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This book is dedicated to all the teachers I have known and worked with –
and to all those I haven’t. Thank you.
‘Teachers, keep on teaching, Till we reach the higher ground.’ – Stevie
Wonder



In memory of exemplary educator, William Powell, 1949–2016
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Preface
I have been fortunate to train with some leading experts in mindfulness but
I certainly do not claim to be any kind of mindfulness guru. I am a teacher
and school leader who came across something of value in my own life,
something that proved to be of great practical benefit, something that feels
significant. So significant that I couldn’t understand why we weren’t
already teaching it in schools. Once I had developed my personal
experience with mindful awareness, I looked around to see if I could offer
training to students, then to teachers and then to parents. This book derives
from that journey and I offer it as one educator to other educators; to
teachers, support staff, counsellors, psychologists, school leaders and
administrators – as well as to interested parents – with the hope that it may
bring some clarity and coherence, demystify some commonly held
misconceptions about mindfulness in education, and show how it can
benefit school communities.
I have a passion about developing mindful awareness and social-emotional
skills in schools because I have felt the benefits of this work in my life, and
seen it benefit so many others. However, when I say ‘mindfulness can do
this’ or ‘it can help us do that’, I do not mean to say that it is a panacea. I
don’t believe it is. It needs to be seen as one element within a range of
possibilities such as good exercise, healthy diet and sound sleep that
contribute to overall wellbeing. Many people find it helpful, some life-
changing. There are though many misperceptions around meditation and
mindfulness and sometimes these can put people off even trying. My hope
is that this book will encourage you to try things for yourself, with an open
mind, and just see.
At the end of each chapter (except the first and last) you will find ideas for
further reading and suggestions for things you might want to try out for
yourself. There are many practical examples and suggestions, but this book
is not a manual or a course – it is more an invitational guide for educators.
My hope is that it might open a door for you, invite you in to take a look
around, get a feel for it, and then you can decide for yourself if there might
be something of value here, for you, your students and your school. If you
have already set foot on your own journey, I hope that these words, ideas
and experiences will offer validation and support in seeking to shift the
focus of our schools towards areas that have for too long been marginalised



in mainstream education, and which have the potential to cultivate
capacities that the world right now is very much in need of.
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Praise for the Book
‘If there is hope for deep societal change, it surely must rest on
rethinking and recreating our industrial-age education system. It is
within this context that we need to view the growing interest in
mindfulness in schools, which could, potentially, help guide us toward
a system of education truly oriented toward human development. But it
could also end up as just another in a long line of educational fads.
Work like that of Kevin Hawkins – based on the science and practice
of cultivating mindfulness and grounded in extensive practical
experience in schools –could tell the difference.’
Peter M. Senge, Senior Lecturer in Leadership and Sustainability,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
‘This book is written for teachers, by a teacher. Kevin truly
understands the joys of teaching and the desire to make a real
difference to students’ lives, as well as the challenges and risks of
burnout that most teachers experience on a daily basis. It provides
teachers with the essential skills for self-care that will allow them to
thrive in their professional and personal lives. It also offers a
straightforward, natural progression: from being mindful, to teaching
mindfully and engaging students, to teaching students mindfulness,
and finally developing and sustaining a mindful school culture.
Mindful Teacher, Mindful School is an excellent resource for those who
want to begin, or to deepen, their own personal mindfulness practice,
and to share their practice with students and the wider school
community.’
Amy Saltzman, MD Author of A Still Quiet Place: A Mindfulness
Programme for Teaching Children and Adolescents to Ease Stress and
Difficult Emotions (New Harbinger, 2014)
‘Kevin has managed something I haven’t seen before in a book aimed
at educators – he has combined theory with practice and real life
stories and with a credibility borne out of experience. Without doubt,
mindfulness will play a huge part in supporting the wellbeing of
students and teachers. One of the best ways to incorporate mindfulness
in a school is for teachers to experience and model it, before they teach
it. Crucially, this book shows how to do exactly that.’



Malcolm Nicolson, Director of Erimus Education; Head of IB MYP
Development (2007–2013); Head of IB DP Development (2013–2015)
‘In Mindful Teacher, Mindful School, Kevin Hawkins presents a rich
developmental approach to educating the whole child. This book
illustrates how mindfulness can enrich teaching and the lives of
teachers and students. But Hawkins also is appropriately cautious in
suggesting that teachers take time to develop their own practice and
awareness. The book is full of practices that can help teachers and all
educators embody mindfulness in their daily life. This is quite a gift!’
Mark T. Greenberg, PhD, Bennett Chair of Prevention Research,
Penn State University
‘Mindful Teacher, Mindful School contains real depth of understanding
about this important new mindfulness-based approach to education.
Radiating from a central theme of teacher self-care, Kevin Hawkins
invites the reader to explore the richness of truly international
perspectives on mindful awareness and social emotional learning. In
an easily readable and common sense fashion he skilfully weaves
together research, practice exercises, educational applications, plus the
author’s and other teachers’ own experiences. A rich and compelling
tapestry, Mindful Teacher, Mindful School is an essential text.’
Richard C. Brown, Professor of Contemplative Education, Naropa
University
‘This is an elegant and practical guide to cultivating mindfulness in
school. With great clarity, wisdom, and warmth, Kevin Hawkins
illuminates the paths for being mindful, teaching mindfully and
teaching mindfulness. This book explains both the science and practice
of mindfulness in school context. It offers teachers not only helpful
resources but also accessible steps towards transforming themselves,
their students, and their schools.’
Shui-fong Lam, PhD Professor, Department of Psychology, The
University of Hong Kong
‘Mindful Teacher, Mindful School is an invaluable resource for
educators. Through his own experience as a school leader and
classroom teacher, Kevin Hawkins offers a comprehensive, inspiring
and practical approach that makes mindfulness accessible to anyone
working in school based settings. Each chapter beautifully builds on



each other and helps us see how mindfulness can be a vehicle for not
only transforming education but making the world a better place.’
Meena Srinivasan, MA, NBCT, Author of Teach, Breathe, Learn:
Mindfulness In and Out of the Classroom (Parallax, 2014) and
Programme Manager for the Office of Social and Emotional Learning,
Oakland Unified School District
‘What really matters in education? This book argues that it is
educating the mind and heart, equipping the next generation not only
with knowledge, but also with how to think, with qualities of curiosity,
compassion, playfulness and resilience. Drawing on his immense
repository of teaching experience and with deep humility Kevin
Hawkins offers an invaluable toolkit for teachers and schools. Anyone
using this toolkit will be standing on the shoulders of a very skilful
teacher who embodies what he teaches.’
Willem Kuyken, Professor of Clinical Psychology University of
Oxford
‘In his new book Mindful Teacher, Mindful School, Kevin Hawkins
takes us on a compelling personal and universal journey of self
discovery that is at the heart of the art and discipline of mindfulness.
Through this book, we learn that mindfulness has a rightful place in
schools, as a powerful tool to help students learn to live in the present
and improve their sense of self-awareness. Through anecdotes from
schools around the world and through his own personal journey,
Hawkins provides us with a down to earth and accessible approach for
teachers and students alike to become more mindful human beings.’
Dr Arnie Bieber, Director, International School of Prague
‘This book is indispensable for anyone who truly wants to understand
what is involved in bringing mindfulness to K-12 education around the
globe. Rather than seeing mindfulness as a set of classroom activities
to be inserted into the status quo, Kevin Hawkins makes the case for
the power of mindful awareness to be part of a much larger
transformation of what and how we teach. Proposing that we broaden
the aims of education to include physical, mental and emotional
wellbeing, Hawkins situates mindfulness – first for adults and then for
students – as a catalytic tool within this larger frame. Mindful Teacher,
Mindful School not only offers everything that someone new to the



field needs to get up to speed but also pinpoints deeply important
truths for those of us already active in the field. This is a must read!’
Rona Wilensky, Director of Mindfulness Programmes, PassageWorks
Institute
‘This is a book clearly written by an educator who knows mindfulness
in schools from the inside. The strongest evidence for this is that
Hawkins never gets carried away. He recognises that mindfulness is
not a panacea, that to implement it successfully in schools is a slow
and steady process, and that above all it must begin with the teachers
themselves. But Hawkins also recognises how transformative
mindfulness can be, having experienced it so profoundly himself as an
educator in many different contexts. His anecdotes give it plenty of
colour (my favourite is ‘Billy and the Mosquito’), whilst the practical
guidance – Chapter 7 on implementation for example – makes it of
tremendous practical value.’
Richard Burnett, Co-founder and Director, Mindfulness in Schools
Project
‘This book is elegant. For all of us aspiring to be educators it is an
enduring reminder of our deep inheritance – what the great 13th
century teacher, poet and mystic, Jalaludin Rumi, described as “two
kinds of intelligence”: one acquired, the other already complete and
preserved inside you. Surely, both these intelligences are important.
With humility and wisdom, Kevin Hawkins, a long-time educator,
middle school principal and mindfulness practitioner, helps us
remember the bounty of the “already completed” and the way in which
what is innate informs what is “acquired”. With substance and grace,
the lineages of education, psychology, and neuroscience converge as
Hawkins illuminates the critically important role that mindfulness
plays in the education of our children, their teachers, and we, their
parents.’
Saki F. Santorelli, EdD, MA, Professor of Medicine, Director,
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Clinic (MBSR), University of
Massachusetts Medical School



MindWell Weblinks
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Kevin Hawkins is co-founder of MindWell Education which offers a global
network of best practices and evidence-based approaches to social and
emotional learning and mindfulness.
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1 Shifting the Focus
Education today is so pressured, so overstuffed, that every now and then we
need to strip away all the clutter and come back to basics. To try to simplify
things. One question I sometimes pose to students and teachers at the start
of the school year is:

‘We’re actually just a bunch of kids and a bunch of adults, in a
building; so really the question is, “How are we best going to
spend our time together”?’

This kind of focusing question can be helpful when trying to look at the big
picture, develop curricula or explore behavioural norms. In order to answer
this question, as educators and as parents, we need to ask ourselves another:

‘What really matters?’
Given the competing demands on school programmes, this question can
help us explore the role and purpose of schools on a deeper level. With
overcrowded curricula and overly busy school days we need to learn to let
go of things, not continually keep adding on. We can’t do it all. So we need
to be clear about what really matters.
Ask yourself now, as a parent, thinking of your own children, or as an
educator, thinking of the children you teach:

‘What do you really want for your children?’
Ask yourself again – don’t rush to answer this – take a moment, take a
breath and allow a response to emerge:

‘What do you really, deeply, want for your children?’
Make a note of your top three words or phrases before reading further.
When we ask this question of parents and teachers in workshops, these are
the type of answers we get:

Self-esteem
Compassion
Happiness
Excitement
Wellbeing
Fulfillment
Self-belief
Ability to make good decisions



Curiosity
Imagination
Joy
Resilience
Well-equipped to deal with life

Occasionally a parent (or teacher) may say ‘Hard-working’ or ‘Successful’
but these more traditionally expressed objectives of schooling are very
much in the minority. Although the type of responses listed above may
connect quite well to the glossy mission statements of many progressive
schools, how often do they align with our students’ daily experiences of life
in a learning organisation?
There is so much more to effective human learning than grasping at
concepts and regurgitating content. The importance of explicitly
acknowledging these deeper qualities – for making more space for inner life
and for the experience of the learner – will be a core theme of this book.
When we do give these areas more focus in our schools and in our lives, we
can also achieve more. Learning how to deepen our attention, and to
become more self-aware, can enhance our academic capacities and make
learning more relevant and more impactful.
So, our essential, guiding question is:

‘Can we begin to shift schooling to more effectively meet these
fundamental needs for growth and development?’

Our intention as teachers does not need to start with changing the whole
system – much of this book is about how we can first start to shift the focus
within ourselves before seeking to change the rest of the world. Indeed, this
is the only shift that can make a real difference, and as we learn to draw on
a wider and deeper range of our own capacities, we will naturally begin to
help shift the focus in our students and in our schools.
The Forgotten Taxonomies
Bloom’s Taxonomy of learning (Bloom et al., 1956) was created in the
1950s to help teachers and schools formulate a framework for the key skills
to be developed through education. Many teachers have been brought up on
Bloom’s Taxonomy and almost all have been influenced by it – whether we
know it or not. Even if it wasn’t explicitly on the agenda during your
training, it will probably have informed the teachers who taught you and the

Mutadi
Line

Mutadi
Line



educational system in which you operate. It may well have had an indirect
impact on your deeper assumptions about learning.
Figure 1.1 Bloom’s Taxonomy – Cognitive Domain

What many people don’t know though, is that the taxonomy we are familiar
with is just one of three that were drawn up by Bloom’s committee at the
time. The one we all know is the taxonomy of Cognitive development –
dealing with Knowledge, Comprehension, Application, Analysis, Synthesis
and Evaluation. Somehow the other two – Psychomotor (physical) skills
and Affective (emotional) skills – have been largely forgotten.
Why have we forgotten these two taxonomies? It’s not an accident; it’s
symptomatic of educational approaches that fail to aim to develop the
whole child. Many schools these days do place an emphasis on physical
activities and many have begun to incorporate elements of social and
emotional learning (SEL) into their programmes. But overall, we are a long
way from giving young people an experience of schooling that helps them
develop into well-rounded individuals with a balanced focus on body, heart
and mind.
Figure 1.2 Bloom’s Taxonomy – Domains of Learning



Finding Balance
The underlying concern that drives this book is: the world is out of balance:

There are serious questions about our collective mental health.
As a species we are very clever but we lack wisdom.
Many education systems both reflect and perpetuate this imbalance.

There is a fundamental problem with our ability to live well and to be well
– to share this planet in harmonious ways and to make wise choices about
our actions.
This imbalance in human development and activity shows up in so many
ways. Our technological prowess is extraordinary. Measuring devices have
recently been devised to record gravitational waves with instruments so
sensitive they can detect changes in the distance between us and the nearest
solar system down to the width of a human hair. We are amazingly clever.
But cleverness alone is not enough – we are not so clever, or even very
knowledgeable, when it comes to sharing the planet sustainably. Powerful
technological skills driven by economic incentives that often only benefit a
minority, combined with an inability to see the big picture clearly and to
make sound decisions about our actions and their impact, create an
unhealthy mixture for ourselves, other species and the planet.
Mainstream school systems often reflect this imbalance. Most schools are
good at developing certain capacities and approaches – namely the
academic, analytical and critical – but not so good at cultivating the
collaborative, social and affective skills that can provide this much needed
balance of heart and mind. True education involves more than just
becoming smarter – it demands that we cultivate all our capacities. The
Greeks knew this, and as Aristotle said:

‘Educating the mind without educating the heart is no education
at all.’
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What we lack is wisdom. We need to balance our heads and our hearts with
an embodied wisdom that can help us find the courage to face complex
issues and take wise actions that benefit all.
The core intention of this book is to encourage individual educators and
schools to begin to shift the focus towards a more balanced and more heart-
centred environment that can truly tap the full range of human capacities in
the young people we work with and want so much for.
In a complex, challenging world, we need our children to develop
resilience, self-awareness and the capacity to be able to make sense of
complex systems. We can consciously nurture these neglected competencies
in our schools.
How Well Are We?
In order to be well and to live well, a degree of economic security is clearly
essential, but it’s only part of the story. Even those of us who are lucky
enough to live in economic comfort aren’t necessarily getting any happier.
The World Health Organization predicts that by 2030 depression will be the
single biggest cause of ill health worldwide (WHO, 2012). A 2005 British
Journal of Psychology paper indicated that half of us in the West will
experience depression in our lifetimes (Andrews et al., 2005).
Especially at risk are the elderly and, more recently, the young. We live in a
time of crisis for the mental health of young people. Much of the recent
growth of interest in wellbeing and mindfulness in schools in the UK is
coming less from education and more from public health officials
concerned about an epidemic of mental instability amongst young people:

1 in 10 of the 5–16-year-olds in the UK now have a diagnosable
psychiatric condition (Mental Health Foundation, 2015).
Globally, depression is the top cause of illness and disability among
adolescents, and suicide is the third highest cause of death (WHO,
2016).

The age of onset of clinical depression is getting younger and younger. Just
50 years ago the most common age for the onset of major depression was
seen in people in their 40s and 50s; now it’s in their 20s. In fact, one study
showed that the new peak age for the onset of major depression is amongst
13–15-year-olds (Williams et al., 2012).
Poverty can add a whole other dimension to these psychological factors, but
anxiety and depression know no boundaries. Even if you work in privileged



private or international schools, you will know that many of our young
people are no strangers to the negative impacts of psychological stress.
We don’t know exactly why this downward trend in mental health is
affecting people at an increasingly early age, but the impact on learning and
growth is highly worrying. Education systems that put a lot of focus on
high-stakes exams (and I guess that includes most of them) certainly
contribute to the stress young people feel. My three children grew up in
international schools and all have now taken the International Baccalaureate
Diploma. It’s a very well regarded pre-university qualification and a well-
thought through framework for a well-rounded final two years of school.
But in reality I have to say that, much as I respect and admire the overall
concept of the programme, in practice it is just far too demanding. Each
teacher wants you to do well in their subject and as results are published
there is significant pressure on teachers too. This for me is a clear example
of how a lot of well-intentioned people and ideas in a complex system can
end up having a negative effect on some of the individuals it was intended
to serve. The International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO) is aware of
these concerns and is looking at ways to reduce stress (Hawley, 2016).
Similar issues, of course, arise for students coping with exam stress in the
UK (Ali, 2016) and in many other countries. It’s part of a bigger picture in
which school systems continue to be filtering mechanisms for increasingly
competitive university places – and along the way there are many
casualties.
In addition, many of our young people today are often sleep deprived –
their lives may be dominated by a battery of digital ‘weapons of mass
distraction’. If you are in your late teens and live in a wealthy country,
chances are that you have had a pretty intense connection to a number of
screen-based devices for over half your life. As a school leader, I have been
responsible for introducing IT programmes and I appreciate the many ways
technology has opened up learning for us all. But digital learning brings its
own issues of compulsion and distraction, which we now need to equip our
students to deal with.
And it’s not just the young who are struggling with this – it’s teachers,
parents, you, me, all of us. We live in an age where busyness and being
switched on 24/7 are the norm. It’s the nature of modern life and we are all
more or less becoming dependent on information technology. If, as adults,
we know how challenging it can be to manage our own screen time, can we



really expect a 10-year-old to know when to pull themselves back from
being sucked in?
We can’t put all the blame for modern stresses on technology and social
media –changes in general in recent times have been enormous. The
increased pace of life is one major cause of our experience of stress. There’s
an interesting analogy in the book Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind
(2014) by Yuval Noah Harari: if someone in the year 1000 fell asleep like
Rip Van Winkle for 500 years, and woke just as Columbus was setting sail
for the Americas, he would be in shock but the world would be
recognisable. However, if one of Columbus’ sailors fell asleep in 1500 and
woke up 500 years later, he wouldn’t know what planet he was on. We are
not necessarily hardwired to deal with this increased pace of life.
In order to be successful and resilient in this age of distraction and
complexity, there are some basic competencies that we have to learn – or
perhaps to rediscover. We need to consciously cultivate our skills of:

Attention
Self-awareness
Emotional regulation

It’s not simply that we need to learn these skills in order to be able to cope
with all the problems of modern life, it’s also that modern life is giving us
many insights into human behaviour that we can draw from – about how the
brain works and about how humans best learn. We now know much more
about the importance of attention. We know from studies of taxi drivers
(Maguire et al., 2006) and violinists (Elbert et al., 1995) that we can change
our brain by the way we use it. Where we put our attention and how we pay
attention are key factors in understanding how to learn effectively.
Our understanding of the brain has improved so much through brain
imaging techniques over the last 20 years, and it is helping us see what
happens when people consciously work with their minds. One ‘big
understanding’ is about the plasticity of the brain. Neuroplasticity helps us
understand the value of training and of retraining and significantly expands
our vision of human potential. We are also learning more about how we can
train affective skills and capacities such as empathy and compassion as well
as how to improve our capacity to attend and to use our minds to their
fullest potential.
But our definition of intelligence in mainstream schooling is still far too
limited. Testing regimes still dominate our approaches to assessing
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understanding, and this gives confusing messages to children about the
deeper purposes of education.

The Filtering System
When I was 10 years old we were all made to sit a one-hour IQ
test. This test filtered those who did well, on that day, in that
hour, from those that didn’t. Most of my friends didn’t. So I
went to the posh grammar school with the silly caps and the
bright green blazers, whilst most of my friends went to the much
tougher secondary modern school down the road, with the dull
green jackets (and no caps). The transition was, for me, a
regression – from feeling quite mature and valued in my
relatively progressive mixed-gender primary school class, to
being the youngest and shortest of 800 boys in an antiquated
grammar school (not a great place to be when you are 11 years
old). The focus was strictly on academic success and I got
myself through the 13 ‘O’ level, 3 ‘A’ level and 2 ‘S’ level
exams I sat from age 13–17, but there was no joy in it. I learnt to
be more critical, more analytical, and there was some
satisfaction in the academic success, and of course in getting a
place at a university, but I didn’t feel I had really grown in the
deeper way I had in my primary school years.
On the day I got my final results at university I thought to
myself ‘Not bad at all, considering I really didn’t work that hard
for it’. The very moment I had that thought, it suddenly became
clear to me for the first time that no one else would really care
that much about my result. Useful perhaps for getting me into
some lines of work, but really what did anyone care about that
particular number? And why did it matter to me anyway what
anyone thought? It was, after all, my education, my career, my
life. I had been jumping through academic hoops without really
understanding why. The possibility that I could have been
studying and learning for the pleasure of it or for my own
benefit had never really occurred to me.
As I readied myself to finally step away from an education
system that had absorbed much of my waking hours for the past
16 years it suddenly felt like it had all been a sort of game – one
that I didn’t know I had been playing until that moment.



That narrow view of intelligence that saw my friends and me sifted by IQ
test results at such a young age no longer holds quite such sway. Education
has moved on since then (thank goodness) and many countries no longer
base key life decisions on such narrow parameters at such an early age. But
it has not moved on enough – the UK government has plans to increase the
number of grammar schools as I write, and we are still obsessed with grades
and numbers and other extrinsic motivators that take the focus of learning
away from an intrinsic sense of discovery and from the joy of learning itself
– and we are still confused about whether school is about learning for life or
filtering for college.
In terms of rational, scientific understanding of human learning, we know
there’s so much more to being ‘intelligent’ than we thought even a few
decades ago. We know there are multiple aspects of intelligence, and we
know that our IQ is just the tip of the iceberg. A high IQ may help get you a
good job, but it’s our other capacities – our emotional and interpersonal
skills – that can enable us to make something of that job; to build leadership
skills, to grow and develop. Many companies know this – some actively
recruit and promote for emotional intelligence – but do our schools really
reflect these developments?

Understanding ourselves, our minds, bodies and emotions, is a
key 21st-century life skill.

A legitimate function of schools can be to foster this understanding. If we
know more about how to use our minds effectively, how to train the
attention, how to develop awareness and build emotional regulation, and if
we appreciate the value of these key life skills, should they not be more
central to our school curricula?
What We Want for Our Children, We Need for
Ourselves
How can this shift of focus be achieved? The key, of course, lies with you,
the teacher.
It is becoming increasingly important to society that we value and develop
these self-awareness and self-management capacities in our students, but
for this to happen we need teachers who value, and who are developing,
those same capacities in themselves; educators who are emotionally and
socially intelligent as well as intellectually and academically
knowledgeable.
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The importance of the role of the teacher is not fully recognised in many
societies. Teachers are often undervalued – by parents, schools,
governments – and even by themselves.

The role of the teacher is vital – it is powerful and it needs our
attention.

I say this not just because I am a teacher but because of the significant
scientific research in this area (particularly in social neuroscience) and also
because it aligns with my own experience.

Mwalimu
When I left university in the 1970s I had no idea what I wanted
to do with my life, but the one thing I knew for certain was that
I didn’t want to spend my precious time teaching. I knew too
well what terrors we inflicted in those days on some of our
teachers at Chichester High School for Boys; the exhaustion,
breakdowns and departures from what had promised to be a
noble profession.
Over the years I saw too many friends who had chosen to teach
getting worn down and cynical.
But the best laid plans of mice and men …
At the age of 30 I found myself wanting to review my career
path (I was a social worker in the voluntary sector) and after a
period of reflection ended up choosing to move along a ‘road
more travelled’. One of my prime motivators in deciding to
become a middle school teacher in particular was the horrible
transition I had experienced as a child in moving from primary
to secondary school. Surely there had to be a better way of
doing this?
I started my new career as an ESL (English as a Second
Language) teacher in upper and middle schools in Bradford,
Yorkshire where I encountered some inspirational teachers
working in challenging inner-city situations who found
meaningful ways to connect with students and to somehow
make an overly prescriptive national curriculum schooling
relevant to the children they taught. Years later I somehow
found myself in East Africa, starting up a very small ‘Junior
Secondary’ school for 9–13-year-olds that was being added on
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to a growing English language primary school in Arusha,
Tanzania.
From the moment I stepped off the plane I, as a teacher, was
made to feel respected, honoured and valued. Not just by the
small international community the school had been set up to
serve, but also in general, because in Tanzania education is
highly valued. The then President, Julius Nyerere, had been a
schoolteacher himself and his popular nickname was ‘Mwalimu’
or ‘Teacher’. There is such hunger for education in Tanzania
that, despite underpaid teachers with very limited resources, and
schools that are sometimes literally just the shade of a tree,
children often walk proudly for many miles for the chance to
become educated. Coming from the somewhat cynical
staffrooms of some pretty tough schools in Thatcherite Britain,
where the government almost seemed to despise, and certainly
to mistrust teachers, and where parents in our communities
could sometimes appear indifferent to the importance of
education, this experience of automatically being respected was
unsettling – in fact, slightly spooky.
To have a parent community that openly supports, respects and
values its teachers is a real gift to a school. Starting that school
in an old bungalow in Arusha with just 30 children, one set of
atlases, one set of dictionaries and one unreliable computer was
one of the best experiences of my teaching career. Strip away all
the clutter and it was so obvious to us as a small group of
teachers that the essential elements of a school are the students,
the teachers and the parents – and the quality of the relationships
that connect them.

The central aims of this book are:
To help shift the focus of mainstream schooling to incorporate more
centrally the often overlooked affective capacities that are increasingly
understood to be core, not fringe elements, in a school that truly aims
to meet the needs of the 21st century.
To help teachers and schools consider the benefits of using mindful
awareness training as a basis for developing these skills within an
integrated framework that promotes wellbeing in their communities.



To help individual teachers – and especially young teachers and trainee
teachers – to be able to deeply value the importance of their role, and
to help them discover practical ways to sustain themselves and to
thrive in this exacting and rewarding profession.



2 Mindfulness: What is it? How can it
help?

This chapter:
explores the nature of mindfulness, particularly in its modern
context
looks at how mindful awareness training can help us move from
‘thinking mode’ to ‘sensing mode’, opening up possibilities for
greater choice about how we respond in various situations
considers how mindfulness is being used to help with pain,
stress, anxiety and depression.

‘You are a young man in India and you are thinking too much.’
This much I knew already, but to hear it coming from the mouth
of a turbaned fortune-teller on the Bombay dockside seemed to
give it a legitimacy that worried me even further. ‘I know I think
too much. But how do I stop?’ That is what I didn’t understand.
Trying not to think wasn’t working.
In the 1970s, whilst on a trip to India I ended up, by chance,
taking part in a few meditation sessions with some local people
in Pondicherry. This experience had a strong impact on me and I
continued to explore meditation when I returned to London.
Although I persisted through much of my life to practice yoga or
Tai Chi, my meditation practice was very sporadic. Then, during
a very difficult period in midlife, when death and divorce
created challenges I felt ill-equipped to face, I rediscovered
meditation and mindfulness.
I found myself once again journeying down some of those
avenues towards self-awareness that I had explored in my youth.
In doing so I developed some essential skills and capacities that
really helped me to deal with these major life events and to cope
better with managing the stresses of life, work and family at that
time.
I had to learn how to allow and process strong emotions such as
sadness, anger, guilt and grief and as I did so I began to notice,
and then gradually to let go of, some self-created stressors.
Those subtle, under-the-surface ‘stories’ about my difficulties



that were only making things worse. I began to discover for
myself the value of what it means to really be consciously
present, even in the midst of difficulty. And beyond this, to
sense a capacity for enjoying life more fully again.

