schaefer et al.,
2018; Tinklenberg, Patel, Gelman, & Albucher, 2017). Most studies found the economic
impacts of ADHD focus on the costs of obtaining healthcare, suffering from a lack of work
productivity, and higher rates of unemployment, but they underestimate the true costs of the
disorder that will persist throughout an individual’s life. Adults with ADHD are also more likely
to have substance abuse disorders, be involved in more traffic accidents, and are more likely
to be incarcerated (Kotsopoulos et al., 2013). Understanding and facilitating adult learners



with ADHD is significant because the success of their educational attainment directly impacts
their life, including their wellbeing and earnings.

Recent findings suggest that issues with Executive Functioning (EF) could play a role in
ADHD, with numerous studies showing that learners with ADHD perform worse on EF tasks in
comparison to control groups (Weyandt et al., 2017). Adult learners with ADHD tend to
perform worse on memory tasks and have difficulty managing their impulsivity and sustaining
their attention (Weyandt et al., 2017). Working Memory (WM) is a key factor in ADHD
because of the information processing occurring during multiple stages to encode, maintain,
and retrieve information (Kim et al., 2014). Dysfunctions occurring in the parietal brain region
and the prefrontal cortex have been associated with EF and WM impairments (Bachmann et
al., 2018). These regions of the brain are highly important to self-regulation (Schoenberg et
al., 2014).

MINDFULNESS

Mindfulness exercise improves deficits caused by ADHD by allowing the practice of attention
control and the regulation of emotions which strengthens the regions of the brain, the frontal
and parietal regions, where these deficits occur (Bachmann et al., 2018). Mindfulness is a
state of mind as opposed to a set of specific practices and at its core, is focused on the ability
to accept feelings in the present moment in a nonreactive or judgmental way (Schonert-
Reichl et al., 2015). Mindfulness can include formal or informal practices, with formal practice
often focused on meditation and intentionally attending to the mind or body through
breathing or yoga, whereas informal practices can be threaded throughout daily activities
such as walking, cleaning, or eating (Meiklejohn et al., 2012). Studies have shown that
mindfulness-based practices improve the ways in which learners manage stress, enhance
their attentiveness, promote calm, enhance engagement, and improve their overall state of
mind (Bluth et al., 2016).

Looking to Eastern culture to expand Western practice (Sun, 2019), mindfulness exercise may
positively transform learners with ADHD, their family, peers, educators, and institutions.
Research confirms positive outcomes associated with mindfulness for improving emotional
regulation and mental health including reducing stress and anxiety (Kabat-Zinn, 2003). This
can allow adult learners to achieve what Mezirow (1978) describes as a “major reordering of
reality and redefinition of one’s own possibilities” (p. 103).

This round table presents how mindfulness may be used as an instructional approach (Sun,
2019) to benefit adult learners with ADHD by infusing a different mindset of transformative
learning and perspective transformation (Mezirow, 1999, 2000). It also looks to Eastern
culture and discusses how to expand the Western practice of mindfulness exercise to
positively transform learners with ADHD, their family, peers, educators, and institutions
through the process of perspective transformation. This research holds significance regarding
mindfulness as a holistic transformative approach for Adult ADHD learners, adult educators,
and educational policy makers.
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