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Abstract 
In this paper, we describe the effect of incorporating two mindfulness 
techniques (keeping a diary and motivational interviewing) in a professional 
skills course, and the impact these had on students’ self-perceptions of 
mindfulness. Over a fourteen-week semester, students were asked to keep a 
diary at four different time points and were also taught motivational 
interviewing skills, which they had to apply to a four-part counseling project. 
Using a pre-post study design and the validated tool, the Mindful Attention 
Awareness Scale (MAAS), we measured students’ perceptions of mindfulness 
pre-course and post-course. Results from the study indicated that students’ 
perceptions of mindfulness significantly increased from pre-course to post-
course. Further, most students agreed that both the diary assignments and 
practicing motivational interviewing increased mindfulness from pre-course 
to post-course. Additionally, a majority of students reported that practicing 
motivational interviewing enhanced their counseling skills on the four-part 
counseling project and that the four diary assignments improved their writing 
skills. This study underscores the importance of incorporating mindfulness 
techniques into a professional skills course to increase students’ mindfulness, 
which can further benefit the student by increasing students’ professional skills 
to become more competent counselors and writers. 
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counseling; writing skills. 

 
 
  

7th International Conference on Higher Education Advances (HEAd’21)
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background on Mindfulness 

Over 40 million adults in the United States suffer from an anxiety disorder (“Understanding 
the facts,” 2020). College students have substantially higher rates of anxiety and depression 
than the general population (Ibrahim et al., 2013). Stress and anxiety are within the top five 
health concerns for college students, which can lead to academic, mental, and emotional 
struggles (Griffin et al., 2020). College is a stressful time in the life of a young adult, yet 
there is evidence that practicing mindfulness can decrease symptoms of anxiety and 
depression (Martin, 2018). Kabat-Zinn (1994) defined mindfulness as, “paying attention in a 
particular way, on purpose, non-judgementally, to the present moment” (p. 4). Martin (2018) 
found that practicing mindfulness can increase well-being and decrease emotional reactivity 
among college students. Mindfulness is considered to be a disposition that can be enhanced 
by practicing mindful techniques (Sohl et al., 2016).  Learning and practicing mindfulness 
techniques can further benefit college students because these practices can increase resilience 
to academic stressors and can enable students to more easily accept the ebb and flow of 
academic life (Ramasubramanian, 2017).   

A meta-analytic evaluation of stress reduction interventions for university students indicate 
that cognitive-behavioral therapy, coping skills, and social support interventions were 
effective in reducing perceived stress, whereas relaxation training, mindfulness-based stress 
reduction, and psychoeducation were more effective in reducing anxiety (Yusufov, et al. 
(2019). Pogrebtsova et al. (2017) found that brief and cost-effective interventions focused on 
mindfulness techniques can quell stress and foster positive functioning. Creating brief, 
occasional diary entries is one such cost-effective mindfulness intervention that can be used 
among college students. This technique can incorporate a focus on social support from the 
reviewer. Interventions that employ social support provide environments where individuals 
are encouraged to communicate their experiences, thoughts, and feelings to one another (Kim 
et al., 2016) and this can be done through diary writing. Social support can buffer the impact 
of stress on numerous outcomes (Uchino & Birmingham, 2011; Yusufov et al., 2019). 
Electronic diary entries can be especially beneficial to increase mindfulness in college 
students and to decrease anxiety, (Doorley et al., 2020). Expressive writing is a key 
component of journaling in a diary and is a commonly used tool for self-reflection (Frattaroli, 
2006). This informal type of writing can give students a safe context to recognize their 
feelings on events in their lives so that they can gradually understand, validate, and accept 
them (Greenberg & Lepore, 2004). 

Another technique that can increase mindfulness is motivational interviewing (MI). MI is a 
counseling technique that embraces a spirit of supporting autonomy, eliciting one’s reasons 
for change, and aligns with an assessment of readiness to change a behavior (Sohl et al., 
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2016). MI leads to self-discovery, which is a component of mindfulness. Mindfulness 
influences client-centeredness, which is the main driver of MI (Sohl et al., 2016). Clinicians 
and counselors are also susceptible to job stress and burnout due to the high levels of 
empathetic demand that can create compassion fatigue or emotional exhaustion. Modified 
mindfulness training may help support clinician health, reduce burnout, improve job 
satisfaction and emotional well-being, which may have implications for patient care (Fortney 
et al., 2012). In addition, training clinicians to use MI has been shown to also reduce burnout 
scores (Pollak et al., 2016). 