Thus, decades later, the introduction to meditation I had received in my
youth proved to be a highly significant experience for me. After I had
established my own daily practice and done some further training, an
obvious next step seemed to be to introduce students, teachers and parents
to mindfulness. In subsequent chapters we will look in depth at how this
can be done in schools, but first we will focus directly on what mindfulness
is, where it comes from and how it can help.
Fifteen Seconds
In the 1960s, a wave of ‘seekers’ (the trailblazers for my own overland trip
in the following decade) travelled from the West out to Asia. It was the
encounters of some of those individuals with Eastern practices that laid the
foundations for some valuable, cross-cultural learning that has resonated
down the decades into the present day, and into mainstream science,
psychology and medicine. In 1979, Jon Kabat-Zinn, a molecular biologist at
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, USA, was sitting in a meditation
group in Barre, Massachusetts, when he had 15 seconds of insight around
how to bring the essence of Buddhist meditation to mainstream society –
released from its cultural and historic trappings and made accessible to the
general public.
Kabat-Zinn, keen to apply his insight in practical ways, was able to
persuade the authorities at the University of Massachusetts Medical School
to let him use a room in the basement to receive referrals from doctors. He
took on patients who were experiencing long-term pain and illness that had
not been ‘cured’ by traditional medicine. People who were prepared to try
something different. That ‘something different’ was a weekly session, with
lots of home practice and exercises, drawn from yoga and meditation –
particularly mindfulness meditation.
The 8-week course that Kabat-Zinn devised went on to become the
Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) programme which today is
taught by thousands of trainers in more than 30 countries worldwide. The
University of Massachusetts Medical School Centre for Mindfulness alone
has taken over 22,000 people through the 8-week course. Once a solid



research base had been established, the MBSR framework and approach
became the model for subsequent applications of mindfulness, which are
used today in many different areas of mainstream mental health and
medicine.
So What is ‘Mindfulness’?

‘Mindfulness is the awareness that arises when we pay attention,
on purpose, in the present moment, with curiosity and kindness
to things as they are.’

This working definition framed by Kabat-Zinn does a good job of
encapsulating the essential qualities of mindfulness. Mindfulness is not
something we are ‘taught’ or ‘given’ as such; it’s a natural capacity that we
all have that may arise when we are deeply absorbed in something, or in a
situation that demands our full attention. When people meditate they are
cultivating the conditions that give rise to this mindful awareness.
All world religions contain elements devoted to reflection and to
developing inner peace, but the Buddhist traditions seem to have especially
focused on exploring these aspects of the human psyche. Mindfulness
programmes draw on these explorations, but the competencies that are
developed are naturally occurring, inherent, human capacities, and the
courses for schools outlined in this book are completely secular.
Mindfulness is really the opposite of forgetfulness. We forget about what is
happening right now because we are often busy thinking too much –
worrying about the future or revisiting the past. ‘Re-living and pre-living,’
as Chris Cullen from the Oxford Mindfulness Centre puts it. When we train
in mindfulness, we train in encountering the present moment, in making
ourselves more available to what is happening right now. And, of course,
the present moment is the only place where anything ever happens – so it’s
worth trying to spend more time here!
How Do We Do That?
You could be forgiven for believing that mindfulness and meditation are all
about the mind, but in many ways, training in mindful awareness is often
focused on the body – on consciously cultivating the connections between
mind and body that can help us find greater balance in our everyday
experiences and behaviours. While our mind might be off in the future,
worrying or imagining, or back in the past, regretting or re-enacting, our
body is only here in the present. So, on a basic level, if we train ourselves to
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be more directly connected with our bodies, then we can spend more time
fully inhabiting our experience of life.
Modes of Mind
Let’s take a moment to explore two key modes of brain functioning that are
central to mindful awareness. Read the following passage, and as you read,
take the time to allow yourself to imagine and ‘feel’ your way into the
situation described. (This, by the way, is not a mindfulness exercise, it is a
simple visualisation adapted from an example by David Rock, 2009.)

The Jetty

Imagine it’s summertime and you are on a small jetty on the
edge of a peaceful lake. You are sitting on the wooden boards,
your legs dangling over the water. It’s a warm day and you can
feel the heat on your skin and face. There’s a refreshing drink in
your hand and you can feel the coolness of the glass contrasting
with the heat of the day. A light breeze blows across the water,
stirring your hair, and the hairs on your arms. The breeze carries
a faint smell of reeds, earth and lake water.
A cloud passes over the sun and then a cooler breeze blows
across the water and gives you a slight shiver, reminding you
that the summer is passing quickly. The new school year will
soon begin. You recall that you still have some course planning
to do when you get back home. You start to wonder about the
new classes you have to teach – ‘Will the new text books arrive
in time?’ – and some of the jobs you left undone at the end of
the year – ‘I never did clean out those old files’.

Whether or not you actually ‘felt’ any sensations, you probably noticed
what happened there. We moved from full-on present moment sensory
experiencing into thinking – planning the future with our internal narrative
mode. Figure 2.1 illustrates two primary modes of mind.
These two main modes of mind – sensing and thinking – can be observed
in action using brain scans. We all have this capacity to experience our
senses and to move into our thoughts and we flip from one to the other and
back again, usually without even noticing. Most of us, however, spend a lot



of time in our thoughts and inner storytelling and not so much time
experiencing the present moment directly through our senses.
Figure 2.1 Modes of mind (adapted from Williams, 2010)

A key component of training in mindful awareness is learning how to bring
our attention out of thinking mode and into our bodies and senses – into
sensing mode. We train for this not to stop our thinking, nor to be
permanently in our bodies, but in order to have greater choice over where
our attention goes. To be able to inhabit the full range of sensory and
cognitive experiences, depending on what is most appropriate for the
occasion. When we notice we are stuck in (or overwhelmed by) thinking,
we can learn to drop our attention down into the body. When we want to
focus on the future, to do some planning for example, then we can choose
to do that with full consciousness, now, in this moment.



When we are having a difficult day – perhaps feeling stressed by an
interaction with a parent or colleague, or under pressure from a pile of
papers that need to be marked – we may be vaguely aware of discomfort,
and that we are not really in the best state of mind to walk into a classroom.
If, though, we have already established some mindfulness strategies, these
may allow us to just take a moment to drop into sensing our body and
breath, to acknowledge our thoughts and emotions, maybe take a deeper
breath and let some of that tension go. We can thus make a small shift in
our focus, even in a brief moment, that enables us to be more present with
those students in front of us right now.
Being with Pain
By engaging in this type of focused, present moment awareness, many
participants of those early courses created by Jon Kabat-Zinn found a
significant difference in their experience of their illness or their pain. Some
seemed to change their relationship with pain – to see themselves less
defined by their illness and to find more optimism through regaining a more
active role in their lives. Others seemed to actually experience less pain.
This is not just a theory or an idea – the powerful combination of ancient
practices with modern science reveals that, when trained in this way,
changes can often be observed in the brain. Researchers are discovering
that, even with initial adult mindfulness training, some significant
alterations in the structure and wiring of the brain can be detected
(Massachussetts General Hospital, 2011). The original purpose of
meditation practices, at least in Buddhism, was to understand the causes of
human suffering and how to end it. Modern applications of these ancient
approaches appear to confirm the validity of these techniques in a scientific
setting.
Pain and Suffering
So we know from the research and from people’s experiences that
something significant is happening here. But what are we actually doing
that makes a difference? Common to many of these applications of
mindfulness is a more active role on the part of the person who is suffering
– a decrease in the passivity that often accompanies a medical diagnosis.
There is also an aspect of being able to accept and work with our condition
as it is, and the paradox is that sometimes this active acceptance can reduce
the intensity of the experience.



Billy and the Mosquito
Whilst I was in the process of re-discovering mindfulness in my
middle age, I took my son, Billy, on a trip to Egypt. He was
about 14 at the time and as excited as I was by the amazing
sites, stories and people we encountered. One morning we rode
camels up to the tombs in Luxor and then went on to do a tour
of other nearby sites. As interested as he was in the ruins we
were exploring, he was also plagued by some nasty mosquito
bites that he just couldn’t resist scratching. Eventually this
started to interfere with the whole experience for him. In the
midst of all the magnificent ancient splendour, the irritation
caused by those tiny insects had, for him, taken centre stage. In
the bus between two sites he was becoming increasingly
annoyed, and having no cream with me I decided to try out one
of the techniques I had been learning. (I guessed that his
suffering might be sufficient to motivate him to try it!)
‘Instead of letting this drive you crazy, do you want to try a
different way of dealing with it?’
‘Like what?’
‘Don’t scratch the bites for a bit and just sit upright, close your
eyes and let yourself feel the itching … Just breathe gently and
deeply and close your eyes and focus on exactly the spot where
you feel most irritation … Now just keep breathing and noticing
and let yourself fully sense what those bites feel like on your
skin…
After a moment I asked him how it felt now.
‘The itching has gone!’
After a while the itch returned, but it wasn’t so intense and Billy
was able to go onto the next site and enjoy the experience. He
told me years later that he had imagined his breath going to the
itching spot like those TV adverts for pain relief pills that target
a throbbing red spot in the body. Whenever the itching returned
that day, he would breathe into it and it would ‘disappear’ again
for a while. He had learnt a new way of actively dealing with
discomfort.

Of course I am not trying to compare the pain experienced from serious
illnesses to the itch of a mosquito bite, and we can’t all overcome pain



simply by accepting it. But it is true that we often solidify, feed and even
magnify our difficulties by the way we react to them. Exceptional people
like Nelson Mandela and Viktor Frankl have shown how, even in the most
awful of situations, some individuals have been able to choose an attitude
that reduces and even transforms their suffering.
Perhaps a partial explanation of what might be happening here is
encapsulated in the formula:

Suffering = Pain × Resistance
Or, as some put it, ‘Pain in life is inevitable, suffering is optional’. We can’t
remove all negative experience from our lives, but we can at least ‘work the
edge’ of how we are impacted by suffering – and especially how our story
about pain and illness can sometimes add to, or feed, the experience of
suffering.

Treating Pain
Over the last 30 years, research on the impact of MBSR courses
on the experience of pain has increasingly shed light on the
physiological and psychological processes involved. Here’s one
recent example:

The standard pharmaceutical approach to testing new drugs
is to compare medications with a placebo, which we now
know can have a significant effect itself and there have
been some interesting research studies exploring placebo
processes (Feinberg, 2013). In 2014 Fadel Zeidan and his
team at Wake Forest Baptist Medical Centre in North
Carolina, USA, designed an experiment to compare
mindfulness meditation with a pain relief placebo (Zeidan
et al., 2015). Participants were randomly trained either in
mindfulness meditation or in how to use a neutral cream
(the placebo) they could apply in case of burns. Later they
were actually given a burn on their arm in the lab and they
then applied either the cream or their technique. The
placebo cream significantly reduced pain sensation (-11 per
cent) and unpleasantness (-13 per cent), but mindfulness
meditation outscored the placebo effect in both categories
(-27 per cent and –44 per cent).

Another group that was trained in a simple relaxation technique
had a lower effect than the cream, but what surprised
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researchers the most was the way in which scans revealed that
pain was being mediated in the brain:

‘We were completely surprised by the findings. While we
thought that there would be some overlap in brain regions
between meditation and placebo, the findings from this
study provide novel and objective evidence that
mindfulness meditation reduces pain in a unique fashion.’
(Wake Forest Baptist Medical Center, 2015)

The conclusion from this study was that, ‘Based on our findings,
we believe that as little as four 20-minute daily sessions of
mindfulness meditation could enhance pain treatment in a
clinical setting’.

The application of mindfulness techniques in MBSR to treating pain, and
the research that validated this, led to a flurry of studies, as illustrated in
Figure 2.2. Mindfulness-based approaches have been researched with
people with cancer, eating disorders, addictions and many other afflictions,
often with significant results. In mental health, mindfulness has been used
especially in treatment for depression, anxiety and stress. Mindfulness-
Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), based on the MBSR programme, targets
people suffering from clinical depression and has been particularly
successful in this area.
Figure 2.2 Exponential increase of mindfulness research publications since
2007/8 (American Mindfulness Research Association, 2016)



Feeling Your Feet
OK, enough theory for now; let’s try something more directly experiential.
The only way to really understand mindfulness is to experience it. Because
we are exploring non-verbal experience these words can only be guides –
we are trying to see if we can put words aside for a while – or at least to
turn down the volume on our thoughts a little, while turning up the volume
on the senses. Let’s see if we can let go of these ideas and thoughts for a
moment and just play with inhabiting our sensory experience.
The best way to do this is with someone guiding you, so you might want to
do this using the audio track in the ‘Try It Out!’ section at end of the
chapter.
If you prefer to read the guide yourself, just use the cues below to steer
yourself towards slowing down a little.
You will need a few minutes (approx. 3–5) and a quiet space to try this out.
If you are not in a good situation to do this right now, no problem – you can
choose a better time later.

Feel Your Feet Activity

If you are ready, start to build an intention to focus on this
activity and to cue yourself as you read by:

Slowing down your reading a little,



… pausing every now and then …
… seeing if you can notice
your body …

.......................................................................................................

..............................................
Now,

… just gently trying to focus your attention
on sensing
your feet.

See if you can notice the feel of your socks or shoes,
perhaps how they hold or constrain your feet …
Try to notice the temperature of your feet (warm or cool)
– and their weight (or lightness).
… Now noticing the connection with the surface beneath
your feet.

.......................................................................................................

..............................................
Just pause your reading for a longer moment now, sensing again
how your feet feel,

from the inside (close your eyes for a moment if it helps).
.......................................................................................................
..............................................
Try including with the feet a sense of the body sitting here
supported by the chair beneath you.
(Close your eyes again if it helps.)
And now, while you slowly, softly read this,

see if you can also notice the breath moving in your body.
The physical sensations of breathing,
wherever you feel them most vividly …
Just staying with the breath if you can for a few cycles …

.......................................................................................................

..............................................
Finally, after reading this last part,

just for a minute, try
putting the book down,
feeling your breath, and your body,
letting your eyes move slowly around the room,



and gently allowing yourself to fully sense yourself,
sitting here in this room.
So how was that?
What did you notice?
Did you feel tired?
Or relaxed?
Could you stay with the sensations?
Did your mind keep wandering off?
Was it difficult to engage?
Maybe you couldn’t feel your feet at all?
Or perhaps you were thinking ‘What a waste of time!’

Any of these possibilities, along with a variety of others, could have been
your experience during those few minutes. There is no right or wrong in
these practices. At this stage we are learning to notice whatever we notice,
so there’s no need to feel that you got it ‘wrong’ if it was a struggle. We are
just exploring, noticing what happens when we do try to move our attention
into the body. If this is a new type of experience for you, as with any
training of a new skill, it’s important not to push too hard, not to be too self-
critical. We can learn as much from challenging moments as we can from
when things go more easily. We are just starting to work on building up our
intention to pay attention.
Wandering and Wondering
We worry about the future, obsess about the past, get drawn in by the
mind’s narrator, sometimes getting stuck on autopilot, not really paying
attention to where we are and what we are doing. Even when focused on the
present moment we may still have these, mostly subliminal, intermittent
commentaries from our inner critic – we might be putting ourselves down
(‘I’m just not good/smart/strong enough’) or puffing ourselves up, making
comparisons with others and working out where we fit (‘At least I’m not as
ugly/short/tall/thin/fat/arrogant/shy/etc as him/her!’).
Mindful awareness training can help us work with our wandering mind (and
we all have one of those!), but this doesn’t mean we can’t appreciate and
celebrate the wonders of mind wandering. Some of my best ideas have
come when I let my mind wander and just see what turns up. Wisps of
poetry, music or ideas might bubble up, sometimes as if from nowhere. It’s
true that, for me, most of the time when this happens I’m doing something



physical at the time – walking, cycling, taking a shower, or maybe staring
out of a train window and being gently rocked whilst travelling through the
countryside. So I guess there’s a degree of ‘embodiment’ even if I’m not
focused on it. But this is different from the more ‘disembodied’, circuitous,
thinking that can take over in the small hours of the morning or after a
stressful day.
The Worry Gene
We are the descendants of Worriers as well as Warriors – it’s those anxious
genes that sometimes kept our ancestors alive and that have been passed
down to us. I sometimes tell my students that my mother was a wonderful
woman and also a great worrier and if there had been an Olympic
competition for worrying my mum would have been able to represent Great
Britain. ‘And,’ I tell them, ‘I have inherited that capacity and perfected it –
taken it to a whole new level.’ Worrying comes easily to me – it’s just the
way my mind tends to go.
Because I am quite good at worrying it has been hardwired into my
neurological circuitry. My habitual thought patterns travel down familiar
inter-synaptic routes that have become well myelinated (insulated) through
regular use. This makes it easier for the electro-chemical currents in my
neurons to flow along these ‘worryways’. Through training, however, I
have learnt to notice this process and often now I can choose to not go
down those default neural motorways and instead turn off down a gentler
side road, one that is more conducive to having a calmer, more pleasant
journey.
Most of us seem to have a built-in tendency to veer towards the negative
when our thoughts are left to wander too long, and there’s a danger of
getting trapped in subliminal, negative thinking – especially when this is
fuelled by an underlying low mood or a strong emotion such as fear, anger
or sadness (Killingsworth and Gilbert, 2010). As cognitive behavioural
therapists have discovered, sometimes our attempts to think our way out of
a depression can just keep us stuck in a downward spiral. Training in
mindfulness has helped me to notice the difference between pleasant or
creative daydreaming and circuitous worrying which serves no positive
purpose.
The wandering mind can be a creative or restorative state when we
daydream (Callard and Margulies, 2011), or it can fuel negative states when
we obsess or catastrophise. With time and patience we can train ourselves



so that we can choose to allow it to wander or, if we notice it is causing us
problems or undermining us, we can learn to gently pull ourselves out of
thinking into the present moment, through the sensory anchors we have
established in our practice.

Meditators are not ‘people whose minds don’t wander’;
people meditate because minds wander.

When we see an image of a room full of meditators everyone appears to be
so calm and serene, but the reality is that at any one moment each person
could be experiencing anything across the full range of human emotions
and sensations – not all of them calm or pleasant. It’s important to
understand how difficult it can sometimes be to just sit still quietly for a few
minutes – especially if you might end up training students in this one day!
When we introduce adults and children to these practices, we take care to
normalise their various experiences. The last thing we want is for young
people to conclude, ‘I tried mindfulness but it’s not my thing, my mind
wanders too much’. We help them understand the nature of the wandering
mind – that it’s just ‘what minds do.’
In the next chapter we will explore in more depth establishing a personal
mindfulness practice so that you can try this out for yourself. The more you
practice, the more you are able to notice when the mind is fuelling worry,
and then you can use your growing ability to focus your attention in ways
that can help calm and centre yourself. Let’s try a brief exploratory
exercise, similar to the one we did earlier, but in a context you might be
familiar with, just to give you an idea of how we might use mindful
awareness for ourselves in school.

Breath Break

Imagine you’ve just come back to school after a week’s holiday.
You don’t actually feel all that rested despite the break, and with
reports to proofread and parent conferences coming up later this
week, you feel unsure if you have sufficient energy to get you
through this week. You certainly don’t feel ready to face your
class this morning – especially remembering the last lesson
before the break, they were all over the place!
Then you remember that mindfulness exercise you have been
practising and decide to give it a go now, even though it feels
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strange to do it in school. You turn your chair to face the
window, look out over the trees at the clouds skimming across
the apartments opposite.
Noticing the space above the crowded horizon, you take a deep
breath.
You allow yourself to notice the cocktail of thoughts, feelings
and sensations flowing around your mind and body. [Try this
exercise now as you read – approx. 3 minutes]
Try to focus on where in the body you might notice any
emotions or sensations. Then …
…Take a good long in-breath.
Allow yourself to notice the exhale,
encouraging a sense of letting go as you follow it out,
trying to feel the breath moving in your body,
closing your eyes for a moment if that helps.
Then gather your attention and take it down to your feet.
Feeling the feet inside your shoes.
And the floor under your feet.
Take a few breaths whilst focusing on the feet.
Now expand your attention to notice your legs, thighs and the
feel of your body sitting here in the chair.
Being aware of your breath, raise your eyes and look out and
around you for a moment.
Take one more deep inhale and exhale.
Maintaining some awareness of your body as best you can, get
up slowly and prepare yourself to meet – and greet! – your
students.

Mindfulness and Stress
The MBSR approach has been found to be highly effective for helping
people deal with stress as well as pain. And it can be used as a preventative
as well as a coping strategy. One piece of research (shown below) on using
mindfulness for stress that might be of interest to those sceptical of ‘self-
report’ studies was carried out with the US Marines and relied solely on
physiological measures. (NB: In the following chapters we will look in
more depth at using mindfulness to manage stress at work and beyond.)

Mindful Marines

Mutadi
Line



This study (Johnson et al., 2014) was done by researchers from
the University of California, San Diego School of Medicine and
the Naval Health Research Center:

Four randomly selected platoons were assigned
mindfulness training and four were assigned training-as-
usual.
The platoons were assessed before and after an 8-week
mindfulness training course and also during and after a
stressful combat training session some months later.
Based on physiological blood, brain and heart markers, the
results showed that ‘mechanisms related to stress recovery
can be modified in healthy individuals prior to stress
exposure, with important implications for evidence-based
mental health research and treatment.’

Mindfulness and Depression
According to the World Health Organization, depression is one of the
leading causes of global ill health (WHO, 2012). In recent years,
psychologists have been developing some effective approaches to the
treatment of depression that incorporate mindfulness. One major study
recruited groups of people who had experienced clinical, recurring
depression, and trained them on an 8-week mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy (MBCT) course and then compared them with control groups
(Teasdale et al., 2000). In this and similar, replicated studies, researchers
have found that people with the MBCT training are half as likely to relapse
into depression compared to control groups continuing their normal
treatment. Whilst it may not work for everyone, MBCT does seem to offer a
viable alternative to pharmacological options for reducing the reoccurrence
of clinical depression, whilst avoiding any potential side-effects of
medication. In fact, MBCT has become so well established now in the UK
that the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (2009)
recommends it be prescribed by doctors as a National Health funded form
of treatment for depression.

Changing the Brain
A 2007 study (Farb et al.), entitled ‘Attending to the
present: mindfulness meditation reveals distinct neural
modes of self-reference’, showed that mindfulness training
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increases ‘viscero-somatic’ processing and uncouples
‘narrative-based’ processing. In other words, the two
modes of mind we explored earlier in the Jetty Scenario
(sensory mode and thinking mode) can be more easily
‘uncoupled’ when we have trained ourselves to become
more aware of physical sensations. It may be that for
people who are depressed and prone to ruminate, this
uncoupling helps them be aware of when an episode of
depression might be beginning and then take steps to
actively prevent relapse.
A Massachusetts General Hospital study (2011) showed
that after an 8 week mindfulness training programme
(average 27 minutes practice per day), brain scans detected
changes in the structure of the brain in those areas
connected with emotional regulation and stress. The scans
showed:

increased grey-matter density in the hippocampus
(which can increase memory and learning capacities)
decreased grey-matter density in the amygdala (which
can decrease our fear responses).

Understanding how rumination contributes to depressive states has
implications for all of us – not just because depression is becoming such a
common 21st-century affliction, but also because we all have to deal with
negative moods and mind states. When we understand more about how our
mind, body and emotions function, we are better positioned to learn
strategies to deal with such difficulties.
Healthy Scepticism
When we introduce mindfulness to teachers and students we encourage
them to be ‘healthily sceptical’ about the research and about their
expectations. Not to be so cynical or closed that you aren’t prepared to try
something a bit different, but not to be so open that you quickly conclude
that mindfulness is the answer to all problems (actually, not many school-
kids reach this conclusion, but it can happen with adults in mid-life).
Meditation may not always be the best option for everyone, depending on
mental and physical circumstances. For example, someone with asthma
may not feel comfortable with a focus on the breath, and it’s important not
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to feel pressured to do so. (Although if you do have asthma and are
interested, there has been some research done on how mindfulness may
improve lung function and quality of life, [Pbert et al., 2012]). The MBCT
programme has been proven to be effective for some people suffering from
depression, but it is designed to be used as a preventative when in relapse,
not when experiencing a major depressive episode.

WEBLINK: To see an example of someone trying a mindfulness
experience with a ‘healthily sceptical’ outlook, check out this
short film about CNN’s Anderson Cooper:
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/the-newly-mindful-anderson-
cooper/

Choosing what works for you is good practice in self-care. When we
employ healthy scepticism we are prepared to try something and, even if at
first it is a challenge, then we might choose to persist based on
encouragement and guidance from others that we trust, or on our
understandings from research. But ultimately, we are going to decide for
ourselves, based on our own experience what works and what doesn’t.
Going Public
As results from scientific research spread, mindfulness became increasingly
of interest to the general public. An MBCT book on The Mindful Way
Through Depression (Williams et al., 2007) was followed in 2011 by a less
clinical, more generally accessible book Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to
Finding Peace in a Frantic World by Mark Williams and Danny Penman.
This excellent self-directed 8-week course book has now been translated
into more than 20 languages and is an international bestseller, showing that
interest in mindfulness is coming not just from people who are clinically
depressed or in pain. We are all in need of more space and downtime and
many of us can benefit from practical guidance in how to achieve better
balance in our lives. So, the combination of brain scan technology with the
adoption and adaptation of Eastern traditional meditative practices in
various secular forms in the West has opened up new horizons in mental
and physical health. Exploring the benefits of these deep understandings of
the human psyche without the trappings of organised religion has enabled a
host of scientific research and new understandings in mental health
interventions. Psychologists and educators have only recently begun to
consider if the advances outlined above in applying mindful awareness

http://www.cbsnews.com/news/the-newly-mindful-anderson-cooper/
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training to mental and physical health could be of benefit to children and
young people in schools.

Mental Health and Young People
A primary concern for us as teachers is the alarming rate of
increase in mental health issues for children and young people:

A meta-study in the USA found that children and college
students in the 1980s were reporting average levels of
anxiety higher than those of young psychiatric patients in
the 1950s (Twenge, 2000).
The onset of major depression is now most commonly
reported to start in adolescence (Williams et al., 2012).
According to a 2012 Chief Medical Officer report, 10 per
cent of UK children have a diagnosable mental disorder
(Murphy and Fonagy, 2012).
In 2014 a survey of 830 USA college student counselling
centres reported a 94 per cent growth of ‘severe
psychological problems’. These were mainly anxiety
disorders and serious psychological crises that, according
to one centre Director, have created a situation where
counsellors ‘can no longer do therapy …[they] can only
triage acute crises’ (Gallagher, 2015).
Self-harm rates among children and young people in the
UK have increased sharply over the past decade (Murphy
and Fonagy, 2012).
The World Health Organization (2016) stated that
‘depression is the top cause of illness and disability among
adolescents and suicide is the third cause of death.’ Suicide
figures only indicate the tip of an iceberg of suffering
amongst young people: in the USA among young adults
(15–24 years) there is one suicide for every 100–200
attempts (Goldsmith et al., 2002).

We don’t necessarily need surveys and statistics to convince us that
lifestyles are out of balance these days – many of us have already either
experienced mental illness ourselves or we know family, friends or students
who have suffered or who are suffering. The World Health Organization
(2016) advocates for education in this area to be augmented: ‘Building life
skills in children and adolescents and providing them with psychosocial



support in schools and other community settings can help promote good
mental health.’
Most of the research on mindfulness-based interventions has been done
with adults but this situation is changing and research with young people
and children, while still seen as an ‘emergent field’, is beginning to yield
some positive indications. In Chapter 5 we will look at some of this
research evidence and explore how some teachers have begun to adapt adult
mindfulness programmes for children and teenagers in schools.
In this chapter we have focused on the use of mindful awareness training in
medicine and mental health but I want to conclude by emphasising that it’s
not all about dealing with difficulty and avoiding despair or the problems of
life – this work is just as much about enjoying life and appreciating the
wonderful opportunity to be alive on this beautiful planet. Mindful
awareness training can help us with challenging experiences and with
difficult emotions, thoughts and sensations, but we can also use it simply
for the ease and joy of slowing down, being more in our bodies and being
more able to appreciate the present moment.

‘Oh, I’ve had my moments, and if I had to do it over again, I’d
have more of them. In fact, I’d try to have nothing else. Just
moments, one after another, instead of living so many years
ahead of each day.’
Nadine Stair, 85 years old (quoted in Kabat-Zinn, 1991)

What Really Matters?
The ancient art of cultivating mindful awareness is being
applied in mainstream medicine and mental health with
proven impact on pain, anxiety and depression.
This is now leading to a range of initiatives in educational
settings exploring the potential for positive mental health
applications for young people and teachers.

Try It Out!
If you didn’t yet try the activity on page 21, then consider setting
aside 10 minutes sometime this week to slowly go through the
exercise; alternatively, follow a guided audio version at
www.mindwell-education.com.

http://www.mindwell-education.com/


In the following chapters we look at specific ways to develop
various mindful awareness practices. For now, if you want to
explore a little, consider building a quiet moment into your day.
Here are a few suggestions to choose from to get you started:

Take two minutes, maybe after you shower and before your
breakfast, to just sit quietly and take a few conscious
breaths. You don’t have to sit cross-legged on the floor, a
normal chair will also do.
If you normally drink tea or coffee in the morning, consider
using this time to simply sit and sense, enjoying the
experience of drinking rather than planning your day or
reading the paper while you drink.
Set a timer for 5 minutes and sit quietly, sensing the body
and feeling the movement of breathing wherever you can
notice it. Expect the mind to wander off and when you
notice it has, gently bring your attention back to the
physical sensations of breath or body.
Try using the audio link as a daily guided settling (approx.
5 minutes).

With all these exercises remember to be kind to yourself – don’t
beat yourself up if it doesn’t work out as you hoped or planned!
Remember the qualities of mindfulness we are seeking to
cultivate:

‘Mindfulness is the awareness that arises when we pay attention,
on purpose, in the present moment, with curiosity and kindness
to things as they are.’

