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Abstract

N

The impact of stress on the immune system is linked to many illnesses and impaired quality of life. Research shows Physi-
cal Therapy (PT) students have higher stress and anxiety levels than age and gender matched peers. Forty-nine second-year PT
students were mentored in Mindfulness Meditation (MM) strategies as an initiative to minimize stress. A sample of convenience
was employed; participants were invited to complete a survey on mindfulness. Reflections written following competency assess-
ments were evaluated quantitatively and qualitatively. Forty-seven of 49 students completed the written survey. Prior to introduc-
ing MM, 63% (n=31) reported performance on competency assessments was impacted by fear, anxiety, and/or stress. Sixty-two
percent believed their performance on competency assessments would be better if they employed strategies such as relaxation or
meditation. Thirty-two percent (n=16) felt less stressed by employing MM prior to competencies. In addition, 37 of the 47 survey
respondents stated MM was a valuable component of the stress management unit in a course in their formal education. Results
suggest MM may be effective for reducing stress in PT students. Little evidence was found on the impact of MM on illness reduc-
tion. Further research is needed to determine if the findings are similar in other educational settings or in clinical settings.
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Introduction

Psychological stress occurs when an individual perceives
that environmental demands exceed their capacity. The impact of
long-term stress on the body is well recognized. According to the
National Institute of Mental Health. If stress is long-term, becomes
chronic, constant, or if the stress response persists after the situa-
tion has resolved, health problems may result. Suppression of the
immune system, digestive system, reproductive system, and sleep
may occur. Manifestations of stress occur differently among people
with a myriad of symptoms occurring ranging from headaches, to
sleeplessness, sadness, anger, or irritability to digestive symptoms.
Frequent and severe viral infections (flu or common cold) may oc-
cur in individuals with chronic stress. Routine constant stress pro-
hibits the body from knowing when the stress resolves and when
the body returns to normal and can lead to more serious health
problems like heart disease, high blood pressure, diabetes, mental
disorders (depression and/or anxiety) and other illnesses [1-5].

Previous literature has revealed that stress and anxiety levels are
higher in first and second year entry-level DPT students than in age
gender matched peers [6]. In addition, past studies have shown that
Mindfulness Meditation (MM) was effective in improving stress
and anxiety in HCPs. The key concept is the ability to pay pur-
poseful attention in the present moment non-judgmentally [7]. The
purpose of this research is to evaluate the effectiveness of MM in
conjunction with a stress management presentation on second year
DPT students. The effectiveness of MM on competency assess-
ment, depression, and anxiety and stress levels was evaluated in
this same group of students.

Materials and Methods

A sample of convenience was employed using 49 students in
their second-year of PT school Mindfulness was employed at the
start of class in second year of DPT classes. Participants completed
reflections following a competency exam in the semester prior to
the introduction of MM and again following a competency exam
after 10-weeks of MM. Participants also completed a survey on the
impact and use of MM as part of their didactic coursework and in
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their personal lives, outside of the classroom. Reflection and sur-
vey comments were analyzed for common themes and comments
to justify conclusions drawn. Reflection and survey comments
were analyzed for common themes and comments. Approval for
the study was attained by the host university’s institutional review
board. Mindfulness was introduced at the beginning of the Spring
2014 semester and this survey was completed at the end of the
Spring 2014 semester.

Results

Forty-nine second year participated in the research study.
The impact of stress on competency performance is shown in Ta-
ble 1. Sixty-three percent of the participants agreed that anxiety
and/or stress impacted their competency prior to the introduction
of MM as compared to only 42% agreed that anxiety and/or stress
impacted their competency after learning MM.

My performance on my competen(;}tfr:;esls impacted by fear, anxiety, and/or Strongly Agree Agree | Disagree Strongly Disagree
Semester Preceding Introduction of Mindfulness 14 17 11 6
Semester Following 10-weeks of Mindfulness 8 13 12 2

Table 1: Impact of Stress on Competency Performance.

Seventy-percent of the participants strongly agreed/agreed that MM “helped them relax and calm down.” In addition, more than
half of the participants, 53%, reported they strongly agreed/agreed that MM “helped them to focus prior to exams and competencies.”
This and the specific details on the effectiveness of mindfulness are presented in Table 2.

Mindfulness Strongly Agree | Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree
helps me to relax and calm down 6 28 11 2
helped me to focus prior to exams and competencies 3 22 19 3

Table 2: Survey Results on the Effectiveness of Mindfulness.

Discussion

The impact of stress on performance has been described previously
in literature. Stress in Health Care Professionals (HCP’s) has been
shown to reduce an individual’s ability to attend to a task, con-
centrate and may impact an individual’s ability to make decisions,
decrease ability to communicate concern for a patient, and nega-
tively impact the development of the patient clinician relationship
[8]. This study demonstrates that stress and/or anxiety does impact
student performance on the testing of psychomotor, cognitive, and
affective behavior but that there is approximately a 20% reduction
when employing MM.

The benefits of mindfulness are well documented in the lit-
erature [7,9-14]. Mindfulness meditation is a tool that can be used
to effectively manage stress in HCPS’s. Literature, as well as this
study, has shown that as MM use increases, the degree of stress at
work and home will decrease.

Conclusion

stress and anxiety are prevalent in the PT student popula-
tion and may have an impact on student performance. This has
been demonstrated in this study. Mindfulness is an inexpensive

strategy that does not require much time and can be used to help
PT students relax and focus during stressful events in and out of
the classroom. Future research is needed to evaluate the long-term
impact of MM and the impact of it on written examination.
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