1.2. Course assignments to increase mindfulness 

To assess students’ perceptions of mindfulness from pre-course to post-course, two 
assignments focused on increasing mindfulness were created as required submissions in the 
professional skills course. A 4-part diary assignment was devised based on a twofold 
approach: first, as an emotional regulation technique to increase mindfulness, and second to 
improve students’ writing skills. Bryant (1997) said that “you can’t read and write well unless 
you can think straight, and you can’t think straight unless you get in touch with your real 
thoughts” (p. 20). High levels of social anxiety correlate with increased difficulty in 
emotional regulation (Hayes-Skelton & Graham, 2013). A study by Kivity and Huppert 
(2016) found that the practice of keeping a diary decreased social anxiety and increased 
emotional regulation. Based on this, the 4-part diary assignment was low stakes grading and 
provided points just for completion. Additionally, the style of writing was informal and 
encouraged free expression, so students would not feel judged but provided them with social 
support from the instructors. A 4-part nutrition counseling project was the second assignment 
with the twofold intent for students to practice MI skills, acting as the nutrition counselor to 
a client, and thereby increase their mindfulness. The counseling project required students to 
establish rapport with the client and to create goals and an interventional plan of action with 
the client in the spirit of MI. After three counseling sessions with their clients, students 
reflected on their MI skills, and changes in their self-efficacy, and mindfulness.  

1.3. Hypothesis and research questions 

We hypothesized that mindfulness would increase among the students from pre-course to 
post-course after students had learned about mindfulness techniques and given ample 
opportunity to practice some of the mindfulness techniques (i.e, diary entries and MI) 
throughout the semester. In addition, we expected that students’ writing skills would improve 
as a result of practicing these mindfulness techniques in the professional skills course. Five 
research questions were formulated to guide our study; see Figure 1. 
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Research Questions 
 

1. Is there a significant increase in mindfulness from pre- to post-course among students 
who complete the course? 

2. Do students believe submitting diary entries at four points throughout the semester 
increased their mindfulness? 

3. Do students believe learning and practicing motivational interviewing techniques 
increased their mindfulness? 

4. Do students believe practicing motivational interviewing techniques made them better 
nutrition counselors? 

5. Do students believe submitting diary entries at four points throughout the semester 
made them stronger writers? 

 

2. Methods 

This pre-and post-test study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of a 
public university located in the western suburbs of Philadephia and was introduced in a 
Professional Skills in Dietetics course. Throughout the semester, the instructors employed 
the use of a variety of mindfulness techniques (i.e diary entries and motivational interviewing 
skills) in the form of two, four-part assignments: a diary assignment, and a nutrition 
counseling project. The instructors provided lectures on the rationale behind diary entries 
making students stronger writers, and on MI skills to use in counseling clients. Instructor 
feedback was provided to the students on all assignment submissions.   

2.1. Participants 

A total of 102 third- and fourth-year students across three-course sections taught by two 
instructors for the course consented to participate in the study. All study participants were in 
the Nutrition and Dietetics major at the university and enrolled in the Professional Skills in 
Dietetics course. The study employed a convenience sample and participation in the study 
was voluntary. IRB approval was received before the start date of the study. There were no 
benefits to participating in the study, aside from furthering the existing body of literature on 
the topic of mindfulness.  

2.2. Data collection and analysis 

The students completed a 17-question survey as a pre-test on the first day of class, and they 
completed a 21-question post-test on the last day of class. Both the pre-test and the post-test 
employed the validated tool called the Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS). The 
MAAS is a 15-item scale used to study dispositional mindfulness. Items in the MAAS are 
consistent with the mindfulness theories on self-awareness (Bishop et al., 2004) and evaluate 

Figure 1. Research questions. 
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behaviors related to internal and external present-moment experiences. Additionally, 
questions on the post-test asked about students’ perceptions of the correlations between the 
diary assignments and mindfulness, practicing motivational interviewing techniques and 
mindfulness, practicing MI techniques and being a better nutrition counselor to a client, and 
the diary entries effect on being a stronger writer.  

Paired t-tests were used to compare students’ perceptions from pre-test to post-test and 
frequencies were calculated using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 
version 22 to analyze students’ perceptions of assignments throughout the course. The 
MAAS allows the researcher to calculate a dispositional mindfulness score based on how 
each participant assessed the fifteen survey items. A mean score can be calculated and higher 
scores reflect higher levels of dispositional mindfulness. As such, we calculated mean scores 
pre-course and post-course for the entire group of study participants.  

3. Results 

One hundred two students completed the pre-and post-tests and thereby completed the 
professional skills course that incorporated mindful activities. After computing mean 
frequencies on the MAAS for participants from pre-test to post-test, it was found that the 
mean mindful score significantly increased from pre-course to post-course. These results can 
be seen in Table 1.  

Table 1. Mean Mindful Scores from Pre- to Post-Course. 

Mindful Score Mean Standard Deviation 
Pre-Course 53.9 11.5 
Post-Course 56.1 11.5 

       N = 102, p = .043 

Frequencies were calculated to determine students’ perceptions of mindfulness correlated to 
assignments throughout the course. When analyzing students’ perceptions that the four-part 
diary assignments increased their mindfulness, it was found that the majority of students 
(91.2%) slightly agreed to strongly agree that the diary assignments increased their 
mindfulness; see Table 2.  