Further Reading and Resources
Kabat-Zinn, J. (1991) Full Catastrophe Living: How to Cope with Stress,
Pain and Illness using Mindfulness Meditation. London: Piatkus.
A fascinating insight into Jon Kabat-Zinn’s MBSR approach and a great
introduction to mindfulness. You can see a touching film of his early work
in:
Healing and the Mind with Bill Moyers (1993) Public Broadcasting
Service
https://vimeo.com/39767361

https://vimeo.com/39767361


Williams, M., Teasdale, J., Segal, Z. and Kabat-Zinn, J. (2007) The Mindful
Way Through Depression: Freeing Yourself from Chronic Unhappiness.
New York: Guilford Press.
Contains an outline for a self-directed course and many insights into the use
of MBCT to treat depression.
Gunaratana, B. (2011) Mindfulness in Plain English. Somerville, MA:
Wisdom.
An accessible and illuminating guide to meditation from a well-regarded
Buddhist author.



3 Being Mindful: Stress Management and
Self-care

This chapter:
looks at the conscious practice of developing and applying
mindful awareness to daily life
considers how such training can help us manage stress and why
a focus on self-care is such a key element for teachers
introduces practical examples and ideas for both formal and
informal mindfulness practice.

Teacher Self-care
As teachers, we are members of ‘the caring professions’ – a group that
includes doctors, nurses and social workers. For many this career path is a
vocation, a calling –a gift even. We may feel privileged to be entrusted with
the care, growth and learning of our students, and we may find meaning and
purpose in our daily efforts to nurture the next generation. As educators we
give a lot: we invest our time and energy in our work, and we give
something personal of ourselves to our students. This may often feel
stimulating and rewarding, but over time we may also be in danger of
burnout. There is always more to be done, more meetings to attend, more
emails to respond to, more duties to take on, better ways of teaching things.
At the end of the day we may feel fulfilled and inspired, but we may also
feel drained and exhausted. Teaching can be both nourishing and depleting,
and if the overall balance swings towards the latter, sustainability and health
can be at risk. Knowing how best to deal with these demands and to manage
stress not only helps us avoid burnout, it can also enhance our teaching
skills.

‘Keeping your own wellbeing in mind is essential to create
the experiential conditions to inspire students to learn.’

This quote is from Daniel Siegel’s preface to The Social Neuroscience of
Education by Louis Cozolino (2013). Siegel is not just expressing an
opinion as a professor of psychiatry; he is also summarising the findings of
Cozolino’s book.
Thanks to scientific exploration of the importance of relationship in
learning, we now understand much more about early development through
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the process of attachment to our primary caregivers. Young humans are
predisposed to connect with adults on many subtle levels. When a teacher is
in a room with a group of children, they step into this evolutionary
predisposition. This means that, in addition to the academic, analytical and
conceptual content that the teacher is focusing on, their students are also
cueing into a range of bodily, sensory and emotional cues.
Our engagement in the present moment and our authentic connection to
ourselves and others has a significant, often unrecognised impact on the
efficacy of our teaching, and of course on the learning of our students.
Much of this is subliminal, but the research is pointing us to an
understanding that:

How we teach is as important as what we teach.

The Oxygen Mask
As a parent on a plane our instinct might be to help our children first if
there was a problem, but we are instructed to get our own oxygen supply
sorted before we help others. Many mindfulness teacher-training
programmes use this metaphor because as teachers it is often easier for us to
focus on the needs of our students than on our own needs. But it is only
when we know how to take care of ourselves – to nourish ourselves and to
find balance – that we can effectively model these skills and help develop
them in our students.
In 2012 I helped establish MindWell (mindwell-education.com), a small
organisation that supports schools and institutions seeking to establish
mindfulness, social-emotional learning and wellbeing in their communities.
We created the framework below to help us structure our work with
educators:

Three Aspects of Mindfulness in Education
Be mindful
Teach mindfully
Teach mindfulness

The basis for all of our work in this area is being mindful.
The heightened awareness that arises from developing a
mindfulness practice will often impact the way we are in the
classroom, enabling us to teach more mindfully.
Once we have this foundation, we may choose to train to
teach mindfulness to others.
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As our mindfulness practice grows, we can tune in to the body more and
also become more sensitively attuned to the classroom environment, and to
our interactions. Noticing our physical responses to stressors can make us
more aware of tensions that could develop over time into ill-health, and so
we can use this awareness to try to take better care of ourselves. When we
focus more on self-care we become better connected with ourselves, which
leads to better relationships with students. This in turn can improve their
learning. Being more mindful in our daily lives can help us sustain
ourselves and maintain our health, vitality and engagement in this
wonderful and demanding profession.
If new teachers can learn some of these skills whilst in initial teacher
training and also then work in schools that are supportive of teacher self-
care, it is likely that more teachers will be better equipped to thrive and
remain longer in the profession. We will take up this theme further in
Chapter 4.
Being mindful arises out of our own personal mindfulness practice – both
formal (sitting meditation, body scans etc.) and informal (bringing mindful
awareness into our daily activities and into our relationships). Our own
mindfulness underlies all other aspects of mindfulness in education, but this
does not mean we need to be a perfectly enlightened being before we can
start training children. It just means that whatever we attempt to do with
students we have already attempted for ourselves.

There is not one way in which I believe mindfulness couldn’t be
profoundly valuable for children … if it’s done in the right way. And if
it’s not done in the right way it would be a travesty to actually do it, so
we have to proceed very sensitively in that regard. (Kabat-Zinn, 2013)

Some teachers might feel frustrated because they get enthused about
mindfulness, want to get trained up to teach it to students, but then discover
there are significant prerequisites they have to meet to be accepted on some
courses. Or they may eventually do a training course and want – or are
expected – to train up other teachers right away, as we do with most forms
of professional development – but this is not your average professional
development course. If you want to eventually train students it is important
to take your time, go slowly and wait to really establish your own personal
practice first. Otherwise, despite best intentions, it is possible that you
might even turn some children off the idea.
Supporting Teacher Self-care in Schools



The central theme of this book, that a focus on teacher self-care needs to
precede everything else, is not a message we are used to hearing in schools.
For school leaders who really appreciate the importance of valuing teachers,
it becomes clear that schools need to look at how they can best facilitate
this. It does not mean schools have to be directly responsible for the
nourishment of their teachers, it’s more that we need to be explicit and
proactive in creating conditions in schools that encourage and promote
teacher self-care. When leaders and parents understand the importance of
this they can support initiatives that enable teachers to develop these
capacities in themselves, and teachers can then model and teach them to
their students.

‘Developing groundedness and not allowing myself to be pulled
around by the wind is all down to the learning I’ve done through
mindfulness and the daily practice helps with that. We do work
hard and it’s a career that sucks a lot out of you. You have to
give a lot of yourself and those moments of stillness feel like
recharging. The job requires you to be so sociable and I’m
actually quite introverted. I recharge through being on my own –
and doing that mindfulness practice sometimes feels like the
equivalent of half a day’s walk out in the hills.’
Primary School Teacher, UK

Some schools are already providing professional development funds for
teachers to take an MBSR, MBCT or similar course for themselves. A few
even pay for, or contribute to, subscriptions for teachers to access apps such
as Headspace or other programmes that can help them develop a daily
meditation practice. Some teachers do go on to train students, but that is not
the only reason to support such programmes. Enlightened leaders can
recognise the value of teachers knowing how to manage their stress, relate
more sensitively to colleagues, parents and students, and hone their
classroom and behavioural management skills through enhanced self-
awareness and classroom presence.

‘Mindfulness helped me personally balance that busy workload
with the needs of the pupils. School can be a hectic place but
I’m reminded of a quote I heard that really helped me to focus
on the pupils – “I used to get annoyed by interruptions until I
realized that interruptions were my day”. The mindfulness



approach helped me to be very present with people rather than
get on with the 15 reports I had to write. You can learn to notice
in yourself if you are getting anxious and actually become aware
of when you get the first pangs of it being stressful. I never
thought about it in that way before. Noticing any ruminations
and having a period of settling kept my inner compass in the
right direction.’
Liz Lord, Special Educational Needs Coordinator, UK

Stress
For teachers, the need to be ‘on’ all day whilst teaching, the number of
decisions to be made in a day, the lesson preparation and extracurricular
duties, recording and reporting, dealing with students, parents and
colleagues and so on, all make it necessary for us to know how to be able to
sustain and take care of ourselves.
One of the key problems for 21st-century humans is that our physiology
responds to mental and emotional stressors as much as it does to physical
threat. Our response systems can be activated when we open up our inbox
and see the long list of unread messages, or even by just thinking about our
overwhelmingly long ‘to-do’ list. For many of us these days psychological
and social stressors are much more common than physical ones. Just see if
you can notice what happens when you slowly read the words and phrases
below. Allow each to sink in a little and see if you can pick up any subtle
sensations in your body:

emails,
deadlines,

family responsibilities,
to-do lists,

lack of time

A ‘New Normal’
In the presentations that he does for schools, Tim Burns (founder of
Educare) talks about a ‘new normal’ that society is adapting to in terms of
stress levels (see Figure 3.1).
Figure 3.1 Chronic elevated stress levels – a new normal (courtesy of Tim
Burns, www.timburnseducare.com)

http://www.timburnseducare.com/


The Physiology of Balance and Stress
The physiological state of our body is normally self-regulating and a key
factor in maintaining this state of balance is the autonomic nervous system
(ANS). The ANS comprises two contrasting systems that give us energy
when we need it, or slow us down when we don’t:

the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) is our accelerator pedal
the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) is our intelligent braking
system.

When we have to cope with an emergency such as a tiger stalking us in the
bush, or suddenly having to meet a moved deadline, the blood is instantly
filled with glucocorticoids and other hormones that rush around the body
mobilising our response resources. When the SNS pushes us into action it
uses up valuable fuel so the PNS needs to slow things down, calm us and
give us the ability to digest and store energy and bring us back to balance.
As we can see in Figure 3.1, the upper curves (symbolising activation for
action by the SNS) are longer than the lower curves (rest and recovery
through the PNS). Our lifestyles are engaging the SNS more than they do
the PNS, creating a long-term imbalance that starts to feel almost ‘normal’
– or, just ‘the way things are’.
So, these systems that evolved to cope with physical threat prime us to be
ready for action the moment we detect an unusual rustle in the jungle,
physical or mental. But most of us are not hardwired to deal efficiently with
the pace and frequency of modern psychological threats. Long term, these
over-activated stress responses put too much strain on the system. Even if
we get a short holiday we don’t always unwind enough to fully relax.



Sometimes it’s just easier to keep ourselves hyped-up rather than cope with
the initial discomfort of slowing down and recognising how tired or stressed
we are.
A degree of stress is helpful and necessary. Eustress is the technical term
for positive stress (we usually call it ‘stimulation’), and in Chapter 4 we
look at how developing awareness of our stress indicators can be very
useful in our teaching. But our stress responses evolved for short-term use
in physical situations and the harmful effects of long-term stress are well
documented. Because these days few of us are getting enough ‘rest and
recovery’ (R&R) time we need to take conscious, intentional action if we
want to restore balance (see Figure 3.2).
Figure 3.2 Homeostasis (courtesy of Tim Burns,
www.timburnseducare.com)

De-stressing
For sure there are many ways to de-stress. Perhaps you run, walk, swim,
play golf, go to the gym, do yoga, garden, gossip, cry, laugh, dance, bathe,
drink, share, eat, switch off, or even shout!
It is so important for us to find and nurture healthy ways of coping with
stress. It is worth noting that many of the typical ways of relaxing and de-

http://www.timburnseducare.com/


stressing involve physical activity – getting back into the body. Alcohol can
relax us too and can certainly get us ‘out of our heads’, though not always
in such a restorative manner!

This offering from a secondary teacher colleague illustrates the
point:
For a majority of my teaching career, I would come home and
have a few drinks to unwind in the evenings. Because my mind
and body had been so busy during the day, I needed something
to ‘take the edge off,’ and help me relax and wine seemed to be
the way to do it. I would drink wine while watching TV or
spending time on my computer. I never really thought much
about it and continued in that pattern for a few years. After a
time, however, I started to notice some effects –foggier in the
mornings, a low level of constant sadness and a vague sense of
regret, which I attributed to feeling like I was ‘wasting my
evenings’, as they would dissolve into bedtime with no real
sense of having lived. What had originally been a strategy for
rest and recovery became more of a coping mechanism than a
relaxation technique. I was losing my engagement with myself
and my life. I certainly didn’t feel refreshed the next morning.
At the same time I had been developing a meditation practice
and this helped me to begin to notice this pattern, to be gentle
with myself about it and to slowly shift to healthier strategies for
managing my stress.
How did I actually achieve that balance, you might wonder? I
think it was a combination of factors – having the intention to
cut down on the amount of wine that I drank, establishing a
meditation practice which helped me recognise my thoughts and
desires more clearly, and a very practical suggestion from a
friend. She suggested that I take a breath before pouring myself
a drink. And the next time, to take two breaths. Simple, right?
Well, many times I forgot, but once I established the routine of
doing this, it helped me work consciously with my engrained
habit. Just taking a breath helped me to pause and reflect before
the action so I could make an informed decision about whether
or not I really wanted that drink. Don’t get me wrong – I still
love my wine! – but I’m able to be more balanced about it.



Re–balancing
Mindful awareness exercises activate the PNS and also tend to naturally
deepen our breathing as we learn to let go more and re-balance our
physiology. The natural physiological flow of activity and rest, of activation
and relaxation, can be seen even in the space of a single breath. When we
breathe in we activate the SNS and minutely raise our heart rate. When we
breathe out we engage the PNS and minutely lower our heart rate
(Sapolsky, 2004).
I have found from my own meditation practice that after 15–20 minutes or
so of sitting my body usually begins to feel warm and relaxed, but I had
wrongly assumed that following the breath was only about maintaining
attention on a sensory object in order to train the mind. I now realise that
whilst building a capacity to attend through focusing on breathing we are
also treating our physiology to some much needed R&R time!

Learning to cope – a teacher’s story
As a young teacher I spent a lot of time crying – on the way to
school, at school, on the way home from school ... I was so
stressed out and overwhelmed that in my third year teaching I
went part-time just so I could get my bearings. I carried on but
had to stop again a few years later when difficulties arose in my
personal life. I went through a divorce and soon after my father
passed away. I needed time to cope with all of this. My father
had introduced me to meditation in my early 20s but I never
pursued it fully. It was at this time that I revisited some of the
skills and concepts he taught me.
After a while, I noticed an impact on my professional life. I
remember thinking one day at school, ‘Hey, I’m not crying
anymore between classes!’. The practices that I was doing for
my own mental health and peace of mind were having a positive
impact on my teaching. Because I was more connected with
myself, I was able to be more connected with my students. We
were able to create trusting relationships which allowed for
deeper learning to occur. Teaching was still challenging, but
something had shifted. I was able to be more calm and present
with my students and was also able to notice when I was getting
frustrated or irritated with them and/or colleagues, but instead of



reacting without thinking which could often get me into trouble,
I was able to respond with a more balanced approach. What’s
more, I actually began to really enjoy time with my students!
Mindfulness also allowed me to notice when I was pushing
myself too hard. With heightened awareness of how my mind,
body and emotions work together, I was able to notice my stress
accumulating and make the choice to care for myself, which in
turn, really helped me to care for my students. Mindfulness is
the practical tool that helped me be a better teacher, and a better
friend to myself.

Canadian High School teacher, Amy Burke
You can hear more about how mindfulness helped Amy in
her TEDx Talk at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=2i2B44sLVCM&t=1s&ab_channel=TEDxTalks

Mindful Stress Management
So let’s take a look at stress management by reflecting first on these two
questions:

What stresses you out?
Where do you notice stress responses in your body?

We can become more aware of our typical stress signature and use the body
as an early warning radar system to prevent us from being driven by
unacknowledged tensions. You can start to try tuning in and recognising
your familiar responses to stress – especially noticing (with an open
curiosity in the moment if you can muster it) where you experience stress
responses in your body. The first and crucial step in self-care is this
recognition – accepting when stress is present in the body, and becoming
aware of where you are experiencing it. The next step is doing something
about it.
Developing a mindful awareness practice can add a valuable tool to your
stress-management toolkit – one you can consciously engage in even when
physical outlets are not available. Mindfulness is a portable skill that can be
employed at any time. It’s also possible to combine mindful awareness with
your preferred unwinding mechanism to enhance the experience – you can
cycle more mindfully, run mindfully, eat mindfully and even drink wine
more mindfully!

Breathing Technique – the 7/11 (1–3 minutes)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2i2B44sLVCM&t=1s&ab_channel=TEDxTalks


From the feedback we have received, this simple technique has
been the most popular of all with students and teachers when it
comes to needing a quick way to try to settle nerves before an
exam, speech, performance or other stressful moment.

On an inhale, count to 7 and on the next exhale count to 11.
Try to match the count to the breath rather than forcing the
breath to fit the count – it’s fine to speed up the rate of
counting if you need to get up to 11.
Sometimes when really stressed even trying to breathe and
count to 11 can feel like a stressor, so you can also just
silently speak the syllables:

Sev – en ... Ee – Lev – en ...
This is effectively a count of 2 in and 3 out.

Whichever you do, make sure you actually pay attention to
the counting because this can help unplug from the ‘story’
about the event or feeling.
Do about three or four of these, really focusing on the
breath and the counting and note any differences after.
Repeat as often as necessary!

The 7/11 is a subtle but effective way of extending our
exhalation a little. When we are stressed we seem to hold energy
inside and in the upper part of the body – imagine the sharp
intake of breath after a shock. When we sigh, we do so on a long
exhale, letting go and activating the parasympathetic nervous
system that can lower the heart rate a little and help to calm us.
(NB: 7/11 breathing is commonly used in therapy and there are
various ways of doing it. The version described here is based on
the approach taken in the Mindfulness in Schools Project’s ‘.b’
Programme.)

Research on Teacher Stress and Mindfulness
Training
Looking to support the establishment of more Directors of Wellbeing in
schools, Nuffield Health (UK) were surprised to find that a common answer
to the question they put to students:



‘What are the major impacts on your sense of wellbeing in school?’
was:

‘How stressed my teacher is today.’
There is a huge body of research on stress and its impact in various
contexts:

Around 40 per cent of USA teachers leave during the first 5 years.
(Ingersoll and Stuckey, 2014)
82 per cent of UK teachers are suffering from lack of sleep and over
three quarters from anxiety. Almost half of teachers in the last year
have sought medical advice, over a third have taken medication, 5%
have been hospitalised. Over three quarters of women teachers report
that the job has affected their mental health and well-being.
(NASUWT, 2016)

One common cause of teacher burnout is the stress that can be brought on
from repeatedly dealing with difficult students and difficult situations
(Kyriacou, 2001). In Chapter 4 we look at a new approach in teacher
training in Denmark that is using mindfulness in initial teacher training to
help teachers cope better with challenging moments and behaviour
management. Another piece of action research that connected teachers,
stress and mindful awareness training was carried out in 2011 with very
positive indications as the following research shows.
A significant piece of research incorporating compassion training with
mindful awareness training (Kemeny et al., 2011) randomly assigned 82
teachers to a training group or control group and found that after 8 weeks,
those in the contemplative/emotion training group had:

less negative emotion
reduced feelings of depression
increase in positive states of mind.

Follow-up research with participants found that after 5 months those in the
training group had:

lower blood pressure
recovered from stressful task more quickly
greater feelings of compassion towards others
less hostility or contempt.

(NB. The ‘lessening of hostility or contempt’ factor was measured in
connection with spouses and partners, illustrating the value this can have
for those we relate to at home as well as at work!)



Further research on teachers, stress and wellbeing can be found in a very
informative paper by Professor Katherine Weare, ‘Evidence for
mindfulness: impacts on the wellbeing and performance of school staff’
(2014).

Mindfulness was very helpful in my life. I learned it not for
teaching but because I needed it – about 7 years ago when I was
doing my Masters degree, I got insomnia. It was quite serious
and my friend introduced me to mindfulness and I did the
MBSR course. Since then my insomnia has reduced a lot and
my stress levels have been alleviated. I find it has helped me in
my work as well. Sometimes when I talk to parents or I give
some advice or consultation I think that I can empathise with
them more and also when I give consultations I can appreciate
their effort or be more accepting of their difficulties. My
empathy has been enhanced.
Stanley Chan, Educational Psychologist, Hong Kong

Being Mindful
Managing our stress is crucial in sustaining our effectiveness as educators
and it can be practically supported through developing a mindfulness
practice. We can separate ways of being mindful into ‘formal’ and
‘informal’ practices.
Formal Practice
A formal meditation practice is the bedrock of developing mindfulness.
Here you are taking the time to pause, to really allow yourself to take a
breath, and to begin to awaken and amplify your intrinsic capacity to be
more mindfully aware. We will look at three different approaches to formal
practice.
1. Sitting Meditation
In sitting meditation, the main intention is to find a place and a posture that
will promote a relaxed alertness so you can simply sit still and undisturbed
for a little while. Be reasonable about the time you set aside for practice at
the beginning. You don’t train for a marathon by running 42 kilometres the
first day. Starting with even 2–5 minutes can be helpful as you establish a
new routine and healthy habit. And if every day seems too much to start
with, try with every other day at the beginning.
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Although it can be challenging to sit still and we may go through stages of
lethargy, discomfort or difficult emotions, it’s also important, especially at
the beginning, to enter into this gently. We also need to appreciate and
enjoy it wherever possible – although we aim to be open to all our
experiences, we are not doing this in order to feel miserable!
Establishing a good posture makes all the difference. I have found that
sitting has improved my core muscles and made it easier to get a straighter
uplift in my spine, but you may find at the beginning (like me) that if your
core muscles are not strong it will take a little time before you can feel good
just sitting and breathing. You don’t have to sit cross-legged on the floor. At
first I sat in a chair and used the chair back for support. Now I am
comfortable sitting forward on the edge of a chair or on a kneeling stool or
cushion. Patience and kindness are the keys here.
With students, I get them to try out three postures (in the first exercise
below) and to notice what message each sends to the mind and body (and
see which are most helpful in supporting an intention to stay awake).
Perhaps play with this for a moment yourself.

Playing with Posture (2 minutes)

First, if you are sitting in a chair allow yourself to slouch
completely, adapting as slovenly a position as you can.
Exaggerate the posture and stay there for a moment or two.
What message does this body position send to the mind?
In a short while you will probably begin to feel like dozing
off.
Now try sitting bolt upright, military style, straight-backed,
everything alert. Hold that for a moment.
How did that feel?
Awake and uptight perhaps? Certainly here you are giving
a more vigilant message to the mind, but how sustainable is
this position?
Finally, Goldilocks style, we can seek an in-between
position that’s ‘just right’.
Sitting well, with both feet flat on the floor, small of the
back away from the edge of the back of the chair (if you
can manage that), a sense of being rooted through the feet



to the floor and supported in the chair by the ‘sit bones’
and buttocks.

Preparing to Sit (2 minutes)

Along with this sense of being grounded, bring a gentle
uplift through the spine, allow the belly to come forward a
little, and a soft curve in the small of the back. Check the
shoulders are down, back and relaxed, not hunched. Tuck
in the chin slightly and allow the head to feel supported by
the spine, with an upward lift from the top of the head
towards the ceiling.
Maintain alertness while relaxing into this position.
Checking perhaps with a slight swaying and rocking that
the spine is central and that the breath is free to come and
go.
When you’re in position and ready to start the sit you can
gently close your eyes if that feels comfortable or just
lower the gaze to a metre or so in front on the floor,
softening the eyes.

So, you’re ready to sit, but what do you do? Here are some introductory
suggestions for developing a formal sitting practice.

Sitting Practice Starters

Get a timer: I use one called Insight Timer on my phone.
It’s a useful free tool that includes many guided
meditations.
Use guided meditations: At least at first. Maybe even from
the start try alternating guided sessions one day and the
next unguided using the timer, perhaps with a few random
bells set to help bring you back from time to time. (See
‘Try It Out’ at the end of this chapter for some guided
meditation examples.)
Seek guidance: Join a sitting group or meditation centre to
experience communal sitting and to get some supervision.



Go on a retreat: Once you have established the basics of a
mindfulness practice, consider going on a meditation
retreat. It is really the longer retreats that provide the best
opportunities to truly stop, allow inner processes to unfold
and sit in a safe, supported, space. Guidance from
experienced meditators can be extremely valuable,
especially if your experiences ever become overwhelming
at times.
Just sit: Even if you don’t feel like it, even if you have not
managed it for a few days, just sit! As with creating any
new habit or learning any new skill, a formal sitting
practice does require a certain amount of discipline.
Create a designated place for sitting: Making the space
comfortable and inviting can be very helpful in establishing
a new routine.
Renew your intention daily: Remember your reasons for
why you are developing this skill.
Be kind to yourself when you don’t manage to meet your
expectations. Building self-compassion is a key element of
this work.

Intention and attention
As you develop your personal practice the interplay between intention and
attention becomes increasingly important. Setting a clear intention before
you sit helps remind you where you want your attention to come back to
when the mind starts to wander or when doubts appear.
Noticing when you have lost, and when you regain, attention can help
reinforce your growing capacity to sustain focus. It’s common for many of
us at first to highlight the times when we lose attention: ‘There I go again
…. My mind just goes off every few seconds. I can’t do this properly.’ But
we can, over time, see that noticing when you have lost attention is, itself, a
positive occurrence. For each time you lose attention, there are an equal
number of times when you regain it.
Health Warning – there may be times when meditation is not the best thing
for you. As meditation teacher Malcolm Huxter advises,

If you are prone to, or suffer with a clinical condition such as severe
depression, debilitating anxiety or some form of psychosis, guidance
and tailoring the practices may be important for you. Even if you do
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not suffer with a clinical condition it is important that you approach the
exercises wisely and with moderation, and guidance from someone
who has experience is always helpful. (2016: 5)

As always, self-care is the priority, and sometimes taking care of yourself
may include not meditating or making sure you are supported by a suitably
trained and experienced teacher of meditation.
2. The Bodyscan
MBSR programmes help people learn to manage stress and pain, and the
core formal practice used is the bodyscan. Participants follow a daily
guided tour of the body that opens up mind–body connections and helps
create a different way of responding to life’s stresses and physical
difficulties. The challenge for most of us at the beginning is being able to
stay awake whilst lying on your back in a comfortable position, with a
soothing voice guiding you to ‘aim and sustain’ your attention on various
parts of the body. But persistence certainly seems to pay off for most people
and over time it gets easier to stay with the focus for longer.
I mentioned earlier my natural tendency to worry about things. It’s almost a
default mode. In retraining and re-wiring long-term habits, formal
meditation practices like the bodyscan can really help create alternative
default pathways. I have found that my body seems to appreciate getting
this attention in bodyscans, and now it sometimes rewards me with pleasant
sensations – reduced tension, warmth and tingles that I hadn’t noticed
before. As we build our capacity to attend we may also become more able
to stay with sensations and tensions when they are not pleasant – to turn
towards them with an open, accepting awareness.
To get started on bodyscans consider using one of the suggestions in ‘Try It
Out’ at the end of this chapter.
3. Mindful Walking
A third common formal practice is mindful walking, which is really a
walking meditation. Some people find it infuriating at first to slow down
their walking, or to be walking without a destination, whereas for some
mindful walking becomes the most powerful of introductory techniques that
helps bring our attention into the body and the present moment. I was once
on an intensive MBSR training retreat at OMEGA Institute in New York
state. There were over a hundred participants, many of them completely
new to meditation. A Spanish woman who was sitting next to me returned
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from the first 10-minute mindful walking practice and described in broken
English a transformative experience she had had, simply due to slowing
down and getting a fresh perspective on walking – and on a deeper level
with her own sense of time and self.
To get started on mindful walking consider using one of the guided
suggestions in ‘Try It Out’ at the end of this chapter.
Informal Practice
Perhaps the most appealing aspects of mindfulness for many people are its
adaptability and portability. When we find ways to bring a more mindful
awareness into our everyday activities it can be highly refreshing, and even
profoundly liberating. Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh says meditation is like
winding up a dynamo – its effect goes beyond the sit and into our lives. The
primed dynamo of attention keeps bringing us back from thought realms
into the present moment, into mindful awareness.
Bringing more mindful attention into our day is known as informal
practice. Here too intention is the key.

I was rediscovering mindfulness for myself whilst I was
working as Middle School Principal and at the beginning I
found it very challenging to bring my practice into my workday.
I would sit formally once or twice a week in a session offered to
teachers after school by one of my colleagues, Tony Ackerman.
Often it would be just Tony and me after a hectic school day. I
perfected the art of falling asleep while sitting upright. From
time to time I would jerk suddenly awake as my body executed
a startle reflex and I would find myself in the silence of Tony’s
music room or listening to his gentle voice leading me through
an exercise I had almost completely missed. Over time my
tendency to doze off lessened and I found it easier to stay awake
through the sessions.
As a busy administrator, I knew it would be good for me now
and then to take a good conscious breath, a full inhale and full
exhale, so I often set that intention for my working day. But
even so it was totally possible for me to go through the entire
day in an adrenaline-caffeine-fuelled, fast-paced way without
ever actually taking that one breath.
How crazy is that?
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There is something quite addictive and compelling about certain kinds of
stress – it can feel (probably through dopamine stimulation) quite
rewarding. We often just don’t want to stop or even slow down. But it’s
better to learn to do so voluntarily now, than to find yourself being forced to
slow down through ill-health or burnout in the future. So what can we do to
punctuate our days with some mindful moments?
Here are some suggestions you can try during the day to help you remember
to come out of autopilot or overthinking and back to the present moment.

Weaving It In

Post-it Note reminders – e.g. on mirrors or your laptop
screen.
Interval or random bell/chime apps on computers.
Choosing to take a breath before sending an email.
While walking, putting awareness into the hands and arms
or feet.
Use certain places as reminders to feel the body and breath,
such as

walking from the car to the front door of school
walking through a threshold and taking a breath
slowing down a little in hallways or on the stairs.
popping outside for a breath of fresh air.

It’s often said that ‘Mindfulness is simple but it isn’t easy’, and this is so
true for all of us when it comes to establishing a regular practice and
bringing it more into our day. You may have many good intentions and, if
you’re like me, frequently fail to realise them. Patience, persistence and
clear intent are highly valuable allies in helping us to continue to evolve
more mindful ways of living and working so that over time these new,
positive habits become more routine and less of a challenge.

When I first started to try taking a two- or three-minute
breathing space in my office during the day, I would sit upright
at my chair with my hand on my computer mouse in case
anyone came in. ‘How crazy,’ I thought, ‘that no one seems to
mind too much that we all participate in a culture that promotes
an overly fast pace of life, but I’m embarrassed to be seen taking



a momentary break that could help me be a better administrator.
What is that about?’
Eventually I did find things got a lot easier. In sitting
meditations I didn’t feel tired. I could take conscious pauses
most days and the body scans I had been doing seemed to really
kick in and help rewire my circuitry. Sometimes I didn’t even
have to remember to do anything – I would walk the hallways
between meetings and my arms or legs might start to tingle of
their own accord, reminding me that I actually do have a body,
and recalling me from the incessant mulling over of whatever
was preoccupying me that day; pulling me out of thinking about
the last meeting or planning the next, back into sensing mode
for a moment. Such informal practices were highly beneficial to
me (and still are), gently encouraging me to step out of thought
and into a few precious moments of just being here. If only we
could learn that stuff in school!

Dealing with the Inner Critic
Many of us live our lives accompanied by an inner voice that is very quick
to criticise our failures (and sometimes even our successes), as well as
judge the faults and annoying habits of those we spend time with. Some of
us tend to put most of the blame for things that go wrong on ourselves,
while some of us might blame the rest of the world for our misfortunes.
Often our inner voices exaggerate and catastrophise, turning molehills into
mountains. At times these inner critics can become toxic.
Whatever your poison, it may well be that when you start to meditate you
become even more aware of these tendencies. Over time we can learn to
notice, even embrace, these moaning minnies. Learning to not identify our
whole selves with these insubstantial but often overbearing thoughts can be
highly liberating. To be guided and supported through this process it can be
very helpful to join a group led by experienced mindfulness practitioners.
Next Steps
If there is a possibility for you to do a full 8-week mindfulness course
locally, I would highly recommend doing so. Taking a course with an
experienced instructor and being able to share the journey with others is by
far the best way to embark on a mindfulness programme. If you live in a
place where attending a group course is not an option for you, there is an



excellent online MBSR course from The Center for Mindfulness at the
University of Massachusetts Medical School. You can access the course
online and do it in your own time (www.umassmed.edu/cfm/mindfulness-
based-programs/mbsr-courses).
You could also try doing a self-directed course at home (or with a reading
group at school) such as the one mentioned earlier by Mark Williams and
Danny Penman: Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Finding Peace in a
Frantic World (2011). This course speaks directly to the self-care aspect
and is particularly helpful in helping us recognise early symptoms of
exhaustion and burnout. It indicates ways to focus more on the things that
nourish us and less on those that deplete us. Mark Williams’ audios are
secure and compassionate guides along this uneven but ultimately highly
rewarding path.

‘Happy teachers will change the world.’
Vietnamese Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh, a leading proponent of
mindfulness, uses this quote as the guiding principle for his ‘Wake Up
Schools’ initiative. It makes sense to me that if we are well, happy, in touch
with our emotions and able to nourish ourselves, then we can teach in a
sustainable way that will deeply impact our students. Teaching is a
wonderful vocation. But it can be very demanding, and in some contexts
exhausting. Taking care of ourselves so that we can continue to teach well
and enjoy teaching is just about the most significant thing we can do. Not
just for our own benefit but also because of the impact that we have on
children and young people.

What Really Matters?
Taking a breath, slowing down.
Taking care of ourselves through cultivating mindful
awareness and self-compassion.

Try It Out!
Stress response – try tuning in to any familiar responses to stress
that might arise over the next few days and especially notice
(with an open curiosity if you can muster it) where you
experience those stress responses in your body.
Try using the 7/11 breathing technique (see page 42) if you feel
any acute stress or to calm yourself before any interactions or

http://www.umassmed.edu/cfm/mindfulness-based-programs/mbsr-courses
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‘performances’ that elevate your stress levels.
Try a short daily sitting meditation:

set a timer
establish an anchor – body, sounds or breath
keep coming back to your sensory anchor when you notice
the mind has wandered (It will!).

See the notes on page 46 for guidance.
Alternatively, try out an online guided meditation. Here is a
selection of free downloadable audios from a variety of teachers
(it may be more convenient to download them to your phone
once you find one you like):

Audios from the course book Mindfulness: A Practical
Guide to Finding Peace in a Frantic World by Mark
Williams and Danny Penman (2011), which includes a 13-
minute bodyscan. Available at
http://rodalebooks.s3.amazonaws.com/mindfulness/index.ht
ml
Selection of short audios from Bangor University Centre
for Mindfulness, including short and long bodyscans and
mindful walking. Available at
www.bangor.ac.uk/mindfulness/audio/index.php.en.
UCSD Centre for Mindfulness offers longer bodyscans.
Available at
https://health.ucsd.edu/specialties/mindfulness/programs/m
bsr/Pages/audio.aspx
UCLA Mindful Awareness Research Centre. Available at
http://marc.ucla.edu/mindful-meditations
There are some free guided sessions called Take 10 on the
Headspace app. Available at www.headspace.com/
Monash University, Australia. Free online mindfulness
course – Mindfulness for Wellbeing and Peak Performance.
Available at http://www.monash.edu/health/mindfulness

Further Reading and Resources
Williams, M. and Penman, D. (2011) Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to
Finding Peace in a Frantic World. London: Piatkus.

http://rodalebooks.s3.amazonaws.com/mindfulness/index.html
http://www.bangor.ac.uk/mindfulness/audio/index.php.en
https://health.ucsd.edu/specialties/mindfulness/programs/mbsr/Pages/audio.aspx
http://marc.ucla.edu/mindful-meditations
http://www.headspace.com/
http://www.monash.edu/health/mindfulness


I have found this to be the most practical and helpful introduction to
mindfulness.
Sapolsky, R. (2004) Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers. New York: Holt.
If you are interested in learning more about stress and its effect on the body,
this is a highly readable and sometimes humorous scientific book by a field
and lab biologist.
McGonigal, K. (2013) How to Make Stress Your Friend. TEDGlobal.
Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=RcGyVTAoXEU&ab_channel=TED
An interesting take on stress, highlighting some of its positive effects.
The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society’s Tree of Contemplative
Practices sets mindfulness in context as one of many branches of
contemplative and reflective practices and activities. Available at
www.contemplativemind.org/practices/tree.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RcGyVTAoXEU&ab_channel=TED
http://www.contemplativemind.org/practices/tree


4 Teaching Mindfully
This chapter:

looks at the value to teachers and students of bringing a more
mindful awareness to our teaching
explores research in social neuroscience concerning the
importance of relationship in learning, and the significance of
the role of the teacher
considers how teacher presence can impact both the learning
environment and the needs of individual students.

Be mindful
Teach mindfully
Teach mindfulness



Part 1: Bringing Mindful Awareness into Our
Classrooms
Not everyone wants or needs to teach mindfulness to students, but we can
all benefit from a training that has the potential to:

increase our sense of presence
increase our sensitivity to our own needs and the needs of our students
heighten our awareness of bodily and emotional cues that guide us in
developing this sensitivity.

In short, we can all learn to teach more mindfully.
Sometimes concepts like mindfulness or mindfully can get in the way of our
intuitive understanding. No one ‘gives us’ mindfulness – it’s an innate
capacity that we can choose to consciously cultivate. In your own teaching
you may already have a sense of this but just never actually called it
‘mindfulness’. You probably know what it’s like when you feel
disconnected, detached or distracted – when you don’t feel you’re fully
there with the students or the lesson. You probably also know what it’s like
when you do feel present, engaged and really connected with your students.
This can include a sense of your own vibrancy when teaching from the front
of the class, but it could also be a quieter sense of when the class is working
well, of noticing that productive ‘buzz’ and being able to respond with ease
to whatever arises in the moment. This is what I am calling teaching
mindfully.
Lessons from Social Neuroscience
The Social Neuroscience of Education by Louis Cozolino (2013) is an
impressive synthesis of a huge amount of research that the author has
harvested from the most relevant findings in social neuroscience that relate
to the role of the classroom teacher and to optimising the conditions for
learning. Cozolino refers to the development of our social brain and our
evolutionary history of learning in groups, and from his exploration of the
research he concludes that teachers seeking to optimise learning in their
classrooms would do well to compare their role with one of a tribal leader.
Young humans are predisposed, through our child–parent attachment
circuitry, to learn in groups from adults who fit this mould. A tribal leader is
someone who uses a natural authority that the group senses is directed
towards their communal wellbeing. The tribal leader is concerned with
protection and with keeping the group safe and healthy. Physical safety is of
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course essential, but for healthy development and engaged learning group
members also need to feel emotionally secure. Good teachers and good
leaders provide a sense of a supported safe space in which to learn and
grow.
Tribal leaders also aim to find a place and a role for everyone in the group,
so embracing and managing diversity is very important to them too. If we
want to ‘be the best teacher we can be’, and to have the deepest impact we
can on the students we teach, then acknowledging the importance of these
insights from evolutionary science into the power and potential of learning
through relationship can help motivate us to continue to connect our
personal growth with our professional development.
Start Where You Are
Some of the most rewarding experiences I have had as a trainer have been
with groups of teachers who just wanted to take a course for themselves, to
become more mindful, and for this to impact the way they deal with stress
and how they teach. To meet these needs we designed a Teaching Mindfully
course based on the book Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Finding Peace
in a Frantic World (Williams and Penman, 2011) combined with activities
and reflections specifically designed for teachers. We will draw from these
in this chapter, looking at two key areas that teaching mindfully can
influence:

Optimising learning environments
Impacting individual students

Optimising Learning Environments
Making Arrangements to be Present
A first step in bringing a more mindful awareness to our teaching is simply
to find ways to remember to be more present in the classroom. Here’s an
exercise adapted from Deborah Schoeberlein’s book Mindful Teaching and
Teaching Mindfulness (2009) that you could try out next week.

Arranging to be Present

Pick a class you want to experiment with, or a time of day if you
are a primary teacher (or perhaps a regular meeting if you aren’t
a class teacher) and before you next meet this group familiarise
yourself with these steps:
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First, instead of desperately using the final moments before
the session begins to reply to some emails or to get some
paperwork done or to chat to a colleague, set your intention
to be fully prepared before the students arrive.
Put everything else aside before class starts and take a few
moments to calm and ground yourself, perhaps by taking
some conscious breaths. Focus on a few full exhales,
letting go as best you can.
Greet the students at the door by looking them in the eye
and saying ‘Hi’ to each of them as they come in. It doesn’t
really matter how they react, you are just letting them know
that you are here and ready.
Allow the class to settle, take another breath and then just
start the class as normal but remain observant and curious
about how the next few moments unfold.
‘Notice what you notice.’ As best you can, continue to tune
in to your body, thoughts and feelings. Try to be aware of
whatever arises; just begin to familiarise yourself with your
own reactions and responses in the moment. Try not to be
too self-critical.

Checking In
You can try the above exercise for a week or so with the same class/time of
day and then, if you want, try finding a way that works for you and for the
students to also give them a chance to transition from whatever has been
happening before they turned up – to give them a chance to fully arrive
before you get started. Many teachers naturally use some form of informal
check-in, perhaps just having a chat with them about what they’ve just been
doing or about what’s coming up for them today. Here are some other ideas
you can try, adapting them to suit your classroom needs.

Student Check-in Activities

Try this short opener from Susan Kaiser-Greenland (quoted in
Willard, 2016).
Ask each student to complete these two phrases with a word for
each (3–5 mins):



‘My mind feels ……….’
‘My body feels ……….’

Try to keep it snappy and spontaneous – they don’t need to think
too much about it; for example, ‘My mind feels foggy and my
body feels warm’, ‘My mind feels alert and my body feels
sleepy’.
If it’s a small group you could go around the room or ask for
volunteers. This can help people appreciate the range of mind
and body states in the room at any one time, acknowledging that
the way we all feel can be different from each other and
different for each of us from now to next week, later today or in
10 minutes’ time. Next time, when they have the hang of doing
this, they could just share in pairs or at a table.
If you prefer, they can simply jot down their two words on Post-
it notes on their table and then see if anyone wants to share with
the class. Or you could collect them in and read a few out
anonymously.
You can also try the same type of exercise as above, but using a
different prompt such as ‘How’s the weather with you today?’:

Just a word or phrase to describe a current mood.
Establish a 3–5 minute settling routine. This could, for
example, be journaling based (see ‘Try It Out’ at the end of
the chapter for examples and resources).

With students that have been trained in mindful awareness, a
short shared silence or guided settling can be used instead of, or
in conjunction with, these check-ins. (A guided settling is when
the teacher leads the students in a short mindfulness practice,
similar to the activity we did in Chapter 2, ‘Feeling Your Feet’.)

These activities don’t have to take long, but if you can get the tone right it
can help students be ready to be here and learn with you. I know one
teacher who used to tell her secondary students, ‘Before we get going today,
I just need a moment to settle myself. You can read or sit silently until I’m
done. Just don’t disturb me. OK?’ After a while the majority of the class
chose to join her shared silence before each class. For secondary students in
particular a simple check-in is also a humane acknowledgement that you
know there’s more going on for them than just your class.



Here’s a different type of check-in that I saw a teacher use effectively at the
International School of Prague:

Articulating Emotions
Jason taught special educational needs classes, and one morning
I went to do an appraisal observation with him. He was teaching
a group of 13-year-old boys and intending to use the class to
help them prepare for an algebra test in Maths the next day. The
boys sat around a circular table but before starting work they
each went over to the side counter and selected two cards that
best described how they were feeling from a group of about 50
cut-up and laminated ‘emotion words’. Jason did this every
Monday with his students to try to get a read on anything that
might be coming up in school for them that week which could
need some support from him. The first boy started to read out
his words to the group – ‘Sad’ and ‘Upset’ – but he only
managed to mumble the beginning of a sentence before
dissolving into tears and openly sobbing to such an extent that
he had to leave the room. Before he left he managed to explain
that his new puppy had gone missing the day before and they
had not been able to find it. While he went to the bathroom to
compose himself Jason did a great job building understanding in
the group by asking the other boys if they had ever lost
something that really upset them. By the time the boy came
back there was a lot of empathy in the room and after a bit they
continued to go round the circle and look at each boy’s words
before starting on the algebra.
I felt a bit sorry for Jason as this all took place in the first
moment of the first activity in his first formal observation. But
he handled it all very skilfully, and to me this check-in activity
and his creation of a safe emotional space for the boys spoke
volumes about the value of teachers taking the time to allow for
emotional aspects of learning in their classes. If he hadn’t done
that check-in the boy would probably have held those feelings in
all day and the Maths class would probably have produced very
little memorable learning for him. (The puppy was found later
that afternoon, by the way – didn’t want to leave you hanging
with that!)



You may feel that with some groups you teach, you would be wary of trying
out some of these activities. That’s fine. These exercises are more to give
you an idea of what it’s like when opportunities arise where you might be
able to use your mindfulness skills to engage with students on a slightly
different level. We don’t know at any one time what any of our students
might be dealing with and we are not trying to expose children’s
vulnerability, but we do sometimes need to provide a safe space in case
emotions need to surface. The effectiveness of our teaching depends upon
the positive emotional engagement of our students and this simple check-in
used by a well-attuned teacher who was able to deal appropriately and
compassionately with an unexpected situation made all the difference to
that child’s capacity to learn that day.
Body as Barometer
As we learn to tune in more to our bodies, our feelings and our mental
states, we can increase our sensitivity to be able to read physical and
emotional cues that may help guide our teaching and make us more
effective teachers. As we have noted, mindful awareness training involves
consciously connecting with our bodies – noticing our physical aliveness,
the physicality of breath and of sensory experiences. In this way we begin
to use the body as a barometer – as a way of gauging the climate – or as a
radar system giving us early warning of tensions and pressures that,
unnoticed, might lead to physical tensions or illness.
As well as promoting better physical and mental health, this increased
sensitivity can inform our classroom approach. Understanding our own
emotional reactions and triggers helps us develop greater empathic
understanding for others, and we can learn to not overreact and not to take
things too personally. There are a variety of ways to enhance our sense of
classroom presence and our sensitivity in the moment whilst teaching and
interacting. The key is developing the ability to notice physical sensations
and mental or emotional reactions to what is happening right now. This
natural sensitivity can be significantly enhanced through developing a
personal mindfulness practice (see Chapter 3). In time this may help us
notice subtle triggers and habitual patterns of behaviour that drive our
reactions. The more we tune in to the body and use it as an early warning
radar system that is giving us information about our subtle reactions to what
is happening around us, the more we are able to assess the classroom
climate, adjust and make informed decisions about our responses.



Tuning In
Towards the end of one student mindfulness course, I prepared
to take a group of 17–18-year-old high-schoolers on a ‘sensory
safari’ – a walk off campus that would involve silence, deep
listening and reflection. Having worked in middle school (11–14
years) for the majority of my teaching career, I don’t really see
myself as a high-school teacher. As we left the school it began
to rain lightly and I stopped the group in a covered alleyway to
explain the ground rules for this somewhat unusual learning
experience – one that might work against the naturally social
grain of the teenage brain. As I stood waiting for the group to
assemble I noticed a knot in my belly and an elevated heartbeat.
There was a dampness in my palms. A familiar stress signature
was beginning to take shape and I took a moment to tune in and
turn towards these symptoms. Was I feeling threatened? Yes.
Why? Perhaps the body language of the students, my sense that
they might not be into this, that I was maybe taking them too far
out of their comfort zone? Underlying that, I was aware that I
have never really felt that comfortable teaching older
adolescents. Perhaps because of my own issues with authority
and some deeper rebellious tendencies, perhaps because of my
experiences at age 11 when I was in a British grammar school
where bullying was the norm. For whatever reasons, my vague
fear of not being able to control a group was manifesting itself
as threat symptoms in my body.
When we are threatened we close up, our thought processes
narrow down towards ‘tunnel vision’ – not a good state to be in
for teaching mindful awareness in nature! So what could I do?
All of this happened in the space of a few moments, but the key
step had already been taken – by noticing the physical
symptoms, and by acknowledging what I was feeling, I was
already giving myself some space to manoeuvre with awareness,
instead of being subconsciously propelled by my discomfort.
Deciding then that a closed response was not where I wanted to
be for the next 40 minutes, I was able to internally clarify my
intention for the class, turn a little towards the physical
symptoms, take a deeper breath, let go more on the out breath,



allow those symptoms to be there (‘I don’t have to like feeling
this way, I just need to accept it’), and then to use this
heightened awareness to help guide me into the next moment.
By focusing my alertness onto what I wanted to achieve, onto
connecting with the students and internally clarifying my
intentions, I was able to avoid overreacting when I saw them not
sticking exactly to the ground rules that had been set. Better to
have a flexible response, to allow things to settle a little than to
sternly force them to behave and be quiet. Acknowledging
openly with them that this exercise was unusual – a challenge
even – may also have helped the process unfold, whereas
clamping down and being strict and demanding might have
provoked their own threat or avoidance response which could
have cut them off from the sensitive learning experience I was
attempting to create for them.
So I gave them some slack as we walked down the hill, not
insisting on total silence. Just staying in my own bubble as best I
could. Gradually, as we got further away from the buildings and
into the trees, they began to quieten until we eventually did have
silence and the chance to really appreciate what was around us.

Presence
In training teachers to teach mindfully we try to heighten this sensitivity
through exercises that enhance our sense of presence in the classroom.
These may be activities that increase awareness of body, breath and voice.
For example, one of the approaches used by Helle Jensen and Katinka
Gøtzsche in training Danish teachers is the 60/40. In this series of exercises,
we play with keeping our attention predominantly in our bodies while
moving, breathing and interacting with others. This is good practice for
teachers as we are so often caught up in putting 100 per cent of our
attention into our teaching and our students that we can forget about
ourselves. So here we train to aim to keep roughly 60 per cent awareness
inside ourselves and 40 per cent outside.

60/40 Meet ‘n Greet (5 minutes)



1. Stand up (in your own space as much as possible), bringing
attention to sensations in the feet.

2. Notice any tingling, fizzing, temperature.
3. Bend your knees a few times, sensing the weight on the

soles of your feet.
4. Very slowly, maintaining awareness of any sensations in

the feet, gently lean back and forth, and side to side.
5. Now, maintaining this awareness in the feet, walk around

the room and introduce yourself to someone near you,
making sure to shake their hand when you do so, still
trying to keep about 60 per cent awareness in your feet.

6. Move around again and greet someone else, maintaining
awareness in your feet.

(Adapted with permission from a workshop by Katinka
Gøtzsche, Aarhus, Denmark, June 2015)

Like many mindfulness exercises this sounds simple, but it’s not easy to
maintain the combination of inner and outer awareness. In many cases, after
shaking one or two people’s hands, participants forget that the intention was
to keep their attention on their feet. In discussion after the activity we can
reflect on how easy it is to lose ourselves and on the importance of practice.
Setting an intention clearly can help remind us to come back to ourselves
from time to time in the midst of a busy class or day. Otherwise we may end
up putting out so much energy during the day, week or term that we end up
drained and exhausted. Keeping some sense of an inner awareness, on the
other hand, helps cue us to the sensitivities described earlier that may
increase the effectiveness of the learning environment.
Voice training used to be included in initial teacher training in the UK, and
considering that the voice is the essential tool of the teacher it makes sense
that we should learn how to take care of it and how to use it to greatest
effect. The book Presence by Patsy Rodenburg (2009) has many activities
that help build presence through breath and voice. Rodenburg mainly trains
stage actors but her exercises work very well for teaching mindfully too. In
one of our exercises with teachers we build up body, breath and voice
awareness though a series of activities that culminate in reading a poem to a
small group whilst playing with various aspects of presence. Before reading
or speaking to the group, teachers also look at some suggestions for areas
they can choose to focus on, for example:



Slowing down
Breathing
Speaking mindfully
Pausing/allowing silence
Awareness of body

soft gaze – relaxed eyes
allowing oneself to be seen
strong back, tender heart (strong presence yet vulnerable)

Awareness of emotions
Awareness of thoughts – softening
Awareness of environment beyond self.

These suggestions are courtesy of Richard C. Brown, Professor of
Contemplative Education at Naropa University, Boulder, Colorado, USA
and come from a longer unpublished list of ‘Contemplative Personal
Practices while Teaching’ (2014).
Transforming Teaching through Mindful
Awareness
Many teachers in a variety of schools where there is access to mindfulness
training for adults have said that they have found this training
‘transformational’, either personally, professionally or both:

‘This course helps you to actively look after your wellbeing. If
you are aware of your needs you can be better aware of the
needs of your students too.’
‘I don’t react how I used to when a student pushes my buttons.’
‘I’m actually really enjoying connecting with my students these
days.’
‘It’s a practical way for teachers to deal with stress.’
‘It is a reminder to seek balance between your job and your
professional life which helps to be more effective at your job.’
‘It helped me function better as a colleague because it helped me
raise my level of awareness for empathy towards others.’
‘I was sceptical about this “mindfulness” at first but have found
it so helpful.’
‘I just feel much calmer.’

Certainly in my personal experience I would agree with all of the above. At
a pressured, anxious and difficult stage in my life I began a regular
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mindfulness practice and after a while I began to notice an impact on how I
was at work. I also began to really enjoy teaching my classes to middle
school kids. I think what I appreciated more than anything was the fun –
and the joy even – that can be found in connecting with students. This was
something that over the years I had just lost, or perhaps did not appreciate
so much at that time because of other concerns and priorities.
The core of each Teaching Mindfully class is usually spent setting teachers
up for one of the home/school practices adapted from Mindfulness: A
Practical Guide to Finding Peace in a Frantic World (Williams and
Penman, 2011). For example, they might be asked to focus on bringing their
attention to routine activities and noting physical sensations when, say,
drinking a cup of tea or walking around the classroom. They might also be
asked to try out some ‘habit releasers’ to remind themselves to come out of
‘auto-pilot’ and into presence. This could mean sitting in a different place in
meetings, sometimes standing in a different position when teaching, taking
a longer breath while the class think about a question you have posed and
so on.
Then in the next class we look at what came up for them during the week,
anything they might be noticing about themselves and how they are
teaching or relating, along with whatever mini-action research we had asked
them to explore in the classroom that week. Often, the heightening of self-
awareness and sensitivity that these activities and the course-book readings
bring will lead to some new observation or insight, and when teachers begin
to share these with each other we can mine a rich seam of discoveries that
really contribute to deepening mindful teaching.

‘It’s not just the workload, it’s the actual drain of having to
emotionally hold those 30 individuals in the palm of your hand
and getting ready for the next day and then the 30 needy little
people are there again – that’s where you see the really
outstanding teachers are those who have connectedness and
genuineness with their class. It doesn’t matter so much about
teaching style, it’s about being genuine and connected.’
Elementary School Principal

We may tend to assume that ‘gifted’ teachers have a certain innate charisma
that engages students in learning, but what we are discovering here is that
we can all train to have greater classroom presence – through our physical



presence, breath, body and voice awareness and through enhancing our
sensitivity to read our own and other people’s mind and body states.
Relaxed Alertness
The Yerkes-Dodson principle that was derived in 1908 from experiments
with mice and rats demonstrated that an absence of stress can lead to apathy
and lethargy whereas too much stress can cause exhaustion and chaos, and
that neither extreme is conducive to deep learning.
Not all stress is bad; eustress describes a level of stimulation that is
beneficial for getting us switched on and motivated to learn (see Figure
4.1). Relevance, responsibility and novelty help prime this state, and when
we feel relaxed and alert we are in a good space to engage and learn. The
word ‘alert’ actually has its roots in ‘alarm’, and so there is a connection to
fear in the sense of vigilance and wakefulness, but at low levels the impact
is positive. If we can find, in our teaching, that sweet spot of relaxed
alertness where students feel safe and comfortable (but not sluggishly
comfortable) and where they are challenged (but not overly challenged),
then we can truly optimise learning.
Figure 4.1 Stress and performance (adapted from Diamond et al., 2007)

Mindful awareness training is fundamentally a training in relaxed alertness,
and as we begin to have a feel for it we can use our own relaxed alertness to
influence the classroom environment. As we increase our responsiveness
and build emotional safety in our classrooms, we can more consciously
create and adapt the quality of the environment to fit the fluctuating needs
of the learning focus and of the group. Through noticing subtle cues from



within – and from students – we can adjust our pedagogy and fine-tune the
atmosphere, creating conditions that come closer to what we understand to
be an optimal environment for learning.

Amy Footman, Head of Stanley Grove Primary School in
Manchester, talks about how some of her teachers who are
trained in mindfulness say they feel ‘much more connected with
their classes and they talk about how mindfulness makes you
more receptive as a teacher instead of being totally caught up in
whatever’s going on all the time’. And they talk about the idea
of ‘reading the room’: ‘Oh, it feels really fizzy in here today,
class’ or ‘I think the classroom feels really, really sleepy today –
maybe that’s because our minds and bodies are needing a bit
more energy.’