Table 2. Diary Assignment and Mindfulness Correlations. 

Response Frequency Percent 
1. Strongly Disagree 2 2.0 
2. Disagree 
3. Slightly Disagree 
4. Slightly Agree 
5. Agree 
6. Strongly Agree 

3 
4 
18 
47 
28 

2.9 
3.9 
17.6 
46.1 
27.5 
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Frequencies were calculated to determine students’ perceptions of mindfulness, as correlated 
to learning about and having had the opportunity to practice motivational interviewing. 
Results indicated that almost all the students (99%) slightly to strongly agreed that practicing 
motivational interviewing increased mindfulness; see Table 3. 

Table 3. Practicing Motivational Interviewing and Mindfulness Correlations. 

Response Frequency Percent 
1. Strongly Disagree 0 0.0 
2. Disagree 
3. Slightly Disagree 
4. Slightly Agree 
5. Agree 
6. Strongly Agree 

0 
1 
25 
39 
37 

0.0 
1.0 
24.5 
38.2 
36.3 

Frequencies were calculated to determine students’ perceptions of the correlation between 
practicing motivational interviewing and their counseling skills. Results indicated that all the 
students slightly to strongly agreed that practicing motivational interviewing improved their 
counseling skills; see Table 4. 

Table 4. Practicing Motivational Interviewing and Counseling Skills Correlations. 

Response Frequency Percent 
1. Strongly Disagree 0 0.0 
2. Disagree 
3. Slightly Disagree 
4. Slightly Agree 
5. Agree 
6. Strongly Agree 

0 
0 
3 
32 
65 

0.0 
0.0 
2.9 
31.4 
65.7 

Frequencies were calculated to determine students’ perceptions of the correlation between 
the completion of the diary assignment and their writing skills. The majority of students 
(89.2%) slightly to strongly agreed that completing the diary assignments improved their 
writing skills; see Table 5. 

Table 5. Diary Assignment and Writing Skills Correlations. 

Response Frequency Percent 
1. Strongly Disagree 1 1.0 
2. Disagree 
3. Slightly Disagree 
4. Slightly Agree 
5. Agree 
6. Strongly Agree 

3 
7 
15 
37 
39 

2.9 
6.9 
14.7 
36.3 
38.2 

4. Discussion 

Most of the research on mindfulness in college students has focused on meditation-based 
interventions. These studies have demonstrated an increase in mindfulness as measured by 
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the MAAS when college students were taught mindful techniques such as meditation 
(Crowley et al., 2020; Shapiro et al., 2008). Our study was unique in adding mindful practices 
that were relative to writing and counseling skills along with increasing mindfulness. 
Students shared many stressful situations in their diary entries, and the instructors’ non-
judgmental feedback on this low stakes grading assignment provided social support which 
has been shown to help reduce perceived stress (Yusufov et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2016; 
Uchino & Birmingham, 2011) Overall, adding mindful techniques (i.e., diary assignments 
and MI) within the course semester increased students’ overall mindful attention awareness.  

Most of the students found that diary entry assignments and practicing MI increased their 
mindfulness. The MAAS is consistent with the mindfulness theories that focus on self-
awareness behaviors in the present moment (Bishop et al., 2004). The diaries provided a form 
of expressive writing that aids in self-reflection and emotional regulation (Frattaroli, 2006; 
Kivity & Huppert, 2016). Further, the majority of students found that being more mindful 
helped them to be better nutrition counselors and strengthened their writing skills. When 
training students to be future counselors it is imperative to provide strategies that will enable 
them to balance their empathy for their clients with their self-preservation. The study by 
Fortney (2013) used the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program that includes 
discussions, yoga, stretching, along with other evidence-based strategies to help improve 
clinicians’ well-being to reduce burnout. A study that involved a coaching intervention to 
teach MI to all clinic staff found that the clinicians in the intervention group reported 
improvements in burnout scores, self-rated MI skills, and perceived team cohesion (Pollak et 
al., 2016). Our students found that practicing MI increased mindfulness and improved their 
counseling skills. A strength of the study was using the validated MAAS that is commonly 
used in the literature to measure mindfulness. Limitations of the study include not having a 
control group and not using evidence-based strategies such as meditation to increase 
mindfulness. 

5. Conclusion 

This pre-and post-test study demonstrated that incorporating mindful activities and 
assignments into a professional skills course can increase students’ perceptions of 
mindfulness, which can further improve students’ counseling skills and writing skills. The 
mindful techniques used in this study related to skills necessary for students to practice in the 
nutrition and dietetics field. Using more evidence-based strategies can be considered for 
training students for their future careers. 
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