Having consciously identified the mood, atmosphere or energy levels of a
class, teachers can then adapt their tone, approach or activities accordingly.
They might decide to select a short activity designed to calm students down
or wake them up as necessary. These could, for example, be simple mindful
movement exercises – slow and gentle, or quick and energising (gear
shifting activities, as the Danish teacher trainers call them), followed by a
calm noticing moment when students tune in to the body, observing how it
feels, before continuing with the lesson. (For some examples of simple
‘activities to calm or energise’ a class, see ‘Try It Out’ at the end of the
chapter.)
I have heard from teachers in many schools that taking an 8-week
mindfulness course has transformed their experience at home and in the
classroom. Enhanced emotional regulation is often referred to in some form
or other. Tracy (not her real name) was not someone her colleagues could
imagine getting into mindfulness, but she did take a course, not intending to
teach students but for her own benefit: ‘It’s changed my life,’ she told me,
‘I used to get so easily triggered by certain behaviours in my students, but
now it seems like I can notice it, notice my reactions and make choices
about how I want to be. I just don’t react like I used to.’
Impacting Individual Students
We are above all social beings, and whilst the traditional theory of
evolutionary development is based upon the survival of competing species,
human achievement may be far more dependent on our ability to



collaborate. In pulling together a wealth of research from social
neuroscience, Louis Cozolino (2013) points educators to some valuable
implications arising from our growing understanding of the science of
relationship.
Our Capacity for Attachment
Our brain has evolved to enable us to act collaboratively and collectively
and to develop the communication and linguistic skills that have enabled
our extraordinary development as a species. In our early stages we are
totally dependent on our care-givers and this close, dependent, attachment
underlies our capacity to learn. As well as providing physical safety and
nourishment, our parents regulate our emotions and provide a gateway to
learning the literacies upon which our full functionality in culture and
society depend.
Although human babies are born without a developed prefrontal cortex and
are, for many years, highly dependent and vulnerable offspring, we are also
born with some highly developed capacities. The ability of a young baby to
‘read’ a whole range of facial expressions that convey important social
messages is a highly sophisticated form of literacy. The progression from
reading faces to becoming literate in understanding and producing complex
sounds, then going on to being able to read and write complex language
systems, is what ultimately enables us to think abstractly, to reflect and to
explore our inner selves and the outer universe.
Relationship in Learning
Although most of our initial communication as infants is non-verbal, on a
basic and daily level we grow to communicate with each other through
words and ideas, as well as through touch and emotions. Our evolutionary
tendency is to learn best when engaged in communication with others in
ways that contain this affective component (Marzano et al., 2011: 5–7). As
Cozolino shows through the depth of research in the field of attachment
theory and human learning, it is here that the potential and power of the role
of the teacher is situated. Because of our evolutionary predisposition to
connect with our adult care-givers, and the neuroscientific processes that
provide this functionality, we are also predisposed to enter into learning
relationships with other adults in our community – and in our current
version of community that means, for the most part, with our teachers.
(After all, in many communities, if you look at the time children spend



interacting with adults, a significant chunk of that is spent with their
teachers.)
Neuro-Scientific Sculptors
What is most fascinating in reading the research in this area is that scientists
can now track the underlying mechanisms of this ‘learning through
relationship’ at a cellular level. On the one hand, none of this is new to us.
We know instinctively and through our own relationships and experience
what has helped us to grow, develop and learn. But on the other hand, we
can also begin to understand and actually ‘see’ through brain research the
intricacies of the physiology of learning and relationship. So much so that,
based on this evidence, Cozolino describes teachers as neuro-scientific
sculptors who, by means of their personal and pedagogical capacities,
create learning environments and internal connections in their students that
literally ‘sculpt’ the synaptic frameworks of our brains. How cool is that!
Life Lesson No. 1
Deeper still, when we look at the crucial importance of early attachment in
the life of a young human, we can begin to understand how we might grow
up lacking some key social and emotional skills – especially if our primary
care-givers were unable to meet some of our needs or to engage fully in our
early development. Primary care-givers regulate our early emotional
responses and if they are themselves missing some key capacities, then the
gaps in the attunement between children and parents can, in later life, cause
significant problems in our personal and professional relationships.
Developmentally appropriate programmes and approaches that give young
students the time and space to explore social and emotional skills can
perhaps help fill some of those gaps.
Younger children do not have fully developed cognitive capacities, but this
is a fertile time for the natural development of the affective skills. Well-
attuned children will naturally know if their mum is angry, or even have a
fair sense of whether a stranger is to be trusted or not. Quality social and
emotional learning (SEL) programmes that help develop these skills can
heighten and enhance our abilities so that we can, for example, learn to be
more empathetic even when in conflict, and can train to be less judgmental
and more compassionate to ourselves and others. These programmes need
to be more than just cleverly designed ‘academic’ programmes: they need



to have authentic experiential components and, most importantly, they need
to be taught by people who can embody the qualities sought.
Life Lesson No. 2
In addition to the need for the conscious development of social and
emotional skills through well-taught formal and informal programmes,
there is another important finding arising from research on attachment that
is highly relevant to teachers. This is the impact through modelling and
connection that a significant adult can have on an insecure child who has
deficits in social skills or emotional regulation.
Our students are registering all sorts of messages in a classroom
environment besides the content of the class that we are so focused on
imparting. These include the body language of the teacher and of peers,
sensitivities to humorous or threatening behaviours, group dynamics that
can bolster or threaten self-esteem and status and so on. How the adult in
the room holds himself or herself in relation to the class, and to potential
threats to social and emotional stability, are keenly noted. Difficult student
behaviour can easily trigger our own hotspots and deficits in relationship
skills or in handling confrontation. Bringing a more mindful awareness to
our reactions can help us develop the capacity to choose appropriate
responses to challenging situations.
‘Teach Your Children Well’
As well as improving our behaviour management skills we are also
providing opportunities for individual students to learn from us through
witnessing responses that might contradict, or throw into question, their
early modelling patterns. Something as simple as seeing you not take anger
personally can be profound for a child who has not witnessed that at home.
A child in your class may have learned to use defensive aggression to mask
a subconsciously felt inadequacy. If they surface hostility in an interaction
with you but you don’t react to it and are able to maintain a kind but firm
demeanour, along with a patient curiosity in your interactions, this could
teach them a life lesson that they have not yet had a chance to learn.
Likewise a teacher who communicates (directly or indirectly) that they have
the patience to stick with a student and to support them even if they may
feel hopeless at something can help that individual learn a powerful lesson
that might stay with them throughout their life.



I’ve come to a frightening conclusion that I am the decisive element in
the classroom. It’s my personal approach that creates the climate. It’s
my daily mood that makes the weather. As a teacher, I possess a
tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or joyous … I can
humiliate or heal. In all situations, it is my response that decides
whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated and a child
humanized or dehumanized. (Ginott, 1994 [1972])

This may all sound a bit intense or overwhelming to you as a teacher with
so much else on your mind: ‘I have enough to do getting through the day
and delivering the History curriculum to 30 disparate individuals in each of
my five classes – I don’t have time to be a therapist as well!’
True. But these indications from social neuroscience research should not be
taken to imply that we need to be perfect human beings able to solve every
child’s problems. It’s more about being human despite our imperfections,
and being aware of the impact we might have on children.
Re-attunement: Ian Wright meets Mr Pigden
If you can, take 3 minutes to watch the video about Ian Wright, a famous
English football player. Having retired from football he now works on radio
and television, and this video was taken while he was filming another
programme. Without his knowledge the director had contacted Wright’s
primary school teacher, not realising quite what impact this would have on
the famous sportsman.

Ian Wright gets a big shock!:
www.youtube.com/watch?
v=omPdemwaNzQ&ab_channel=MITOGEN

In other programmes Ian Wright has talked about his difficult upbringing,
and we can see the wonderful impact Mr Pigden has had on him. It’s quite
extraordinary to see how this grown man, an accomplished athlete, reverts,
in front of the camera, to a young child, respectfully taking off his cap and
movingly holding his teacher’s hand. Wright had a very tough childhood
which resulted in him carrying a lot of anger and easily getting into
uncontrollable rages. He says that Mr Pigden took the time to teach him
how to communicate with others and was his first positive male role model
and the one who made him feel important and capable.
If you listen to people talk about an important person in their life other than
their parents or partner, you often hear them describe a key characteristic

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=omPdemwaNzQ&ab_channel=MITOGEN


that this person had: ‘He was so patient’, ‘Such a calm person’, ‘She was so
enthusiastic about her subject’, ‘So caring’ and so on. These people are
seeing a quality in someone – quite often their teacher – that they had
lacked in their own upbringing and so in themselves. Sometimes people
who grow up having experienced insecure early attachments might only
need to have a positive relationship with one other significant person who is
secure in themselves to kick-start some of these missing qualities.
This process of ‘re-attunement’ builds on the neurobiological circuitry that
helps us attune and attach to our early caregivers (for further details, see
Cozolino, 2013: 18, 106–107). There are many accounts of this sort of
learning relationship having a profound impact on people for the rest of
their lives. It doesn’t have to be when you are a child – some people talk
about university or college professors who have had a similar impact on
them. It doesn’t necessarily have to be a teacher, of course, it can be a
relationship with a partner or other significant adult, but teachers are often
cited because they are working in a context where re-attunement with a
secure adult is a distinct possibility. Re-attunement does not only happen to
people who have suffered abuse or serious lack in childhood – we are all
stronger in some areas of social and emotional development and weaker in
others, so all students can benefit from authentic connection with their
teachers, as well as, and ideally in combination with, well-designed, well-
taught social-emotional skills programmes.
Our human physiology has such strong social and emotional foundations,
and teaching is such a social profession, that we can all benefit from paying
attention to our social and emotional growth and wellbeing. On some level,
you may never know the impact you have had on the children you have
taught, both in terms of subject learning and in terms of other life skills they
might have picked up along the way. But we can celebrate the opportunity
to be involved in such potentially powerful learning relationships and also
re-commit to doing the best we can to further the growth of the individuals
and groups we teach.
Shifting our focus to our own affective skills can enable us to teach more
mindfully. This in turn can help us teach more effectively and support our
wellbeing by taking better care of ourselves and our students. We now have
the evidence and understanding available to guide teachers much more
effectively in this area. In many ways, teaching mindfully is an act of self-
care itself, and it’s important that schools help us foster this crucial capacity



to take care of ourselves. Schools and educational institutions can do this by
making training in self-care a normal part of professional development and
initial teacher training. In Part 2 of this chapter we look more directly at this
question of preparation in initial teacher training.



Part 2: Mindfulness and Relational Competence
in Teacher Training

Many teachers and student teachers see relations and interaction with
the students as the most difficult aspect of teaching, and they
experience that their teacher training does not prepare them
sufficiently for these aspects of the teaching profession. (Jensen et al.,
2015)

This statement comes from an interim report of a Danish research study
entitled ‘Educating teachers focusing on the development of reflective and
relational competences’. This Danish study, described in some detail below,
gives us an insight into the kind of practical preparation for a career in
teaching that a focus on our own social and emotional skills can provide.

When Did You Notice You Had Lost Yourself?
Mindfulness and Relational Competence Training for Trainee
Teachers
Aarhus University and VIA University College, Denmark

‘There is a need for student teachers to learn about and to
develop relational competence during their teacher
education programme in order to be able to create and
maintain good-quality teacher–student relations, which
provide the basis for a high-quality learning environment in
which pupils can learn and thrive.’

In 2015 at a conference in Denmark, my wife and I met three
remarkable ladies who are part of a larger group collaborating
on research in training for teachers in what the Danes call
‘Relational Competence’.
A 2008 review of 220 studies of different factors of importance
for the learning environment by the Danish Pedagogical
University concluded that ‘If we want to create a good learning
environment it´s important to teach teachers to create good
relations: To show tolerance, respect, interest, empathy and
compassion to each child.’ This research project in Aarhus is
one of several efforts to explore precisely what makes for an
effective training of relationship skills for teachers.
The current research project (2012–2016 and beyond) grew out
of an earlier study on the impact of teaching mindfulness and
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contemplative practices to 11–13-year-old students in an
ordinary school. In this first study the children described how
they had experienced the mindfulness training. One 13-year-old
boy said, ‘Usually you are very busy in the morning and you
have to run out to get to school and then you are stressed at the
end of school, but when we do these exercises in the morning
it’s as if the stress crawls out of your body and you get relaxed
ready to learn.’
Professor Anne Maj Nielsen, Head of Educational Psychology
Department at the Danish School of Education at Aarhus
University, said, ‘One thing we learned from the part of this first
study that followed the teachers was that it is very important to
have a mutual context in which to practice mindfulness.
Meditative practices are very difficult to keep up on your own –
especially for busy teachers. So we realised we needed to
include this as part of teacher education. By incorporating this
into an initial teacher training degree, we would have the
opportunity to offer a kind of social anchor to practice – to have
it become habituated as part of your everyday life.’
Taking the training to the VIA University College, a teacher
training school in Aarhus, the researchers tracked student
teachers over the 4 years of their Bachelor of Education course.
The trainee teachers in the trial group were regularly
interviewed and they tried to describe what it is like for them on
occasions when they feel they are able to be a good teacher –
how they were aware of themselves and aware of what was
going on with their students. They also described their
experiences when things were not going well, when they were
not able to be aware – or when they became aware of what was
going on just after an incident.
For example, a male teacher felt provoked by a child so he told
the student to leave the classroom. Then he felt ashamed that he
had done that because it didn’t really solve the problem so then
he told the rest of the class, ‘Wait a moment I need to go talk to
that student because I want him to stay in the class.’
The difficult part of that process was for the student teacher to
admit to himself that it was a bad choice to ask the student to



leave. But then he found the space to think, ‘OK, this is what I
need to do to take care of the relationship with the boy and with
the class.’
‘One thing that is common to the student teachers in the group,’
Professor Neilsen suggests, ‘is the ability to be more aware of
their own state of mind and their own emotions and their own
impulses to react. To be aware of it and not just to act on it. To
be aware of it as it happens and at the same time to be aware of
what is going on with the students they are teaching.’
This enhanced sensitivity has enabled trainee teachers to step
back, develop greater empathy and broaden their perspective –
they talked about how you can understand the student either as
someone who wants to provoke you, or as a child who doesn’t
really understand what is going on, or as just a child who is
having fun, even if it is annoying you.
Professor Nielsen explains, ‘If you are able to see a child as a
vulnerable person for whom it’s hard to learn, or perhaps as
someone who is afraid to make mistakes that could lead to
ridicule, then as a teacher it’s important to take care of dealing
with mistakes and with how you might make the child feel in
the classroom.’
In another situation a student teacher described how she
managed to stop herself from over-reacting – by becoming
aware that she was not breathing properly and noticing that she
was getting very annoyed and then deciding to take a deep
breath. This gave her the space to reframe her view of the
student who seconds ago had been experienced as a provocative
child – ‘Maybe that could have been me a few years ago.’
‘This training on Relational Competence only accounted for 5
per cent of their studies at VIA,’ said Professor Nielsen, “but it
has made a very big impact.’
Katinka Gøtzsche is a co-trainer for the student teachers and a
secondary school teacher herself. ‘For me as a teacher, this
training has helped me to wait a little in challenging situations.
It’s not that it takes away the emotions – I can still get very
irritated and annoyed – but it helps me to not react and to keep
the feelings to myself and not react on my students. I think in



the long term it’s very helpful for teachers and I guess it makes
you more resilient somehow.’
‘When our student teachers started teaching they realised it
actually had a great impact, that it was very important and that it
helped them to be better teachers. Also, as a teacher, just to take
some pauses in your teaching. “How do I feel now? What is this
doing to me as a teacher?” The children don’t have to know
about it. You just need your awareness, “OK, I see I’m getting
annoyed now.”’
Helle Jensen, a psychologist, family therapist and lead trainer
on the project, describes the courses they gave the student
teachers as training in ‘Relational Competence, Empathy and
Presence’. ‘Most of the student teachers – who were all chosen
randomly – didn’t want the training at first, but I think they
realised it had a great impact on their way of dealing with
classroom challenges and with parents.’
‘We started the course by looking first at themselves as part of
their own personal professional development. Learning about
how your own way of being is influencing the learning
environment in the classroom. This was very different for them.
“We didn’t come here to talk about ourselves, we came to learn
how to teach children!” Some were quite furious at the
beginning. Over time I think the mindfulness exercises helped
them come to the point of seeing themselves as part of the
problem. They could begin to see themselves as the ones who
can create a problem, or solve a problem.
The trainees in the trial group were filmed on their teaching
practices and they learnt to reflect openly on any challenging
situations they had encountered with a trainer and their peers.
Jensen believes it’s this reflection that often brings the greatest
learning and that helps develop more mindful teaching.
‘They have to talk about what makes a good learning
environment. This is part of the training, not only developing
the mindful awareness but also how to put into words what
happened in this little sequence. The point where something
essential happened. They learn to identify this point, “When did
I first lose myself in this interaction?”, “Could I have done



something else at that point?” This is easier to identify if you do
mindfulness exercises.’
From observing the growth of the trainee teachers and from
their feedback, Jensen concludes that one of the key tools the
students have picked up from the training is how to be able to
work with their attitude and mood. They know, for example, that
the way you enter the classroom is significant, and it impacts the
way the learning will unfold. They also know they can change
their attitude.
‘We teach them a 3-minute exercise, one the teacher can do
before they go into the classroom. You learn to quickly get in
touch with body, heart, breathing, and mental state to see how
each is right now.’
In one case, a trainee was working with a group of 14-year-old
boys. He liked the boys but when they were together they would
never listen and he found he got annoyed with them. In
reviewing this later with his peers he was asked a series of
questions:

‘How does it feel for you when you revisit this now, a
situation that didn’t go well?’
‘What were you feeling in your body?’
‘How was your empathy for yourself and for them?’
‘How was your ability to focus or to think clearly? Did you
have ideas of how to get out of the situation?’

‘This way of changing his own attitude can help the student. No
one gave him any solutions, but it became clear to him that
before he went into the next class, he could take the 3 minutes to
acknowledge his state, to be more conscious about his emotions
– to take responsibility for how he is feeling right now.
Owning our own emotions is very important – otherwise these
feelings are ‘homeless’ – and when you take them into the class,
they will get expressed in ways that are not helpful. If the boys
feel bad or that it’s them that are in the wrong they will do
things to get rid of this bad feeling.’
‘It’s important to have this dialogue with yourself and with
others because we need help to gain clarity about how things
are. You have to express it, to name it. When we express



ourselves and then get in touch with our natural competencies
we don’t need to know a lot about theory we just need to be
interested and listen to ourselves.’
So this training revolves around using the competencies to bring
us back to a more authentic, empathic state and then around
remembering to use these in the moment. The student teachers
learn to take mini-pauses for themselves, to check-in from time
to time and in addition they learn short ‘gear shifting’ activities
they can use with children to change the energy in a classroom.
The research study is ongoing but the preliminary report after
the first 18 months found that, compared with a control group,
the student teachers in the trial were:

more active and reflective in establishing relations with
students in school;
more reflective and experimental in relation to their teacher
role.

Student teacher:
‘In the project I learned to pay attention to how I enter the
teacher role. It is important … to balance between being
professional and at the same time just stick to being myself.

Professor Nielsen:
‘Through noticing their inner impulses as well as external
factors it makes it possible for the teachers to become
aware of what is going on and to keep in mind that they are
able to still be the adult in the room or still be the one to
take care of the situation – including taking care of
themselves.’

A New Teacher’s Perspective
I’ve tried to not push mindfulness with my children, concerned that they
might just see it as ‘Dad’s thing’ (or perhaps ‘Dad’s really weird thing’) and
of causing an adverse reaction. But I was thrilled to hear recently that my
eldest daughter, now in her second year of primary school teaching in
Scotland, is doing a mindful awareness training course for herself –
provided free to teachers in her area by the education authority (Hooray!).
Knowing the significant demands on young teachers in the education
system and the limited focus on equipping them with affective self-



management skills on teacher training courses, I was really pleased to hear
that she has the opportunity at this stage in her career to learn some
fundamental stress management techniques. This could help guide her
towards greater self-care and also ultimately might enable her to begin to
share this work directly and indirectly with her students.
Here’s what Lucy herself says about mindfulness and teacher training:

How Mindfulness Helped Me
While doing my own mindfulness training I have been reflecting
on times when I’ve had a bad day and tried really hard to not let
that affect the kids. I noticed that it’s really hard to do!
The Introduction to Mindfulness course, though, has helped me
in:

being able to notice when my stress levels are getting to a
point of no return. It’s both a physical thing – heart beating
really fast, almost hyperventilating, almost crying (or
crying!) – and it’s also mental – recognising where my
thoughts have gone
being able to stop before I get really worked up and letting
it go for a bit
being compassionate to myself, when you feel like you are
not good enough –– ‘It’s okay’, ‘I’m okay’
learning to appreciate the kids more.

I was so lucky that I was doing mindfulness training at a time in
my first year at this school when I had to deal with some really
difficult situations.
At teachers’ college you are constantly being told that ‘You will
need to take care of yourself because it’s very, very stressful.’
But they don’t teach you any coping strategies. You want
practical things that you can apply when you are teaching.
What you get with mindfulness is something that is going to
help you cope.
It would be especially good to have an introduction to
mindfulness in the teacher trainee year because that’s a very
stressful time itself – even before you are a teacher on your own
– and then you will already have some of those skills to use on
the teacher training and then to use after you graduate and start
teaching.’



I wish in teacher training I had learned about:
Thinking about how you as a person can affect the children
you are teaching.
The importance of being aware of your emotional state and
your stress levels. You never think about how that’s going
to affect the children. You do a lot of work with the kids to
name their emotions and so on but don’t really bring that to
yourself.
Coping strategies – take a breath, take a moment.
Your body as barometer – it would have been amazing to
know that early on.

Lucy Hawkins, Primary School Teacher, UK
Here are a few statements from other teachers highlighting ‘Things I wish I
had learned in teacher’s training’:

How to deal with stress during the busy times: report writing,
conferences.
How to manage my own emotions, especially when students – or
parents or other colleagues – push my buttons.
How to manage my workload.
Ways to cope with the emotional unrest that I can feel when teaching
students in difficult situations.
How to deal with difficult parents.
That the relationship I build with students is a form of classroom
management.
Understanding a student’s emotional situation and how this can affect
their learning.
That academic and social and emotional wellbeing are not separate
entities.
How to refuel when you have given so much of yourself emotionally.
That teaching can be draining but you can recharge with silence and
solitude – that you can respect that about yourself and surround
yourself with others who respect self-knowledge.
That the way I am when I teach can have positive (and negative)
outcomes on my students’ learning.
To be myself in the classroom, not to try to be an ‘idea’ of what I think
a teacher should be.



That creating a positive relationship with my student’s is classroom
management.
How to be nice to myself.
When I was in teacher’s college, I remember that one of my
professors said that teachers have the highest rate of bladder
infections of any other profession, which she seemed to think
was pretty funny. She went on to say it’s because teachers don’t
go to the bathroom as often as they should because they are too
busy teaching or running around before and after class trying to
get things done. She seemed totally okay with this. I was not
okay with this! She also briefly mentioned that, as future
teachers, we are really going to need to look after ourselves
because it’s a very stressful job. But there was never any
information about how to do this. No practical tips, no advice.
For me, mindfulness was one of the tools I used to help with my
own stress management. It has helped me to be more aware of
my body and its needs. So if I’m at school and my body tells me
that it needs to go to the bathroom, I listen to it! I can’t be
present for my students and attentive to their needs if I am not
attentive to my own.
High School Guidance Counsellor, Canada

I kept thinking about where to place mindfulness training and I
thought, ‘It needs to be in teacher training’. If it could be put in
a module in teacher training courses, that would be the most
effective and beneficial place for potential teachers to learn the
techniques both for themselves and for their future students.
This is an approach that can promote creativity for teachers as
well as to help manage the workload. I wish I had learned some
of those skills early in my teaching career. Even a slight change
in the way that a teacher relates to a child can make a massive
difference to their school experience.
Liz Lord, Special Educational Needs Coordinator, UK

‘CARE’ Program Research
Although mindful awareness training for teachers is still quite
new, we are beginning to see various types of evidence, not just
anecdotal, of the impact of undergoing this type of training on



teaching and learning. A recent study (Jennings et al., 2015)
tested the efficacy of the CARE training (Cultivating Awareness
and Resilience in Education) on primary school teachers. This
large-scale randomised control study followed over 200 teachers
in 36 urban elementary schools in New York. As well as a large
range of quantitative and qualitative research approaches, the
study looked at the impact on students, using observers in every
classroom before and after the 8-week training course. As well
as significant positive effects of the training compared with the
control groups in terms of teachers’ emotional regulation, sense
of time pressure and stress symptoms, the report showed a clear
impact in the classroom on the emotional support aspect for
students, as well as improved classroom organisation. The report
concluded that,

These findings have promising implications for education
policy because they demonstrate that learning
environments can be improved by supporting teachers’
social and emotional competence.

Courses for Teacher Self-care and Teaching
Mindfully
SMART (Stress Management and Relaxation
Techniques in Education)
SmartEducation™ is an evidence-based programme that specifically targets
the needs of K-12 educators and professional support staff, with a strong
emphasis on the cultivation of mindful awareness including elements of
self-compassion, emotional literacy, self-regulation skills, optimism and
self-care. The SmartEducation™ programme involves experiential activities
in mindfulness, including meditation, emotional awareness and movement.
CARE for Teachers (Cultivating Awareness and
Resilience in Education)
CARE for Teachers is a programme designed to help teachers reduce stress
and enliven their teaching by promoting awareness, presence, compassion,
and reflection. Training in relaxation, movement and deep listening can
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strengthen the inner resources needed to help students flourish, socially,
emotionally and academically.
For further information go to www.care4teachers.com.

What Really Matters?
Teachers!
The quality of our relationships with our students.
How we teach is as important as what we teach.

Try It Out!
For yourself:

Personal practice: continue to work towards a daily sit, using
the ideas and audios from Chapter 3 to support you.
Try the Making Arrangements to Be Present exercise on page
55.
Focus on one class and go through the checklist each time before
you meet them.

With your students:
In the following week, you could try out one or more of the
student ‘Check-in’ activities on page 56.
Try this with the same class as above.
You can also use ‘student journaling prompts’ for brief writing
exercises as settling routines, eg:

Which is louder a frown or a smile? Explain why.
Do you feel like you can control your emotions or do your
emotions control you? Explain using a specific example.
What is your favourite day of the week? Why?
List 8–10 things that you are thankful for.
What kind of ‘thought attack’ do you get most often? In
other words, what do you worry about? How do you deal
with this worrying?
Do you show compassion towards yourself or are you hard
on yourself? Explain using specific examples.
Can you think of a time when your gut/intuition influenced
your decision?

Make up your own, perhaps adapted to your teaching area, or
find great journal ideas at https://daringtolivefully.com/journal-
prompts

http://www.care4teachers.com/
https://daringtolivefully.com/journal-prompts


Doodling, drawing or colouring – this can be a fun and
absorbing alternative, and you can print free designs from
https://printmandala.com/.

Explore working with the energy and atmosphere of a class:
Notice fluctuations in attention, engagement, group mood.
Tune in to your body to note any subtle cues, tensions,
positive sensations.
Use your voice, body breaks, short shared silences or
listening practices to soften or sharpen attention, to energise
when sluggish or to calm when hyper.

Short Exercises to Calm or Energise a Class
These activities can ease transitions and also help get us out of thought
mode and more connected with the body. We have used these with all age
groups, including adults. It’s important when you lead these that you too
participate. Even the Energisers can become Calming activities if you
follow them with a quiet moment of standing and noticing the effect on the
body, before moving on.

Hands Shake – Energiser! (2 mins)

1. Invite your students to stand up, knees slightly bent,
bounce up and down gently a few times feeling your feet
connected to the ground.

2. Start shaking the hands, gently at first.
3. Then shake harder.
4. Then shake as hard as you can (being aware of your

neighbour and any jewellery you might be wearing) as you
count down from 10 out loud. You can play with the pace
of the count, encouraging your students to shake faster and
harder (within reason!).

5. When you get to 0, invite them to all stop, a let the arms
hang, tuning in to any sensations they feel in their hands,
their arms, the rest of their body.

6. Perhaps invite them to pair share/whole group share about
what they notice.

https://printmandala.com/
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Note: a few minutes later you can invite students to connect
back to their hands, even without moving.

Body Wiggle – Energiser! (4 minutes)

1. Invite your students to stand up, knees slightly bent,
bounce up and down gently a few times feeling your feet
connected to the ground.

2. Invite them to move their little fingers in circles, then the
ring fingers, next fingers and so on, tuning into the
sensations of the small circles. Then include the wrists and
from here on, keep all of the parts of the body moving as
you include others – elbows, arms, ankles (one then the
other), knees, hips, neck, and torso until as many body
parts as possible are making circles at the same time

Note: it’s impossible to keep it all going, which is part of the
fun!

3. Then invite them to stop, tune into the sensations in their
body. Maintain awareness of the sensations as the students
move back to their seats.

Shake Like a Wet Dog – Energiser! (1 minute)

1. Pretty self-explanatory! Start with a slow body shake and
build up to shaking like a wet dog.

Note: you can show a video of a dog doing this to get them in
the mood.

Eyes and Ears – Calming (2–4 minutes)
1. Invite students to rub the palm of their hands together.
2. Generate some heat if possible.
3. Place hands gently over the eyes, palms cupping the eyes.
4. Tune into any sensations.
5. Repeat.
6. Rub hands together, cup around the ears, then gently pinch

ears giving them ‘mini-hugs.’

Finger Press – Calming (2–4 minutes)



1. Invite students to place their hands on the desk, palms
down.

2. Slowly press the left little finger into the desk, release.
Encourage them to do this so no one would be able to tell
that they are pressing. Continue with the next finger as you
move through each on one hand and then the other.

3. After you have led the class through one ‘pass,’ invite them
to do it at their own pace. When finished they can work on
pressing down the whole hand at once, again, with the
intention that no one would be able to tell that they are
pressing.

Tapping – Energiser! (2–5 minutes)

1. Invite your students to stand up, knees slightly bent,
bounce up and down gently a few times feeling your feet
connected to the ground.

2. Taking the tips of your fingers, start gently tapping the
head, all around, including the top, sides, hairline.

3. Gently move to tapping the face, forehead, cheeks, nose,
jaw.

4. Then using palms or fists, start patting the chest.
5. Then move down one arm, then up the same arm. Repeat

on the other side.
6. Before moving to the abdomen, remind students to be

gentle as the organs are a little more sensitive here.
7. Stronger fists can pat the hips simultaneously.
8. Use both hands to move down the front of one leg, then up

the back of the same leg. Repeat on the other side.
9. Gently tap lower back/kidneys.

10. End with patting hands together = applause!

Clockwise Challenge – Calming and Energising! (3 minutes)



1. Invite your students to stand up, knees slightly bent,
bounce up and down gently a few times feeling your feet
connected to the ground.

2. Lean weight onto left leg, raise right knee up and start
making clockwise circles with the lower leg. If you need to
hold something with the left hand to stay balanced, no
problem.

3. Establish this focus and balance then introduce the next
instruction.

4. The challenge is to continue the clockwise circles with the
right lower leg while, at the same time taking the right
hand and ‘drawing’ the number 6 in the air with the index
finger. For some reason, this seems impossible to do!

Further Reading and Resources
Cozolino, L. (2013) The Social Neuroscience of Education: Optimizing
Attachment and Learning in the Classroom. New York: Norton.
A highly impressive gathering and analysis of a body of research that has
significant implications for how we teach.
Weaver, L. and Wilding, M. (2013) The Five Dimensions of Engaged
Teaching: A Practical Guide for Educators. Bloomington, IN: Solution
Tree Press.
A rare and highly practical professional development manual for teachers
that is based on self-care, mindfulness and emotional intelligence.
Marzano, R.J. and Pickering, D.J. with Heflebower, T. (2011) The Highly
Engaged Classroom. Bloomington, IN: Marzano Research Laboratory.
Robert Marzano is widely respected for his research and evidence-based
publications and this one applied to building student attention and
engagement contains classroom examples and ideas as well as the theory
that supports them.
Powell, K. and Kusuma-Powell, O. (2010) Becoming an Emotionally
Intelligent Teacher. London: Corwin.
A valuable practical guide to increasing affective skills and improving
relationships in the classroom:

‘While teachers do not have absolute control over the emotional
weather of the classroom, they have a powerful influence over the
affective climate. More often than not, their verbal and nonverbal



behaviours and their displays of emotion, dispositions and moods can
have powerful effects upon their students. The emotions that teachers
display – both consciously and unconsciously – can significantly
enhance or inhibit student learning.’

Rodenburg, P. (2009) Presence: How to Use Positive Energy for Success in
Every Situation. London: Penguin.
Rodenberg’s idea of 1st, 2nd and 3rd circles of presence and interaction is
particularly helpful for teachers (as well as her normal target audience:
actors).



5 Teaching Mindfulness
This chapter:

looks at how mindful awareness training is being used with
students in schools to build attention skills, empathy and
compassion
examines research that supports the use of mindfulness in
education
shows how students apply the training to increase focus, regulate
emotions and manage stress.

Be mindful
Teach mindfully
Teach mindfulness

The Whole Child
My own passion for bringing mindful awareness training to children and
teachers stems from two key experiences: one was the introduction to
meditation I received courtesy of an impromptu overland trip to India in the
1970s; the other was a difficult period I experienced in midlife, when I
came to rediscover meditation and mindfulness out of necessity to help me
cope and support myself. The training I did then helped me with some basic
life skills that I wish I had learnt when I was 15 instead of 50. The effect
was so significant and positive that when I emerged from this dark period I
looked around for ways to bring some training in this area to the students in
my school in Prague. It just seemed to make sense that many young people
would benefit from an introduction to mindfulness.
This shift may not, though, at first sight, be an obvious one for schools to
make. Mainstream education often prioritises academic, analytical and
competitive skills above social, emotional and collaborative competencies.
The narrow focus that predominates in many schools reflects an imbalance
in the wider world. But if we really want to help young people develop into
balanced adults who can engage creatively with the complex issues that are
currently challenging us as a species, then we need to begin to shift the
focus of schooling to cultivate the full range of our human capacities.
For schools to develop ‘the whole child’ we need to ‘incorporate’ (literally
‘bring into the body’) holistic approaches that combine academic skills
more explicitly with the social, emotional and physical aspects of being



human. Although all learning depends on the effective use of the mind, few
school systems teach students directly about how the mind works and about
the integrated nature of mind, heart and body systems.
Compelled to Teach

Many of us have a ‘compulsion to teach’ and I remember once
being on a silent retreat in Devon in England and stumbling
upon what felt like some quite powerful personal insights during
the meditation sessions. In my one-to-one with the retreat leader
I told her about my experiences and about how I thought I could
apply them to teaching mindfulness to students and teachers in
my school. ‘Hang on a minute Kevin,’ she responded, ‘There
needs to be at least a brief moment between having these
insights for your own growth and trying to use them with others
in your work.’ Caught out!

There’s nothing wrong with having this ‘compulsion to teach’ – it’s what
brings many of us into teaching, and it may also be what initially motivates
many teachers to engage in mindful awareness training. That’s fine, but the
potential impact of this work relies on our ability to deepen our own
personal understanding and self-awareness.
Not Your Average Professional Development
If you intend to teach mindfulness to students, it’s good to know from the
outset that many mindfulness teacher-training programmes require a
commitment to personal practice and that some have significant
prerequisites. On page 108 we outline possible pathways if you want to go
on to teach mindfulness to students.
Wanting to teach this stuff (or in fact, any social, emotional or ethical skill)
to kids because we think it will be ‘good for them’ doesn’t really work – or
even make sense – unless we, too, are involved in developing the same
desirable capacities in ourselves. We wouldn’t start teaching people how to
drive a car – even if we could work out how to do so from a course or a
book – unless we could already drive ourselves. The normal nature of
school professional development is to go and learn something and then be
ready to teach our colleagues. But mindfulness training is not your average
professional development. First, you can’t suddenly become a teacher of
mindfulness. It takes time. Most schools and many educators are primed to
feel that any investment of time in professional development must lead to



some immediately visible dividend in the classroom. But for mindfulness to
take root and thrive within an educational organisation, it needs careful
tending and slow organic development. Many aspects of mindfulness
training appear very simple, but it’s also easy to teach them in a way that
misses the point or that turns kids off. It is essential therefore that we
practice it in some depth for ourselves first, so that we have a full
understanding of the various aspects of mindfulness and are then able to
lead and speak from personal experience, not just theory.
Stop and Breathe
In 2008 I started to try out teaching simple meditation exercises to students
at my middle school at the International School of Prague, where I was
Principal. Later I began looking around for a programme I could use and
came across the .b – or Stop & Be – course for teenagers. This programme
from the Mindfulness in Schools Project (MiSP) was just then getting
started in the UK, developed by three educators: Richard Burnett, Chris
Cullen and Chris O’Neil. It was a natural fit for my classes – skilfully
designed for teenage students by combining a variety of engaging practices
with entertaining slides and videos – and it enabled the young people I was
teaching to access the learning in a way that went far beyond my own initial
efforts.
Recently in the UK, the Wellcome Trust has funded a major research
programme co-led by the University of Oxford, University College London,
the Medical Research Council Cognition and Brain Sciences Unit at
Cambridge University, with support from the University of Exeter and a
number of international collaborators. The programme involves several
research themes, and includes studies examining the short-term effects of
mindfulness training on adolescent psychological functioning; the
implementation of mindfulness in schools (including the relative
effectiveness of different forms of mindfulness training); and a large-scale,
longitudinal, randomised control research trial. The trial, which started in
2015, aims to recruit 76 schools (304 teachers and 5,700 pupils) from
across the UK. In half the schools participating teachers and pupils will be
trained in mindfulness to establish the impact of the training on students’
emotional health and wellbeing. This £6.5m MYRIAD (Mindfulness and
Resilience in Adolescence) project will track students for approximately
two years after completing their training. The course selected as the vehicle
for this research is the ‘.b’ programme.
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From time to time I will draw on the Mindfulness in Schools Project’s
programmes for teenagers and for primary students to give readers a feel for
how mindfulness can be introduced in school settings. These youth courses
are based on the MBCT and MBSR programmes described in Chapter 2,
and in particular they draw on the MBCT work of Mark Williams from
Oxford University’s Oxford Mindfulness Centre. I sometimes work as a
teacher trainer for the MiSP programmes and I am using these courses as
examples of mindful awareness training in schools because, as a teacher,
they are the ones I know best, and because I have found they work well for
students. On page 108 there is a list of other programmes that you might
also want to consider if you are planning to introduce mindfulness training
to your school.
Different Kettles of Fish – Training Adults and
Training Students
Adults may come to mindfulness because they are suffering mentally or
physically or they may have run out of other options or, for some, because
they have simply chosen to explore this wonderful, life-giving experience.
But with students, especially middle- and high-school students, it’s not
often the case that they are choosing to take a course in mindfulness. The
courses that we teach in schools are not clinical or therapeutic programmes,
they are designed as introductions to mindfulness. These experiential
classes provide a degree of training and a chance to develop some inner
awareness and new skills that can be applied in a variety of ways, but
overall the intention is for young people to get a feel for what mindful
awareness is about, what it can do for them and especially to know that it’s
there and available so that, later on in life, if they face difficult experiences
they know there are ways to get help. An important learning point for
teenagers is that you can become an active agent in your own mental
emotional and physical wellbeing.
Mindful Awareness Training in Schools
Mindful awareness training can offer students – and educators – an
introduction that will:

help them understand, intellectually and experientially, some key
aspects of how their minds, bodies and emotions work
develop some key capacities of self-awareness and of sustaining
attention
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empower them to be able to respond more wisely in some challenging
situations.

We will illustrate how this can be achieved with some examples of
mindfulness programmes for primary and secondary students. Please note
that the examples in this chapter are simply to give you a taste of what this
looks like, not to equip you to deliver the exercises described.
In an introductory MiSP session a central message about mindfulness is
given to students by referring to a lovely segment of the Kung Fu Panda
movie (Dreamworks Animation and Paramount Pictures, 2008) where Po,
the panda, is interrupted in the midst of beating himself up after a bad day
by the wise old turtle, Oogway:

‘You are too concerned with what was, and what will be.
There is a saying you know,
‘Yesterday is History,
Tomorrow is a Mystery,
But Today is a Gift;
That is why it is called The Present.’

After introducing students to this core theme, teachers will usually explain
what mindfulness is, look at some of the science behind it, and at how it can
be helpful for us in school and in our lives. Theory can only get you so far
though, so with mindfulness introductions the key is that students (and
teachers) experience it firsthand.
Pay Attention!
‘Mindfulness is … the awareness that arises when we pay attention, on
purpose …’
The first full session of the course moves straight into understanding how
we can train our minds to be able to sustain a deeper form of attention.
Given the plethora of distractions bombarding us these days and the
distractibility of our modern minds, it is highly important for young people
to be trained in building attention skills. Stanford researcher Philippe
Goldin once said ‘Parents and teachers tell kids 100 times a day to pay
attention. But we never teach them how’ (Brown, 2007).
This first lesson teaches children to ‘play attention’ as opposed to feeling
forced to pay attention. With a light touch students are guided into an
experience of moving their attention around the body. You can see (and
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experience) a TEDx Talk of Richard Burnett from MiSP introducing
mindfulness in education at www.youtube.com/watch?v=6mlk6xD_xAQ.
If you can, watch it in a quiet space so you can try out the brief exercises he
leads in the first 10 minutes of the session. Such exercises are often used in
the introductory sessions with students and are always followed by an
‘inquiry’ – a chance for students to reflect in pairs on their experience and
then to take a few examples from the whole class. This is a crucial point
because it is here that we have a chance to discover that it is totally normal
to have a mind that wanders.
Because of this natural tendency of our minds to wander, Jack Kornfield,
author of A Path with Heart (1993), compared training the mind to training
a puppy. The MiSP programmes for children build on this analogy in their
attention training exercises, showing how the qualities we need to cultivate
on a journey into mindful awareness can be quite similar to those needed to
train a puppy; that is, firmness, patience and kindness.
By the end of this initial 40–60 minute class we are usually able to have
established experientially three key concepts:

1. We can choose where to put our attention.
2. When we try to keep our attention in one place it doesn’t easily stay

there (the mind wanders).
3. We can learn strategies to improve our capacity to attend.

Attention is also important because what we attend to gets strengthened. If
you are a taxi driver, the part of your brain that deals with navigation, the
posterior hippocampus, grows larger than average (Maguire et al., 2006);
and if you are a violinist, the areas of the brain that deal with finger
coordination grow denser connections (Elbert et al., 1995).
William James, one of the key figures in the development of psychology as
a modern science, underlined the importance of attention:

The faculty of voluntarily bringing back a wandering attention over
and over again is the very root of judgement, character and will. An
education which should improve this faculty would be the education
par excellence.
But it is easier to define this ideal than to give practical instructions for
bringing it about. (James, 1890)

Thanks to the developments outlined in Chapter 2, well-designed, evidence-
based programmes from organisations such as the Mindfulness in Schools
Project (UK) and Mindful Schools (USA) are now doing exactly what

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6mlk6xD_xAQ


James described, in a way that wasn’t conceivable in the West at the end of
the 19th century.

The Attention Span of a Goldfish
In 2013–14, Microsoft surveyed 2,000 Canadians and carried
out brain mapping with over 100 of them to explore the issue of
attention in relation to screen use (Microsoft, 2015). The results
showed that our average attention span is declining – from 12
seconds in 2000 to 8 seconds in 2013. (Embarrassingly,
Microsoft say this is less than the 9-second attention span of a
goldfish, so all those jokes about the attention spans of a
goldfish will have to stop!) The report concluded that ‘Overall,
digital lifestyles have a negative impact on prolonged focus’ and
listed the top factors that impact attention as:

Media consumption
Social media usage
Technology adoption rate
Multi-screening behaviour

Studies such as this indicate that our screen-based lifestyle may
be eroding some aspects of our capacity to sustain focus. We
may not simply be losing our overall ability to pay attention, it
may be that we are now using it in different ways. Out of
necessity in the digital age, we are increasing our tendency to
multitask, or actually to be able to cope with multiple sources of
information, juggling them and moving between them. The
brain seems to be plastic enough to enable this to happen, but it
comes at a cost: sustained focus. This same plasticity, however,
may also allow us to retrain the brain – to increase our attention
span – if we devote the time and energy to doing so.
And we should want to right now because, wonderful as it is to
be able to surf the net and discover all sorts of things we would
never have known about without spending years in a public
library, we also need to develop and preserve the ability to
sustain attention. In Chapter 6 we explore how our ability to
truly attend, to listen deeply, and to experience being heard, are
fundamental to our human connectivity.

Focusing



In Focus (2013) psychologist Daniel Goleman illustrates how worry and
other distracting emotions can intrude on a student’s capacity to fully attend
to their work. He expresses concern about the impact on children of our
modern technological environment through the reduction of direct personal
interaction and he argues that increased interaction with digital screens can
pose a threat to the neuronal development of our social and emotional
circuitry, as well as the reduction in sustained engagement noted above.
Goleman claims that this is already beginning to show up in schools, where,
for example, some middle school students find sustained reading too taxing
for them. All this, he says, points to the need to learn the skills of self-
awareness that enable us to notice when we might be losing focus and then
to refocus. He advocates strongly for ‘programs, like mindfulness, that
boost the brain’s executive control’ (Goleman, 2013: 205).
Goleman also underlines the importance of training attention skills to
strengthen self-control – a key factor in life satisfaction. He describes a
major study in New Zealand that tracked all babies born in a 12-month
period in the town of Dunedin (over 1,000 children) for over 20 years and
found that self-control was as good a predictor of success in life as class, IQ
or family. (‘Success’ was defined here as health, wealth and good
behaviour.) (Moffitt et al., 2011). Goleman asks, because of the significance
of learning self-control, ‘Wouldn’t it make sense to teach these skills to
every child?’ (2013: 206).
As William James pointed out over a century ago, the ability to sustain
attention is the key to deep learning. Having the self-awareness and the
discipline to recognise what we don’t know or what we can’t do so well and
then redirecting our attention to go over those areas again until we do, is a
fundamental skill in education. Training in mindful awareness can be a
highly effective means of developing this capacity (Sanger and Dorjee,
2016) and has the potential also of promoting positive mental health and
helping lay the foundations for a life well-lived.

Stanley Grove Primary School, Manchester, UK
Stanley Grove primary school serves the multi-cultural
community of Longsight, an inner-city disadvantaged area in
Manchester. There is a vibrant local community where most
people have emigrated from Eastern Europe, North Africa and
South Asia. Over 90 per cent of the students at the school are
Muslim, and they all get the chance to learn mindfulness (8-



week courses are currently taught to all children aged 8–10
years).

We have introduced mindfulness training because some
studies have shown that the onset of mental health
problems is now peaking at age 11 and we want to help
give children a better understanding of how their minds
work and to give them strategies to cope with the
difficulties that they’ll face as adolescents. With all the
technology these days, children spend a lot of their time in
thinking mode or in front of screens, and mindfulness gives
them a chance to step away from that and spend a bit of
time in their bodies more than in their heads.
We use the ’Paws b’ programme [a course for 7–11-year-
olds] from the Mindfulness in Schools Project which has
loads of analogies and metaphors so we’ll use the fact that
our attention is like a torch light and that you can focus it in
different ways. We look at a snow globe and talk about the
fact that our mind can get really busy, just like when you
shake up a snow globe and all the little flakes flutter
around. We use that to help them understand that there are
times when our minds are just full of things and sometimes
you can’t really think clearly or see clearly and actually by
doing a short practice you can help bring your focus back
down into your body, into your sensing mode more than
your thinking mode and allow that dust to clear.
Our children say that they use it to calm themselves down,
they use it when they are dealing with difficulty, so they’ll
talk about squabbles and falling out at home, they talk
about using it before tests. One girl talked about getting
over her fear of swimming lessons by using mindfulness
practices. The practice helps them sense things in the body
a bit more so we’ll get them to notice, just by being still,
things like, ‘Oh I’m clenching my jaw’; or you might know
that when you are stressed your shoulders might rise up.
For different people there are different triggers, so just by
noticing those in yourself it allows you then to have a



choice – rather than reacting impulsively you get to choose
to perhaps respond in a different way.
We’ve had research studies done in our school and found
that children’s attention and concentration improves. But
there’s also those anecdotal things that teachers talk about –
their children having much better focus in lessons, better
behaviours for learning, just being able to leave all the
playground squabbles at the door and being more ready to
learn when they are in class.
It doesn’t work for everyone of course, but sometimes you
just need to get it at a time when it’s right for you. One 8-
year-old pupil I taught in year 4 said ‘Don’t get it Miss,
don’t like it, it’s boring.’ Then I taught the same curriculum
again in year 5. Half way through the year something
clicked for her and now she speaks passionately about how
she uses the practice to control her nerves before tests and
performing.

Amy Footman, Head of Stanley Grove

Heartfulness – More than Just ‘Bare Attention’
‘Mindfulness is, paying attention … on purpose, with curiosity
and kindness …’

So, is mindfulness simply ‘bare attention training’?
Attention training is a key component of mindfulness but it’s not the whole
deal. You could, for example, use attention training to improve your ability
to stealthily pick off human targets through a sniper’s rifle telescope, but
this would not qualify as mindfulness. The quality of attention that we bring
to any moment is fundamental. ‘Mindfulness’ itself is the word chosen by
Christian academics seeking to translate the Pali word sati. Sati is used by
Buddhists to describe a purposeful remembering to be present that is as
much ‘heartful’ as it is ‘mindful’.
Buddhist monks in the Himalayas who were subjects for a Harvard
University research team in the 1970s literally fell on the floor laughing
when the researchers wired up their heads for the experiment. They couldn’t
believe Westerners thought the mind was in the head:

When we put an electrode cap on Francisco Varela’s head to measure
EEG waves all the monks burst out laughing as though we’d told them
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the most hilarious joke. They were amused that we were using a device
placed on the scalp to measure the mind when, to them, it was obvious
that the mind is not in the head, but located at one’s heart. (Saron,
2013)

‘Heartfulness’ – learning to turn towards our experiences and to other
people in an open, kind, non-judgmental way – is at the core of mindful
awareness training.
The Chinese character for ‘mindfulness’ (see Figure 5.1) is actually a
pictogram portraying the ‘present moment’ sheltering the symbol for ‘heart’
(sometimes translated as ‘heartmind’).
Figure 5.1 The Chinese character for ‘mindfulness’

Humans are naturally curious and creative, and our social evolution
depends upon these capacities. Mindful attention has a certain natural
quality of curiosity and kindness that brings a warmth to our experience,
and to our connection with self and with others. This sense of a heartful



presence can be developed through mindfulness training – sometimes
arising spontaneously, sometimes cultivated consciously to deepen our
sense of connection. There is a degree of empathy that can occur naturally
when we understand more about our own minds and emotions and when we
come to understand that others are often struggling with similar issues and
experiences. Whilst the popular impression might be that mindful
awareness can be just a quick attention fix, in reality empathy and
compassion are profound and essential elements of the practice of
mindfulness. Stephen Covey wrote that ‘Between stimulus and response,
there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our
response lies our growth and our freedom’ (Pattakos, 2004). Covey was
using this passage (that he had read in a now forgotten source) to try to
describe one of Viktor Frankl’s hard-won psychological insights about the
fact that inner freedom can sometimes be discovered in the most
inhospitable conditions. Frankl observed how some of his fellow prisoners
in concentration camps in Nazi Germany were able to draw on deep sources
of empathy and compassion even when they were in the midst of severe
suffering. Some neuroscientists are these days investigating precisely what
it is about mindfulness training that might help buy us the time between
stimulus and response to make wiser choices about our actions and
interactions. The author of one such study, Micah Allen, says,

As we begin to realize that many societal and health problems cannot
be solved through medication or attention-training alone, it becomes
clear that techniques to increase emotional function and well-being are
crucial for future development …
I suspect we need to begin including affective processes in our
understanding of optimal learning. (Allen, 2012)

For Professor Richie Davidson, Head of the Laboratory for Affective
Neuroscience at the University of Wisconsin, wellbeing is a skill:

Well-being is fundamentally no different than learning to play the
cello. If one practices the skills of well-being, one will get better at it.
(Davidson, 2016)

Davidson’s conclusion is based on laboratory studies carried out with
volunteers and with long-term meditators. Empathy and compassion are
innate capacities that we all share, though of course they may come more
easily to some than others. The key point in the context of this book is that
they can all be consciously developed. They are all interpersonal skills that



can be trained and mindful awareness training is a foundational approach
that can support the development of these emotional intelligences in
schools.
Professor Davidson, speaking to the CASEL Forum in New York in 2007,
said,

Social and emotional learning is an empirically verified strategy to
improve skills of emotional regulation and social adaptation. Qualities
such as calmness, cooperation and kindness are all best regarded as
skills that can be trained. Training like Social Emotional Learning can
shape the brain – and literally change gene expression.
(The full video is available at www.edutopia.org/richard-davidson-sel-
brain-video)

Even if compassion itself isn’t listed as a subject within a mindfulness
programme, by the very nature of the course we would expect empathy and
compassion to be modelled by the teacher and to find expression in the
learning environment and in the learning relationships that are formed. It
has been my experience that even without an explicit focus on the
cultivation of compassion and empathy, mindful awareness training in
schools can help promote these qualities. Mindfulness is never just about
‘bare attention’; by fostering a kindly, focused awareness and by building
our capacity to turn toward difficulties with equanimity we are laying the
foundation for an empathetic and compassionate connectedness.
Some courses have been developed for training these skills to students and
teachers, again based on traditional approaches combined with research in
neuroscience. One example is the Kindness Curriculum from the Centre for
Investigating Healthy Minds, University of Wisconsin-Madison (see Pinger
and Flook, 2016). See also the work of Dr Kristin Neff (http://self-
compassion.org/).
Understanding Our Mind, Body and Emotions
We are born with a mind–body system that has evolved over millennia to
equip us as best it can with the means to survive. It’s an amazing, incredible
piece of engineering – but it’s not a perfect package and our emotions and
thoughts don’t always function the way we would like them to. However
evolved we may think we are, our impulses and reactions can still take us
by surprise and we are all capable at times of an inappropriate response,
especially when unwell or under pressure. Much of our work as educators
in this field revolves around the question:

http://www.edutopia.org/richard-davidson-sel-brain-video
http://self-compassion.org/
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‘Can we help prepare young people to cope more effectively with life’s
ups and downs, and with our sometimes clumsy reactions to the
inevitable difficulties and challenges that come our way?’

Some classes in youth mindfulness programmes are directly aimed at
improving our understanding of how our minds, bodies and emotions work
together – and how they can sometimes trip us up. An example of a
practical application of cultivating self-awareness used with teenagers in the
MiSP ‘.b’ programme is to ask them what might be their response if, having
recently met someone they really liked and swapped phone numbers with
them, they wait hopefully for a response to a sent text but no response
arrives.
This is fertile ground for teenagers, and some groups will come up with a
rich range of reactions. Some are positive:

‘They might have dropped the phone down the toilet or run out of
battery.’

But most commonly they tend to be quite negative (and ultimately self-
deprecating):

‘Maybe I said something stupid?’
‘Maybe they never really liked me and just wanted to get away?’
‘Why do I always get things wrong?’
‘Why doesn’t anyone really like me …?’

Negativity Bias
Our organism has a natural propensity to err on the side of caution when
facing a threatening situation in order to protect us. This sometimes creates
what’s often referred to as an inbuilt ‘negativity bias’. Many of the activities
in mindful awareness courses help children understand this inner bias more
explicitly. We use the cognitive behaviour model (see Figure 5.2) to help
students understand the interconnectedness of feelings, thoughts, sensations
and actions/impulses. In this way, we can learn to start to tease apart these
elements that might lie intertwined beneath a mood or might trigger a
reaction.
Figure 5.2 Cognitive behaviour model
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We introduce the idea that while some of our thoughts and stories may be
true, some may not be. This can sometimes lead to quite profound insights
for teenagers as they begin to understand our instinctive tendency to create
stories around experiences. A number of teenagers I have worked with on
mindful awareness courses have told me that gaining this understanding –
that ‘thoughts are not facts’ – has been a highly significant learning
experience for them.

‘I’ve already used that bit about Thoughts Aren’t Facts because
two weeks ago me and my friends got in a big fight. One
thought this way, and then the others were against him so when
my teacher said that ‘thoughts aren’t facts’ I started to look at
what his point of view is and then we understood that the
problem wasn’t actually between us, it was between someone
else trying to separate us.’
12-year-old student

There is a beautiful Tibetan simile that describes how thoughts and feelings
come and go like ‘writing on water’ – a helpful illustration of the
insubstantial quality of thinking. But these silent wisps of wind on water
don’t always seem so vacuous to us, they often feel quite concrete and they
can sometimes have considerable power over us, especially when
unexamined. It’s not just our students who struggle with this – as I write
this paragraph, for example, I am aware that the date I had expected to hear
back from a publisher is now passed. At first this won’t be a problem, but as
time goes by, I might begin to wonder if my proposal was really good
enough, and on a bad day I might even wonder if anybody is really
interested. The negativity bias, combined with our incessant inner narrative,
can cause all of us problems at times. Because many of us live with strong
inner critics, we sometimes need to consciously notice the positive things,
relationships and experiences in our lives, to take the time to appreciate and



be grateful for what we do have. Mindful awareness courses, especially
when combined with social-emotional training or positive psychology, can
help some young people learn the value of appreciation and gratitude on an
experiential level.
Pattern Completion
We tend to assume that our visual experience of a sequence of moments is
similar to a video camera that scans around a room, taking in everything it
sees. But neuroscience has discovered that our visual mechanism actually
works more like an old-fashioned film reel, with its moving compilation of
single frames. Our perceived experience is a collage of blurry images that
our brain assembles, synthesising visual data with auditory and other
sensory information being received at that moment, and turning it into an
apparently natural flow that becomes our view of reality (Lau and
Rosenthal, 2011).
It’s this deep-seated ability to complete patterns, to take small chunks of
information and weave them into a coherent whole, that lies at the heart of
our human predisposition to storytelling. Even with limited data we jump to
conclusions and form assumptions. If there are a few dots on a page, we
might see lines and patterns and predict trajectories, real or imagined.
Where, for instance, might your mind go if the teacher in the following
scenario was you?

It’s Friday afternoon and you are doing some last minute
photocopying before heading home. The Head passes by, sees
you, hesitates and then says, ‘Oh, I need to have a word with
you. Can you pop in to see me on Monday morning?’
You respond with a quick ‘Yes, sure’ and before you know it
she’s gone, leaving you wondering.
Driving home, and periodically over the weekend, you mull
over what it can be about. All the challenging situations and
exchanges you had with students, colleagues or parents over the
past few weeks come to mind. Who has been complaining about
you? Was it that time you over-reacted when the Year 9 girls
were messing around in class? Or were you too honest with Mr
and Mrs Duckworth about their son’s learning difficulties last
week?



Round and round you go until Monday morning and before
school you are at the Head’s door.
‘Good morning,’ she says, ‘How are you? What can I do for
you?’
‘You asked me to pass by?’
‘I did? Oh yes, Friday afternoon, right, sorry, I had a lot going
on then. No, I just wanted to talk to you about your Year 10
History project.’
‘I see.’
‘Yes, at the open parent session last week there were a number
of parents talking about how much their children had enjoyed
the practical challenges you set the students.’
‘They did?’
‘That’s right. I was wondering if you might do some in-house
training with the Year 8 team – they need to move in that
direction too. I do think you’re really doing some great work
this year.’

Natural-born Storytellers
This inner narrative mode, that can sometimes be quite self-critical, is so
constant and ingrained that most of the time we don’t even notice it.
Mindfulness can help us become more aware of the subtle layers of thought
and sensation that often drive our everyday behaviour. It’s this awareness
that can give us the freedom to choose an appropriate response rather than
be driven by an inappropriate reaction.



The understanding that we can develop our ability to notice the stories we
tell about ourselves and about others can also be applied on a cultural or
political level. To question, for example, popular stories and misconceptions
about refugees, immigrants or climate change that might stand in the way of
wise action. If we become more aware of the stories and subliminal
messages that our group, party, nation, religion or culture feed us, then we
might begin to examine them more carefully and to question if they are
telling us a truth, exposing a fear or a prejudice, or perhaps masking a need
to maintain superiority.
Accommodating Competing Narratives
Loosening the constraints of cultural conditioning can be achieved in
various ways: travel is one way that helped me to do this, and developing
awareness through deep dialogue with others, or through meditation, are
others. I love the phrase used by Israeli writer Yossi Halevi when he asks if
it is possible, as an Israeli or a Palestinian, to learn to ‘accommodate
competing narratives’ (2002). To know, for example, that I have a story
about your culture, and yet still be able to hear your story about your
culture. This is such an important area, both in conflict resolution and in
terms of forging greater understanding between people, genders, races and
cultures. In learning how best to ‘share the planet’, this is a key skill that we
must help develop in our young people.
While writing this book I was informed by a colleague in the USA, Rona
Wilensky, about recent work looking at the connection between
mindfulness and social justice in issues related to race, ethnicity, gender and
age. These are key areas these days for all of us to explore and support.
Rona told me of a network of professionals currently exploring the
interdependence of these two movements – especially in the area of bias.
One person active in this emerging field is Rhonda Magee, Professor of
Law at the University of San Francisco and a Visiting Scholar at the
Berkeley Center for the Study of Law and Society. Contributing to a series
of articles on mindfulness and the criminal justice system published by The
Greater Good Centre at Berkeley Magee says,

As most of us know from simple, everyday experience, none of us is
actually blind to race or color. In fact, research confirms common
disconnects between explicit and implicit cognition around race and
color. Even if we try to adopt a colorblind view in the world, it doesn’t
work because our brains don’t actually work that way



(Magee, 2015)
Magee has adapted contemplative practices to help people cultivate greater
awareness of bias and says that these exercises can, ‘Pave the way to new
experiences that help us loosen our attachments to narratives and other
forms of suffering that give rise to biases along the way’ (Magee, 2015).
One research study that supports Magee’s work focused on the impact of
mindfulness on implicit age and racial bias and found that, ‘Mindfulness
meditation caused a decrease…in implicit race and age bias…due to weaker
automatically activated associations on the Implicit Attitude Test’ (Lueke
and Gibson, 2014). This study indicated that participants who took the
mindfulness training relied less on previously established associations and
suggested that even a 10-minute mindfulness practice can begin to reduce
race and age bias.
Mindful awareness can, then, help stop us from getting ‘hooked’ by our
stories and help us see that thoughts can be fallible. Understanding how our
minds and emotions work can help us to connect more authentically in
relationship, and we can come to understand that, whilst negative stories
might isolate us, a more open awareness brings us closer together.

Stanley Chan, Educational Psychologist with Children with
Special Needs, Hong Kong

We did a pilot trial for children with ADHD (8–12-year-
olds). We worked with the children and with the parents,
teaching them mindfulness. Parents reported that children’s
behaviour improved. They also said they felt higher
empathy and acceptance toward their children and reported
that their emotional control was better. They are less likely
to get angry and they can stay calmer in their daily
interactions with the children. In addition, they felt their
self-care had been enhanced – that they feel it is important
to take care of themselves. The preliminary results indicate
the programme may be effective in reducing the stress of
the parents, reducing depressive symptoms and especially
reducing the stress from parent–child dysfunctional
interactions.
We use the metaphor of ferry safety: ‘Parents need to learn
to help themselves before helping their children.’



I have also tried teaching mindfulness to students with
autism. It was quite good. The kids found it interesting and
it helped them to enhance their awareness of their emotions
and helped them to be more calm and to deal with stress.
Sometimes autistic students can have tunnel vision and
maybe this can help them expand it. One of the parents told
me that in the past his son would complain about this and
that in the school but after the programme he was taking
things more easily.
In the last school year there were quite a number of suicide
cases in HK. It is very stressful in HK in students’ studies,
so I think this is very important.

(Research Autism (2016) and de Bruin et al. (2015) are
excellent sources for finding out more about research into
mindfulness and autism).
(Personal communication, February 2016)

Evidence for the Benefits of Mindfulness for Children and
Young People
The research that has been carried out with children so far has
largely yielded positive results. However, it is important to
recognise that, in research terms, this is still very much an
‘emergent’ area. What research has been done with children has,
until recently, been mainly small scale, and larger-scale, long-
term studies such as the MYRIAD trial are only just beginning.
Extrapolating, though, from the positive research on
mindfulness with adults, it seems likely that introducing young
people to mindfulness could have important benefits in terms of
promoting positive mental health and raising awareness. In
general we wouldn’t expect to see the same depth of impact
with school populations as with adults because training for
children is usually introductory; it is not clinical, it is often
involuntary, and it normally entails far fewer hours of practice.
In October 2015 a report was published in the UK by the
Mindfulness All-Party Parliamentary Group. This committee of
MPs and peers from the main political parties met with experts
over a 12-month period to consider the potential of mindfulness
in mental health, justice, the workplace and education. Their



findings were compiled in the report Mindful Nation UK
(MAPPG, 2015).
After examining a wide range of evidence, the group made a
strong recommendation to the UK government to invest in
research and workplace practice to further mindful awareness
training in schools. Their summary of the evidence on
mindfulness is a useful starting point if you are interested in
finding out more about the research:

There is promising evidence that mindfulness training has
been shown to enhance executive control in children and
adolescents in line with adult evidence. Recent meta-
analyses of Mindfulness Based Interventions for children
and adolescents suggested improvements in stress, anxiety,
depression, emotional behavioural regulation, with larger
effects reported in clinical than non-clinical populations. …
What is of particular interest is that those with the lowest
levels of executive control and emotional stability are
likely to benefit most from mindfulness training. (MAPPG,
2015)

The report goes on to emphasise how reducing stress and
improving self-regulation has a positive impact on academic
performance and points out the potential for combining
mindfulness with social-emotional learning (our main focus in
Chapter 6). The politicians draw attention to the potential, from
the research, for mindfulness training to help with behavioural
difficulties and with attention deficit disorders – helping
children deal with ‘impulsiveness, aggression and oppositional
behaviour’.
Below is a small sample of other studies on mindfulness with
children across the age ranges:

A 2015 study with 7–9-year-olds taking an 8-week
mindfulness course showed a reduction in negative affect
(mood) and improvement in self-management in relation to
organisation of schoolwork (Vickery and Dorjee, 2016).
Hennelly (2010) studied the impact of the ‘.b’ mindfulness
course on 11–17-year-olds and found there were significant
differences between the participant and control groups in



terms of mindfulness, resilience and wellbeing. Students,
teachers and parents reported subjective improvements in
students’ academic motivation, confidence, competence
and effectiveness.
A feasibility study for the MYRIAD trial was carried out in
2013 by Oxford and Exeter Universities (Kuyken et al.,
2013) and found that students completing an 8-week youth
mindfulness course experienced greater wellbeing and saw
significant reductions in depression and stress.
Research with students has not often involved brain scans,
but a 2016 study (Sanger and Dorjee) with 16–18-year-olds
used EEGs to measure attention performance on
computerised distraction tests. The results clearly
correlated self-reported levels of distractibility with EEG
evidence of improvement on focusing tasks, suggesting
‘that adolescents trained in mindfulness-based practices
were able to discriminately inhibit responses to task-
irrelevant stimuli’. In other words, they could focus better
after the training and, importantly, given the current
exposure to digital overload, were able to ‘more efficiently
inhibit irrelevant stimuli’. The students also displayed
reduced hypercritical self-beliefs compared with the control
group.
A robust, large-scale randomised clinical trial (Biegel et al.,
2009) with both primary and secondary aged students
followed children aged 4–18 years who had a range of
mental health diagnoses. After taking a modified MBSR
programme the students reported significantly reduced
symptoms of anxiety and depression, as well as increased
self-esteem and sleep quality, compared with control
groups.

For a large-scale, detailed review of mindfulness-based
interventions in school settings in USA, see the paper by Felver
et al. (2015). For a review of 15 studies from around the world
looking at the effectiveness of mindfulness in improving mental
health symptoms of children and adolescents, see Kallapiran et
al. (2015).



Another helpful starting point when looking at the evidence on
mindfulness for children and young people is a paper written in
2013 by Katherine Weare, Emeritus Professor at the University
of Exeter and Southampton. Weare outlines a range of studies
showing positive results from using mindfulness with children
and adolescents, including studies on:

executive function for primary school children
anxiety for primary school children
self-regulation for primary school children from
disadvantaged backgrounds
9–13-year-olds with academic difficulties
10–13-year-olds with behaviour problems and depression
learning difficulties with secondary school students.

‘Conclusions have to be tentative at this stage. However,
the results of a wide range of studies in different contexts
offer a set of promising results that suggest that
mindfulness is well worth doing.
It would appear that when children and young people learn
to be more ‘present’ and less anxious they can pay
attention better and improve the quality of their
performance, in the classroom, on the sports field and in
the performing arts for example. They often become more
focused, more able to approach situations from a fresh
perspective, use existing knowledge more effectively, and
pay attention.
Young people generally enjoy and appreciate the
interventions, and the processes and the effects of
mindfulness on the young are very similar to the positive
changes observable in adults which gives cause for
optimism that the same psychological and physiological
processes are at work.’ (Weare, 2013).

These conclusions are coming from a range of research targeting
specific groups with specific interventions. It is important to not
over-claim results from research studies and assume they prove
something that will be of benefit in any context. We may not, for
example, expect an introductory, compulsory class in a
secondary school to have long-lasting, measurable impacts for



large numbers of students. However, for many individuals it can
be highly significant, and for all students it could be a
meaningful addition to the skills-based learning that our schools
offer young people. I know from my work with children and
teachers that many do feel the courses have been very beneficial
to them, and if we can evolve a spiralling curriculum of
integrated social-emotional mindfulness-based activities in
schools, then we are likely to find a deepening of the positive
effects that current research is indicating. Even if students don’t
use the skills they learn right away, you never know in the long
run when it may prove to be of benefit – if only because young
people will know that help and training for mental health is
available if they need it.
A helpful collection of fact sheets on research on mindfulness in
education is available from the Canadian website Discover
Mindfulness (available at http://discovermindfulness.ca/tool-
kit/).

Pupil Health Referral Unit Teacher, UK
This unit works with students who are not attending school or
had a very limited timetable. They are out of school for many
different reasons, health problems (mostly mental health issues)
as well as bullying and non-attendance. Some are undergoing
other therapies like CBT with Child and Adolescent Mental
Health Services. All students were taught mindfulness classes in
PSHE on the normal school timetable.

Over time we have seen big changes. 75 per cent were
hitting the targets for high anxiety on the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire which then went down to 35 per
cent four years later. I can’t say that was all to do with
mindfulness because we have done all sorts of things in a
nurturing environment. But what I noticed with the
mindfulness was the ability for students to have some skills
for themselves, so they weren’t relying on other people to
calm them down or recognise things, for example if they
were getting anxious or having difficulties in relationships.
We have built a kind of ethos in the school that makes it
okay to ‘feel your feet on the floor’ or ‘take a breath’.

http://discovermindfulness.ca/tool-kit/


Before it was all about talking it through with someone, so
there has been a definite shift in the children using
mindfulness in an active and acceptable way.
Some of our pupils identified themselves very much with
their illnesses. Some used their symptoms as a reason for
not participating in activities and they would say, ‘I’m too
tired, I’m depressed’ but we gave them some skills to have
some distance, which enabled them to notice and recognise
their symptoms and make more informed choices. They
could recognise that the symptoms were just the symptoms
and not them as a person.
One boy came to me one day in the corridor and said,
‘Miss, I feel like I’m going to get a panic attack, is it okay
to do a sitting practice?’
And a young girl who had a diagnosis of ADHD and was
one of the most restless pupils said, after a bodyscan, ‘I
don’t think I’ve ever been that still and calm ever’. It just
seemed to be able to help her manage her symptoms of
restlessness.
Of course we have had many challenges. There was a fair
bit of cynicism when we first started. There were many
misconceptions about what we were doing. And then we
had difficulty with continuity and attendance and making
sure that pupils who started it followed through. Some kids
liked it, some said ‘It’s not for me’ or ‘We’ll get a good
sleep here’. I try to be very careful how I deal with those
students and how I model it. Classroom management is
very important – to allow opportunities for all to engage
with it at their own level.
When I actually saw the benefits in our unit I thought, all
pupils need the opportunity to learn this approach. It was
helping our students cope with their often chaotic lives. It’s
really important and something that can potentially help
them in their future lives.
Anonymous Personal communication, July 2016



How do Students say they use Mindful
Awareness?
In terms of how children actually use this developing understanding of
themselves, there is no prescribed list of learning outcomes. It’s rather, as
the MiSP puts it, an exploration of ‘possibilities’. Children taking
introductory courses in mindfulness don’t necessarily do much home
practice but the majority seem to apply some mindfulness exercises in daily
life. Some students speak enthusiastically about how the training has helped
them focus more in class, or cope with anxiety in exams, or in musical or
dramatic performances. Some say they apply the breathing and grounding
techniques in sports to help them focus and calm themselves (many students
I know have used it a lot in basketball, for example just before a free
throw). Some have used it to help contain or channel anger or nervousness.
Some talk about how it has helped them relate better to family or friends,
quite often reporting using a mindful moment, or taking a breath to help
manage themselves in an argument with parents or with an annoying
sibling.

Here are a few examples of how children of various ages, taught
by myself and by colleagues, say they have used some of the
strategies they learned from mindful awareness courses:
Even though I only had nine lessons they were really helpful to
me because it gave me a time to kind of sit back for an hour and
reflect on the things that were going on in my courses and do an
activity that wasn’t necessarily academically inclined. It was
something a little bit different and in that regard I think it was a
really positive experience. The practice I remember most is 7/11
breathing and I’ve actually used it a couple of times this year. I
gave a speech and I was quite nervous before my speech and I
did 7/11 breathing and it calmed me down quite a bit. I’ve also
been trying to do things when I go to bed with kind of focusing
my energy. I know some people who were hesitant to be a part
of it really enjoyed it in the end and I think what you get out of
it is especially useful for the IB students and the IB curriculum
and I definitely think it should be compulsory.
17-year-old boy



I have learned to recognise if I am worrying and recognise if
things are difficult just to let it be difficult and just do it – not
over thinking about ‘Oh no it’s difficult I’m going to fail and
I’m not going to be any good’ and jump to conclusions. Just let
it be and acknowledge its difficultness. I mean I do have my
moments when I’m all totally freaking out and thinking about
failing college and everything but I really think it helps and I
totally recommend it to everyone.
18-year-old girl
I don’t know how to explain it but the class was really exciting
and fun to be in and really calm and everything. Tomorrow on
stage I’ll be acting and I think it would really help me to breathe
because usually I get really stressed when I’m performing in
front of a lot of people. I memorise lines and everything and I’m
scared I’ll forget them but whenever I breathe it helps me a lot.
12-year-old girl
Mindfulness is good because it can help you like, calm down
and for like people who are stressed with exams and stuff it’s
like a moment of peace and silence so you can concentrate on
your brain so when it comes to the test you don’t get distracted
by somebody talking. I do it maybe before sleeping sometimes
like once a week it helps like communicate with your insides.
When you think about what could be inside there’s like blood
cells and everything inside and you just put your attention to
everything inside.
10-year-old boy
I’d say if you are stressed and you are not feeling like yourself
for a day or so you can try out mindfulness and it affects you
because it lets you communicate with your inner body. I would
say it’s for all people – anybody can do it. If you are not feeling
that calm and you did a test and you are waiting for your results
and you want to get high marks and then I would say that you
could do a bit of mindfulness. So then the thoughts are going
away and on the day when it comes you won’t be that stressed
out even if you get low marks.
10-year-old girl



Emma Naisbett Primary School Teacher English Martyrs School
(3–11 years) Southport, Liverpool, UK

For me the biggest impact on the children is in their self-
regulation of emotions and their resilience. The kind of
shared awareness that actually thoughts are not necessarily
true and that they have a choice in how they can respond to
thoughts that they may have. I think this has had a huge
impact on self-confidence, self-esteem and self-belief.
When perhaps children are faced with something tricky or
that they feel nervous about, it enables them to just have a
go and gives them strategies to deal effectively with nerves,
with stress and with difficulties.
A lot of the children talk to me about how they use it,
whether it be for having a filling at the dentist that they
were really worried about, how they could cope with that,
or sports events inside or outside of school, exams and
SATs, and even just for smaller tests, spelling tests etc. that
they have during the week. Also with arguments with
friends – there’s much less teacher intervention needed in
our school these days to solve playground arguments
because children have got more tools in their tool kit. They
might say, ‘You know I just need some time to myself,
some time to do some breathing’ and afterwards they might
be able to say, ‘Oh I’m sorry about that’. Just a lot less
reactivity – it’s been a huge impact.
Our teachers say they notice a difference – particularly
during transition times, they say it enables the children to
settle more quickly. Or perhaps they’re coming in from
playtime or from somewhere else and are not quite ready to
settle straight in to work just yet and a mindfulness practice
enables a class to just settle, to calmly pay attention and
concentrate more. Teachers have told me that they notice
children using it on the playground –they’ve seen them
doing practices individually and in groups or they can see
them doing it for themselves in class.
I had another boy who had a lot of difficulties and it was
really affecting his sleep and now he does practices at night



time and now he can get to sleep and sleeps all the way
through and it’s made a huge difference to his sleep. So
there’s a load of different examples of how children of
different age groups use this.
Personal communication, August 2016

Recently I was invited into a primary school in Scotland to introduce
mindfulness to a group of 8-year-olds and their teachers. This was a pretty
tough area of Edinburgh but the children were very attentive, well behaved
– and fun! At the end of the lesson, a little girl came up to me and half
whispered ‘You know, I have had problems with anxiety’. Unfortunately,
even with this tender age group, this is not so uncommon these days.
You will have seen in some of the examples in this chapter that teachers
often talk of children using the mindfulness techniques to deal with tests,
family arguments, and nervousness. That’s been my experience with
students too. The 10–11-year-olds I taught in Prague would talk very openly
about stress. We are all aware of the rising stress levels young people face
these days, and the accompanying rise in mental health issues that are
beginning to be serious cause for concern in many countries. The pressures
we add to children’s lives through the educational system and our test-based
approaches are not insignificant and need to be carefully examined.
We have some proven techniques available to us that can help children deal
with stress. Perhaps the greatest benefit is the sense of empowerment a
child can get from knowing they are not alone, that other people deal with
similar issues, and that there are things you can learn to do to take care of
yourself. On this front, we –teachers and students – are all trying to cope, as
best we can, with some common challenges. This can actually make the
work more engaging for us as adults – we are all in this ‘being human’
together.
If we start to train children early on with age-appropriate exercises, and
continue to spiral this awareness training through school, connecting it with
other social and emotional learning opportunities, we have the potential to
help many young people grow up better equipped to deal with their lives –
more resilient and, ultimately, happier. That would indeed be a meaningful
shift in the focus of education.

What Really Matters?
Being able to sustain our attention when we want or need
to.



Learning to turn towards our experiences and to other
people in an open, kind, non-judgemental way.
Letting children know there are ways to help manage
mental health issues.

Try It Out!
For those readers who are working through these Try It Out sections
sequentially, we are continuing to use them to build up personal
practice, based on content in the chapter. We recommend establishing
a personal practice and getting some training before starting to teach
mindfulness to students. You will find information on Programmes
for Teaching Mindfulness to Students at the end of this section.

If you didn’t watch the Richard Burnett TEDx video, have a
look at it now (www.youtube.com/watch?v=6mlk6xD_xAQ).

Watch it in a quiet space so you can try out the brief exercises in the
first 10 minutes. These are often used in the introductory sessions
with students.
Consider journaling about your experience of the exercises.

Try this week to notice your mind’s tendency towards
storytelling, especially noting any recurring stories or patterns
that might be driven by the ‘negativity bias’. Journaling these
inner narratives can sometimes help bring them into perspective.
Personal practice: Try using these suggestions to help establish
a slightly longer, unguided, formal sit.

Set yourself up in a quiet space where you won’t be
interrupted for 15 minutes or so.
Set a timer so you don’t have to worry about when to finish
(there’s an app called Insight Timer that has good bells and
interval bells that might help).
Establish a posture that’s conducive to maintaining a
relaxed, alert presence and that allows you to breathe easily.
Settle your attention by noticing the physical sensations of
the lower half of the body sitting here.
Gently expand your attention to notice breath coming in
and out of the body, or any expansion and contraction in the
body connected with breathing.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6mlk6xD_xAQ


Aim to sustain your attention on the movement of breath as
best you can.
Know that the mind will wander away and you will find
yourself caught up in thinking.
When you notice this has happened, gently, firmly,
patiently bring your attention back to the anchor of your
breath (or you may prefer to use listening to sounds or
sensing the physical sensations of the body as present
moment anchors).
When the bell ends the session, take a moment to notice
how you feel, notice the room and gently stretch and move
back, with awareness, into your day.

Don’t be discouraged by a restless mind – that’s one of the
reasons we train in this way. A single pointed focus that can
anchor the attention leads to a closer awareness of the nature of
the wandering mind.
Remember the importance of treating yourself with kindness
when you feel tired, uncomfortable, fidgety, frustrated or like
you ‘just can’t do this’!

Programmes for Teaching Mindfulness to
Students
(adapted with permission from www.discovermindfulness.ca)
The Mindfulness in Schools Project
‘.b’ for Teens [dot-be] stands for ‘Stop, Breathe and Be!’ and is a set of 10
lessons designed for youth ages 11–18, each teaching a distinct mindfulness
skill in ways that engage young minds.
Similar to ‘.b’, Paws b is designed for ages 7–11, and provides a
programme of six 1-hour lessons, or twelve 30-minute lessons.
The Teach .b Certification Course is a 4-day course, and the Paws b
Certification Course is a 3-day course. Prerequisites for both include having
taken a validated 8-week secular mindfulness course for yourself and at
least 6 months of daily practice.
See www.mindfulnessinschools.org.
Mindful Schools

http://www.discovermindfulness.ca/
http://www.mindfulnessinschools.org/


Mindful Educator Essentials (6 weeks online) teaches participants to
integrate mindfulness into their work with youth using the K-12 Mindful
Schools Curriculum. It provides K-5 curriculum (30 modules for ages 5–12)
and Middle and High School curriculum (25 modules for ages 12–17).
Mindfulness Fundamentals (6 weeks online) is a pre-requisite for the
Eductaor Essentials course and helps participants establish a personal
mindfulness practice.
Mindful Leader (1 year certification, 2 in-person retreat, and 10 months
online) is an established mindfulness practice of at least 2 years and
completion of Mindfulness Fundamentals and Educator Essentials courses
are prerequisites for this course. The year-long certification programme is
for dedicated practitioners in the field of mental health and education who
are looking to receive an in-depth curricula-based training in becoming a
skilful mindfulness teacher for young people. The course involves two
week-long summer retreats (in the USA) that bookend the year, and 10
months of online learning.
See www.mindfulschools.org.
A Still Quiet Place
(10 weeks online) Designed for K-12/secondary educators and allied
professionals who are interested in offering mindfulness to children and
adolescents to support them in developing their natural capacities for
focused attention, engaged learning, emotional fluency, respectful
communication, and compassionate action.
See www.stillquietplace.com.
Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction for Teens (MBSR-T) (10-weeks
online) This mindfulness-based stress reduction for teens programme offers
an intensive training for professionals interested in helping stressed
adolescents find relief and clarity.
See www.stressedteens.com.
Inward Bound Mindfulness Education (iBme)
Offers a year-long certification programme in teaching mindfulness to
adolescents; iBme’s Mindfulness Teacher Training will prepare educators to
implement an in-depth mindfulness curriculum in high schools, colleges
and other youth settings. Participants will learn mindfulness practices
developed for adolescents and the skills to be effective mindful mentors.

http://www.mindfulschools.org/
http://www.stillquietplace.com/
http://www.stressedteens.com/


The certification combines in-person retreats (in the USA) with online
learning.
See www.ibme.info.
Mindfulness Without Borders
This two-level series is for educators and professionals interested in the
concepts of mindfulness, social-emotional learning and teaching strategies
of the research-based Mindfulness Ambassador Council youth programme.

Level One, Mindful 365 includes five online classes that explore the
core concepts of mindfulness and social-emotional learning as they
relate to self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, attention,
and stress management.
Level Two includes seven online classes that provide specific
instruction on the Mindfulness Ambassador Council (MAC), a 12-
week intervention that addresses the strategies youth need to support
their healthy development. Skills tied to this programme include
focused attention, emotion and behaviour regulation, perspective
taking, critical thinking and stress management.

See www.mindfulnesswithoutborders.org
Learning to BREATHE (L2B)
A mindfulness-based curriculum for adolescents created for classroom or
group settings. This curriculum is intended to strengthen attention and
emotional regulation, cultivate wholesome emotions like gratitude and
compassion, expand the repertoire of stress management skills, and help
participants integrate mindfulness into daily life. Each lesson includes age-
appropriate discussion, activities and opportunities to practice mindfulness
in a group setting.
See www.learning2breathe.org.

MindUPTM
A research-based training programme for educators and children. This
programme is composed of 15 lessons based in neuroscience. Students learn
to self-regulate behaviour and mindfully engage in focused concentration
required for academic success. MindUP™ lessons align with all USA state
standards including Common Core and support improved academic
performance while enhancing perspective taking, empathy and kindness as
well as fostering complex problem-solving skills. There are curriculum
guides for K-2, 3–5 and 6–8.

http://www.ibme.info/
http://www.mindfulnesswithoutborders.org/
http://www.learning2breathe.org/


See www.mindup.org.
InnerKids
Teaches age-appropriate, secular activities that develop the ABCs of
Attention, Balance and Compassion for youth, ages pre-kindergarten
through young adult. InnerKids strengthens and supports how educators
communicate and teach with activities that develop greater mind–body
awareness, and compassionate life skills as well as helping manage stress.
See www.susankaisergreenland.com.
Teach, Breathe, Learn
(4 weeks online) Equips participants with the skills and confidence to
effectively integrate mindfulness and social and emotional learning (SEL)
into their own teaching practice and leads professional learning
engagements grounded in mindfulness and SEL. The course consists of a
weekly 90-minute webinar with opportunities for coaching and support.
See www.teachbreathelearn.com
Further Reading and Resources
Kaiser-Greenland, S. (2010) The Mindful Child: How to Help Your Kids
Manage Stress, Become Happier, Kinder and More Compassionate. New
York: Free Press.
Full of great stories and wisdom with lots of ideas for activities. Especially
useful for primary/elementary age children.
Rechstaffen, D. (2014) The Way of Mindful Education: Cultivating Well-
being in Teachers and Students. New York: Norton.
This is a wonderful resource for supporting teachers in developing their
own practice and includes many practical ideas for bringing mindfulness
into the classroom.
Jennings, P. (2015) Mindfulness for Teachers: Simple Skills for Peace and
Productivity in the Classroom. New York: Norton.
A highly regarded practical guide for teachers to help with stress
management, understand the research supporting mindfulness and discover
ways to impact teaching and learning.
Srinivasan, M. (2014) Teach, Breathe, Learn: Mindfulness In and Out of the
Classroom. Berkeley, CA: Parallax.
A warm and personal guide for teachers that includes a detailed curriculum
for introducing mindfulness to students and draws on the work and wisdom
of Thich Nhat Hanh.

http://www.mindup.org/
http://www.susankaisergreenland.com/
http://www.teachbreathelearn.com/


Saltzman, A. (2014) A Still Quiet Place: A Mindfulness Program for
Teaching Children and Adolescents to Ease Stress and Difficult Emotions.
Oakland, CA: New Harbinger.
An MBSR-based programme for children and adolescents with excellent
first-hand guidance based on Dr Saltzman’s experience of working with
children.
Hanh, T.N. and Weare, K. (2017) Happy Teachers Change the World: A
guide for cultivating mindfulness in education. Berkeley, CA: Parallax.
This is the first official, authoritative manual of the Thich Nhat Hanh/Plum
Village approach to mindfulness in education. It contains step by step
instructions for the core practices, guidance from educators on how these
practices work and impact, and exploration on applying these teachings in
teachers’ lives, classrooms, schools, universities and communities.



6 Mindfulness, Social-Emotional Learning
(SEL) and Wellbeing

This chapter:
offers a holistic framework for promoting wellbeing for school
communities that supports a coherent vision for teaching
academic, social, and emotional skills
focuses on contextualising mindfulness training within schools
and making connections with other skills and curriculum areas
looks at schools that have already begun to ‘shift the focus’ by
combining mindfulness with social-emotional skills
development.



Part 1: Situating Mindful Awareness Training in
Schools
Authentic and Connected
Education has become so structured, so organised and over-packaged that
it’s easy to forget that schools don’t create learning.

Humans learn – it’s what we do.
Schools are able to exist because humans learn.

Throughout my teaching career I have often returned to the message from
Schank and Cleave (1995) in their Santa Fe Institute paper ‘Natural
learning, natural teaching’, that schools are not natural places of learning:

The method people naturally employ to acquire knowledge is largely
unsupported by traditional classroom practice. The human mind is
better equipped to gather information about the world by operating
within it, than by reading about it, hearing lectures on it, or studying
abstract models of it.’

Given the somewhat artificial nature of schooling, it is important to keep
learning connected to the world beyond the classroom and as authentic as
possible. Authentic and connected became watchwords for me as a school
principal when looking at curriculum development, project work and
subject integration. Keeping learning real and in touch with the needs and
interests of the learner are essential elements for engaged learning. This
need for authenticity and connection applies just as much, if not more,
when we consider including our inner lives and our hearts in learning.
When we explicitly include and value the broader developmental needs and
experiences of the learner, we bring schooling closer to the natural
propensities of human learning – and we make it more relevant.
A Framework for Wellbeing
Training mindfulness skills in schools has greater relevance when it is
situated in the context of teaching social and emotional skills, which in
turn can be housed within the broader framework of enhancing wellbeing
(see Figure 6.1). Mindful awareness training helps build attention,
emotional regulation and related capacities that underlie a range of social,
emotional and academic skills.
Figure 6.1 A framework for mindfulness, social and emotional skills, and
wellbeing in schools
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How Does Mindful Awareness Impact Social-
Emotional Learning?
Mindfulness programmes for children and young people often provide
opportunities to connect a growing self-awareness with the practical
application of skills in daily life. We begin to see the direct transfer of
mindful awareness skills to social and emotional development when, for
example, students connect self-awareness with the ability to appreciate
different perspectives. They might draw on empathic understanding to try to
put themselves in someone else’s shoes. Or, in other cases, children may
learn to know when to take a breath before reacting to difficult situations, to
other people or to inner impulses.

Mindful awareness training can help strengthen our attention skills,
building the capacity to sustain curiosity even where things are
difficult or challenging.
The acquired breathing and grounding techniques can help us to calm
and centre, giving us just a little more space and time in which we can
choose to respond rather than react.
The heightened awareness of physical, emotional and mental events
can increase self-knowledge, for example in noticing what nourishes
us, as well as becoming aware of recurring, self-critical thought
patterns that might undermine us.
Overall this increased self-awareness builds empathy; as we
understand more about ourselves, we can relate more to the challenges
and perspectives of others.

When considering social and emotional competencies, the categorisation
from the Collaborative for Academic Social and Emotional Learning
(CASEL) shown in Figure 6.2 is very helpful.
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Figure 6.2 Social and emotional learning in schools wheel (CASEL)

The CASEL wheel sets these key competencies of social and emotional
learning (SEL) within contexts where students spend their time and
organises them into three core areas:

Intrapersonal: self-awareness and self-management
Interpersonal: social awareness and relationship skills
Behavioural/ethical: responsible decision making

When we talk about bringing the heart more into the core of mainstream
education through mindfulness, it’s these aspects of learning we are
focusing on. They are a combination of skills that further self-awareness
and self-regulation. We aim through SEL to be able to recognise and
articulate our moods and emotions but ‘engaging the heart in learning’ is
also about understanding our feelings and impulses so that we can moderate
them when necessary. It’s all about balance.
Mindfulness-Based SEL in Action
Experiential training in mindful awareness can build personal
understandings and insights that may have immediate relevance and
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application to our lives. When a school puts these affective areas at the
heart of its mission, alongside academic development, the core approach to
learning has shifted focus and we can see this fruitful alliance of
mindfulness with SEL.
Figure 6.3 Balancing mind, body and heart (reproduced with permission
from Petr Dimitrov, International School of Prague)

Seen through this holistic lens, it becomes more natural to plan curricula
and activities that combine the academic with the affective and the
physical; that is, a balance of head, heart and body in learning approaches.
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One school that has been working to incorporate such a vision into the
everyday experience of its students is United World College Thailand.

United World College, Phuket, Thailand
UWC Thailand is an independent school that follows the
International Baccalaureate curricular framework in primary,
middle and secondary stages. The school (formerly Phuket
International Academy) was founded in 2009 on a combination
of mindfulness and social-emotional learning (SEL) within a
child-centred community focusing on inquiry-based education
and service learning. Their vision is for students, teachers and
families to develop ‘A good heart, balanced mind and healthy
body’ and their mission is:
‘Realising our highest human potential
Cultivating genuine happiness
Taking mindful and compassionate action (for peace and a
sustainable future)’.
Every day, students from age 3–18 engage in some form of
mindful awareness and SEL activity, ‘seasoning the day’, as
they call it, with developmentally appropriate exercises, and
weaving affective skills development into their International
Baccalaureate programmes at all levels of the school. They even
have a Director of SEL and Mindfulness. The founding Director
of SEL and Mindfulness, Krysten Fort-Catanese, has shared
with us this graphic (see Figure 6.4) that she devised to
demonstrate the underpinning of social-emotional competencies
by mindful awareness training in the school.
Figure 6.4 Mindfulness-based social and emotional
competencies (courtesy of K. Fort-Catanese)



Holistic Vision
The five competencies in Figure 6.4 are from CASEL and it’s
worth noting here that the title ‘C A S E L’ combines Academic
with Social and Emotional Learning. It’s this coherence of
outlook, this holistic vision of core skills for learning and for
life, that can help transform schooling in the 21st century. We
have already witnessed the impact of the information
technology revolution on education and it’s now time for a
parallel movement that prioritises the affective skills, bringing
them more into the heart of learning. There are few ‘Directors of
Mindfulness and SEL’ in the world and nowhere near the level
of status has been given to this area as has, for example, to IT
Leaders, but there are some signs that this is beginning to
change.
Even with a school like UWC Thailand that has clarity of vision
and a foundation of mindfulness-based SEL (MBSEL), Krysten
Fort-Catanese tells us that ‘implementing such approaches is
always a situation where the tortoise wins the race. With high
turnover in the initial years for both administration and teachers
at PIA, it has been challenging to create sustainability around
SEL and mindfulness at the school. Over time, as stability
increased and leadership strengthened, including establishing
the role of Director of SEL and Mindfulness, all constituents
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became invested and involved in the understanding of how to
create a culture around such approaches.’
The school has had the benefit of multiple collaborations and
consultations with an impressive line-up of key researchers and
practitioners in the field, including Susan Kaiser-Greenland,
Matthieu Ricard, B. Alan Wallace, Paul Ekman, Richard
Davidson, Daniel Rechtschaffen, Joan Halifax and Amy
Saltzman. Krysten explains:

We formed an ‘SEL and Mindfulness’ committee and
eventually the Head of School became invested in order to
demonstrate that it starts ‘at the top’ so to speak. It is now
part of the induction that all staff go through an 8-week
course in mindfulness so they themselves are living the
school mission rather than only focusing on student
outcomes. There is also now a higher awareness amongst
the faculty that they themselves create the weather in their
classrooms.

A ‘teacher growth cycle’ process helps coordinate required
reading for staff on mindfulness in education, as well as using
an IB Learner Profile through SEL Lens document created by
the school, to inform their goals. Teachers provide examples of
how they have been of service to others as well as how they
have managed their own self-care. ‘It has been a long road but
integrating systems into the hiring and induction process has had
a tremendously positive impact on the school’s ongoing
commitment to SEL and mindfulness.’
See www.uwcthailand.net/ for further information.

Mind-Shift
Creating a new school based around a holistic mission such as UWC
Thailand is one thing, but most of us will more often find ourselves trying
to bring an altered approach to an already functioning school system, which
is quite another thing altogether. Starting a stand-alone mindful awareness
or SEL course can be a useful entry point for many schools and it becomes
far more effective when you can connect such initiatives with existing
programmes and approaches. It may sometimes be hard to see how this can
happen but it is first and foremost a mind-shift. If we re-examine what we

http://www.uwcthailand.net/


are trying to do in schools, ‘what really matters’, then instead of seeing this
as ‘yet another thing’ to add to our already overcrowded curricula, we can
come to truly value such a shift. Then, when we carry out curriculum
review processes, we can use a more holistic lens that helps us see the
deeper benefits of combining academics and wellbeing. The combination of
a deepening dialogue to stimulate such a mind-shift with a gradual, organic
change in staff training and curriculum planning can help establish a firm
foundation for this work. (Chapter 7 gives some practical examples of how
such a process might be undertaken.)
Enlivening Learning
When we combine mindful awareness training with existing pastoral and
social-emotional initiatives in schools, the experiential nature of
mindfulness can significantly enliven learning. By emphasising the careful
noting of personal experience, this training can help programmes such as
character education or anti-bullying interventions become less ‘academic’
and more visceral – more practical and relevant. Normally classes such as
Citizenship or Ethics maintain a more cerebral approach and are in danger
of ending up becoming lists of rules for living. But when we recognise and
value the inner experience of the learner, then we can begin to help children
develop practical moral codes and relevant lessons for life that make sense
from the inside out. These life lessons then become more memorable, and
they stand more chance of being lived, rather than forgotten as soon as the
course is over. In this way we begin to teach to parts of the child that
ordinary mainstream schooling does not often reach.
Although UWC Thailand is in many ways unique, some other schools are
beginning to create high-profile responsibility posts that give significant
recognition and leadership to the area of wellbeing in schools. Some are
overhauling their traditional definition of ‘wellbeing’ or ‘student success’
and applying it to the whole school community rather than just as an
intervention for struggling students. Whereas the educational adoption of IT
was driven by major developments in technology in society, the shift to
highlight SEL in schools may need to happen in a more conscious, planned
way; it requires sustained effort and willpower to shift this focus.
Changing Courses in Mid-stream
Changing the culture of a school is a demanding endeavour and the
engagement of teachers is an integral part of the process, so let’s look at an



example of a school that has been working hard within a well-established
culture to try to create something different.

TASIS London
TASIS, The American School In Switzerland, seems oddly
named for a school in south-west London, but as one of the most
expensive independent boarding schools in the UK they have a
tradition of academic challenge and character development.
Over the last five years TASIS has been working towards
making comprehensive changes that aim to put a much higher
emphasis on affective areas within curricular programmes and in
extra-curricular activities. Their formula for this work is
essentially a combination of positive psychology and
mindfulness.
A few years ago I was invited to introduce the TASIS faculty to
mindfulness and to the possibility of them being trained in this
area, and I have kept track of developments at the school since
then. Jason Tait, Head of Upper School Student Life, has led this
initiative. Motivated initially by increasing levels of student
stress, Jason and some of his colleagues began to try to change
the culture of the school to incorporate more centrally the
development of core capacities that promote resilience and
wellbeing. Overall the intention is for individual students,
teachers and the whole school community to be able to flourish.
Based on research and insights from positive psychology, the
aim is not just to cope with stress and deal with adversity, but to
be able to study and grow in a fundamentally healthy learning
environment that develops the skills, knowledge and
competencies necessary for ‘a life well-lived’.
Building on aspects of pastoral care and leadership development
that were already in place at TASIS, they initially focused on
teacher training with all faculty receiving introductions to
professional development opportunities in each of three strands:
character strengths, resilience and mindfulness. Teachers could
then choose one of these areas to focus on in their own
personal/professional development and then once trained they
could go on to try something out with a class and if it went well,
with a whole year group. After five years of teacher training,



curriculum planning and initial implementation with students
they began to establish a ‘framework for flourishing’ that would
allow them to map and target specific, developmentally
appropriate skills for each year group.
As you can see from Figure 6.5, the framework weaves
mindfulness, character strengths and resilience work together
with a focus on positive emotions and gives students various
opportunities to be introduced to, and trained in, these areas.
One of the initial models for this work was Geelong Grammar
School in Melbourne, Australia. Jason Tait was already
interested in positive psychology and then heard that its founder,
Martin Seligman, had spent 6 months at Geelong Grammar
helping them develop a whole-school approach based on
positive psychology. Jason went there to be trained in ‘positive
education’ and in practical ways of helping a school community
become one in which students can truly flourish. I believe this
combination of positive psychology with mindfulness has great
potential and would make a meaningful alliance. The excellent
work by Carol Dweck (2007) in promoting a ‘growth mindset’
(now part of the programme at Geelong Grammar) could, I
think, create a powerful approach for student development when
combined with mindful awareness training in schools.
Whilst schools like TASIS and Geelong traditionally supply
students with plenty of challenges, they have not generally, in
the past, put much focus on teaching students how to deal with
those challenges. Often when schools or parents have noticed
students struggling with work, for example, the response might
have been to give them extra classes or tutors and so sometimes
to add even more work to their list. ‘Dealing with student stress
and anxiety has become a daily issue for us’, says Jason, and he
believes that the ‘flourishing initiative’ is a practical way of
evolving a school culture that both reduces stress and helps
students learn how to manage it.
There have been many challenges along the way for Jason and
his colleagues in trying to implement this work, and there
continue to be real obstacles to actually getting it fully
embedded in the school. Students usually enjoy and appreciate



the learning experiences provided, but ironically many will say
they don’t really have time to spend on it, they are just too busy.
Teachers also can be frustrated by wanting to work in these
areas but not having time to do so properly. In addition, recent
government inspection (OFSTED) reports in the UK may force
curriculum time towards other priorities. It takes clear focus,
patience and strong intent to maintain these essential
developments in schools.
Jason believes that getting teacher buy-in from the start is
essential to truly change the culture in a school. ‘What I learned
from Geelong was that because teachers have not done any of
this work in their undergrad or teacher training you have to
engage them in a way that’s relevant to their own lives.’
Parents are often perceived by teachers and administrators as
obstacles to this type of work, but what Jason has found has
mirrored my own experience and that of many other schools:
‘We started to introduce these ideas at parent coffee meetings,
and we have our share of parents who seem focused only on
getting their child ready for university, but many of them would
also share that their children are sleeping less than five hours a
night. And most now say they are glad we are doing this. They
support it.’
Jason has helped establish a standing committee on Flourishing
for the European Council of International Schools, and in 2016
TASIS hosted the first conference aimed at introducing these
approaches to other schools. One thing that is clear is that
initiatives which seek to establish a real shift of focus in schools
cannot be rushed. They need to grow gradually and organically
and cannot just be imposed on teachers. They need time, not
least because we are dealing with aspects of human psyche not
normally seen as being within the central remit of our schools.
(You can find out more about the Geelong journey here:
https://www.ggs.vic.edu.au/School/Positive-Education/What-is-
Positive-Education)
Figure 6.5 Flourishing at TASIS England
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Hands Around the Flame



There are many areas of excellence in mainstream education and plenty of
good practice to build around, but it’s probably the progressive traditions,
freed from the pressures of national curricula and testing regimes, that have
more often had the space and time to explore more holistic approaches to
schooling. They have been, as Michael Fielding (2005) puts it, ‘the hands
around the flame’, and it’s the light from these flames that can help
illuminate pathways towards a more balanced, more integrated education.
We can draw on progressive traditions throughout history and from
progressive thinkers like Dewey, Montessori, Steiner and the Reggio Emilia
approach which, among others, all have something to offer when we want
to explore a more holistic education.
Of course it may be easier for some rich, private, independent schools to
trail blaze a shifting of focus in education in an area such as mindfulness,
but some visionary state schools are also ‘lighting the lamps’ of holistic
schooling in working towards becoming more mindful school communities.
We have already seen how mindfulness has been embedded into the
curriculum in ordinary primary schools in the UK, and how this has begun
to change the culture of those schools. Stanley Grove primary in
Manchester is an example of a school that, having successfully established
mindfulness for students and teachers, is now aiming to become a more
‘mindful school’.

Stanley Grove Primary School, Manchester, UK
Amy Footman led the mindfulness initiative whilst she was
Deputy Head and is aware that now, as Head of School, she
wants to continue to foster the growth of mindfulness but needs
to maintain a balanced approach. Although over half of the staff
have now taken a full adult course for themselves, there is no
obligation to train in or teach mindfulness. Mindfulness classes
are taught as part of the Personal, Social and Health Education
(PSHE) curriculum and Amy would now like to establish more
links between the mindfulness training and other areas of the
curriculum and with student behaviour.

‘The next big challenge is really widening the change in
the ethos around behaviour in the school. It’s about the way
we have conversations with some pupils who have made a
few bad choices. For example, in some situations where I
need to become involved after an incident; we don’t get



many fights these days, but maybe a child has kicked
someone else in the playground and then, with those
children from Year 4 upwards who have had the training, it
would be good to be able to explore what happened with
them using vocabulary and imagery from the course.
We have made some time-out tables where they might go
and sit for a few minutes and then be ready to talk about
what was happening. We have made them more about
reflection spaces rather than facing the wall and perhaps
feeling humiliated. There is a display around those areas
about connecting with how you are feeling, about what the
body is telling you, about connecting with positive feelings
or memories, a reminder to do a breathing practice etc.
So to make it part of the culture of the school that helps
students and teachers manage behaviour, we then need to
have those conversations with students in these situations
around their thoughts and feelings and help them tune in to
their present moment experience in order to understand
better what’s going on and to learn and grow from it.’

Time and Space
For many schools with overcrowded curricula and days that are already too
busy, the idea of bringing in yet another new area of focus can make it seem
difficult to even get started. But here’s the thing: when we begin to allocate
time and space to the affective aspects of life and learning, academic
achievement rates go up.
A significant meta-analysis (Durlak et al., 2011) looked at three decades of
social and emotional initiatives in the USA and found that, when schools
dedicate time to effective social and emotional programmes, ‘Students with
training in social-emotional learning gained an average of 11 percentile
points on standardized test scores compared with students who did not
receive the training’. This is, of course, in addition to observed
improvements in the behaviours that the interventions were targeting, such
as character education, anti-bullying and so on.

The neural pathways in the brain that deal with stress are the same
ones that are used for learning. Schools are realising that they have to
help kids understand their feelings and manage them effectively. We



… want our kids to achieve more academically, but we can’t do this if
our kids aren’t emotionally healthy.’
Mark Bracket, Director of the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence,
USA (Scelfo, 2015)

In recent years, recognition of the importance of fostering emotional health
in the education system has begun to appear in some countries at national
level. Singapore regularly tops global league tables that compare students’
academic capacities, but a change has been made to refocus on affective
skills (using the five CASEL core competencies) and to put them at the core
of their educational objectives. This change is in line with a belief in the
importance of people skills for the economy as well as in building a
harmonious society, and will ensure that all children take part in SEL
activities throughout their school journey.
In the USA, where the SEL movement has gathered significant momentum,
a National Commission on Social Emotional and Academic Development
has been established at the Aspen Institute:

From the schoolhouse to the state house, we have emphasized the
academic skills our students need. But overwhelming evidence
demands that we complement the focus on academics with the
development of the social and emotional skills and competencies that
are equally essential for students to thrive in school, career, and life.
The National Commission intends to spark the most important
conversation about K-12 education that we have had in a generation —
examining the very essence of what constitutes success in our schools.
Drawing from research and promising practices, the Commission will
explore how to make social, emotional, and academic development
(SEAD) part of the fabric of every school. (Aspen Institute, 2016)

Walter Isaacson, President and CEO of the Aspen Institute, summarises the
significance of this effort to shift the focus in schools thus: ‘We know from
human history and the latest learning science that success comes from a
combination of academic knowledge and the ability to work with others.
We need public education to reflect this’ (Aspen Institute, 2016).

Mark Greenberg, Pennsylvania State University, USA
One of the leading figures in SEL development in the USA
is Professor Mark Greenberg from Pennsylvania State
University. Based on over 30 years’ experience as a
psychologist and researcher, Greenberg has developed a



deep understanding of the value of social and emotional
competencies. Commenting on a study he co-authored that
found significant

correlation between social competency in kindergarten and
success in adult life, Greenberg said,

this tells us that the skills underlying what we’re testing –
getting along with others, making friendships – really are
master skills that affect all aspects of life. (Scelfo, 2015).

Despite his background in this area, Greenberg was nevertheless
surprised by how clearly the results in this study showed that
early social competencies outweighed social class, family
circumstances and early academic achievement in predicting
wellbeing in later life.
Greenberg has made practical use of his academic and
professional experiences by co-developing, with Carol Kusché,
a very successful SEL programme for primary schools. The
PATHS (Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies) curriculum
is used in schools in various countries, including Northern
Ireland and Israel. A series of research trials have shown PATHS
to increase healthy student development, classroom engagement
and learning, and to reduce behavioural and emotional problems
in a wide variety of pre-school and primary school settings.
Greenberg suggests that, when considering the overall value of
SEL,

It’s not just about how you feel, but how are you going to
solve a problem, whether it’s an academic problem or a
peer problem or a relationship problem with a parent. The
ability to get along with others is really the glue of healthy
human development. (Personal correspondence, 2016)

As we have seen, the basic purpose of SEL is to help students
and teachers recognise the normal range of positive and negative
feelings and to give them tools to slow down and reflect when
dealing with conflict, as well as fostering empathy and kindness
for self and others. These skills can all be supported and
developed though mindful awareness training. Mark Greenberg
notes that the work on mindfulness in education fits very well
with the larger movement of promoting SEL:



Mindfulness has the potential to substantially deepen the
learning of SEL skills both by sharpening children’s
attention and awareness as well as by nurturing a deep
sense of compassion for others. (Personal correspondence,
2016)

In British Columbia in Canada the educational authorities have been
tracking student wellbeing for many years, and in one study (Schonert-
Reichl et al., 2015) elementary students taking a mindfulness-based training
course (MindUp) saw an average 15 per cent increase in Math scores
compared with those taking the regular SEL programme. Other gains were
noted in enhanced cognitive control, stress reduction, and improved
wellbeing and social interactions.
This is not so surprising when you think about it: we can’t learn deeply or
effectively when we are feeling insecure or distracted by inner turmoil.
Psychologist and author Daniel Goleman says that he came to realise that
adding attention training to SEL is an excellent way of ‘boosting neural
circuitry at the heart of emotional intelligence’ (2013: 194). He believes
that mindful awareness training, especially when combined into embedded
SEL programmes, can play a significant role in helping students develop
the key function of improved executive control. Linda Lantieri, Director of
the Inner Resilience programme, supports this saying,

‘I’ve done SEL for years [but] when I added the mindfulness I saw a
dramatically quicker embodiment of calming ability and the readiness
to learn. It happens at earlier ages, and earlier in the school year. We
lay a foundation of self-awareness and self-management on which you
can scaffold the other SEL skills like active listening, identifying
feelings and so on.’ (Goleman, 2013: 194)



Part 2: Mindfulness-Based SEL in the Classroom
– Practical Examples
In my own experience as teacher and administrator I have been fortunate to
be able to work in schools where there has usually been the scope to focus
on social and emotional aspects of learning. In the UK, in Bradford schools,
as an ESL (English as a Second Language) teacher working with mainly
immigrant communities in some pretty poor urban areas, the need to engage
students and teachers and build emotional investment in their learning and
teaching was a key factor. In Tanzania, my school was small and well-
rooted in the parent community and we had the parents’ respect and trust so
that when we gave attention to aspects of learning other than just getting
high grades, the parents were able to support us and the school really did
flourish. In the Czech Republic, I was the Middle School (11–14 years)
Principal at the International School of Prague (ISP) for 10 years, and I
share below three concrete examples of using mindfulness in this context to
support and enhance social and emotional aspects of learning, focusing
especially here on one key social skill – listening.
Example 1 – Facilitating Deeper Connections
We expanded the ISP Advisory programme (equivalent to a tutor group or
pastoral programme) so that teachers spent 40 minutes every other day with
a small group of students, focusing on organisational skills, relationship
building and reflection. The Grade 8 (13–14-year-olds) Advisory Team in
Prague established a rotation focus for their sessions using Czech terms that
characterise three different styles.
Niterne was all about individual ‘internal’ work (e.g. journaling or
reflecting); Meza Nami classes focused on sharing things ‘between us’ and
would normally involve pair work or sharing with the advisory group; and
Spolecne was when group activities, often the whole grade ‘all together’,
would take centre stage. The advisors had this set-up working well (see
Figure 6.6) and were used to creating innovative activities, but they also felt
they were lacking in the Meza Nami area in terms of more formal
approaches to building relationships and so they asked for some input.
Figure 6.6 International School of Prague grade 8 advisory rotation
(reproduced with permission from Petr Dimitrov, ISP)



Just by chance, a few months earlier, I had been at the Central and Eastern
European Schools Association conference and on the last session of the last
day, I ended up going to a workshop about facilitating deeper connections
between students. I didn’t really know what this would entail and the
workshop was almost empty (only three of us from two schools attending),
but it turned out to be one of the best sessions of the conference. That 45-
minute input was to provide us with the scaffolding for some dynamic work
that still continues in the school many years later.
The presenter was Catherine Ottaviano, the middle school (11–14-year-
olds) Counsellor at the American International School of Bucharest (AISB).
Cathy and her High School counselling colleague Andy Mennick had
identified a divide between the host country (Romanian) students and the
rest of the international student body leading to less social integration
within the school. Their response was to begin an advisory class that drew
on the work of Rachel Kessler who seems to have had an extraordinary gift
for understanding and meeting the needs of teenagers. Her book The Soul of
Education (2000) is a jewel – more of an approach than a programme, but
full of meaningful insights into what teenagers yearn for, and ideas for
dynamic and practical ways of moving towards meeting those needs.
We took the AISB Kessler-based work and adapted it to our 8th grade needs
in Prague. Most of our grade 8 students had already received training in
mindfulness so they had experienced sitting in silence together and had
learnt how to focus their attention. We used mindful cues to help them settle
into this different type of advisory session and then to promote deeper
listening. For each of these special sessions, students would arrive to find a
space cleared on the floor, covered with a cloth or blanket and cushions for
them to sit on (signalling that this would not be your average 40-minute
class).



On some occasions students would have been asked to bring in an artefact
from home the day before, something that was ‘important to you’. The
assembled objects would be laid out ready in the centre of the class
(including one from the teacher) and after a few moments of mindful
settling to transition into this different space, one student would start by
asking ‘What’s this?’ and the owner would pick up the object and speak for
a few minutes or so about why it was important to them. During this time,
no one else spoke: the rest of the group practised attentive listening,
creating a space into which the speaker could speak and be fully heard.
When the student finished speaking there would be no comment, just a
‘Thank you’ from the teacher and then on to the next object. At the end of
the session time would be devoted to a more open conversation where
students could ask each other more questions or make further comments
about their own object or about others’. The focus of the sharing sessions
varied each time and every activity involved some kind of artwork, ritual or
artefact, for example decorating a paper plate to illustrate ‘What I bring to
the table’ or closing the year with a ritual burning of artwork symbolising
‘Things I want to leave behind in middle school’.
The change in the quality of speaking and listening in these sessions was
palpable. Their mindfulness training supported the students’ ability to listen
deeply to each other. They would often say that at first they felt a bit
uncomfortable but then they began to really appreciate these sessions: ‘I
learned something about my friend that I have never heard her talk about
before’ or ‘I understand a bit more now about why he behaves the way he
does, and I don’t get so annoyed by it’. We took care to consider questions
of confidentiality, and we created not only a safe space within the sessions
but also agreements about respecting others’ rights and feelings in not
discussing content outside the classes.
What I learned from this and, and from reading Rachel Kessler, was that
young people do respond well to rituals and opportunities for deeper
connection – far better than I would have imagined – and that teenagers,
just like their younger primary age counterparts, do want, and even yearn,
to share. In some ways this activity is similar to circle time in primary
school – the difference is that creating the conditions for deeper sharing
with teenagers requires much more careful and sensitive facilitation: the
conditions have to be just right for students to feel secure enough at this
stage to share more openly and to really listen to each other.



In Bucharest all sessions in the High School had been led by counsellors,
but in Prague we decided to train the advisors to facilitate the sessions
themselves. My co-trainer, Amy Burke, and I would meet with the group of
teachers a week or so in advance of these special activities and go through
the exercises with them in real time (sitting on the floor, bringing in an
artefact etc.) so that they had the chance to get a feel for the importance of
‘holding the space’ that would be required for this to work well, and for
checking over the logistics of the activity.
An important and unforeseen by-product of this work was that this process
created a deeper bonding between the advisory teachers themselves. I had
noticed that I really enjoyed working with this group, and as Principal and
colleague I felt very accepted by them. But it was not until one of the
teachers spoke up in our final session that I was able to credit this feeling to
the group-work training sessions. The teacher had previously been at a very
good international school with a well-developed advisory system. She had
been there for many years but told us that, after just a few months working
with the grade 8 team, she felt closer to this group of teachers than she had
felt in her time at the previous school, and she attributed this to those
training sessions. We didn’t necessarily always share on a deep level, but
even so this showed that it does not take so much for us to be able to shift
the focus of a busy school day to contain some deeper moments of authentic
connection, moments that we just don’t normally find the time and space
for. These connections can really improve our working relationships and
make both formal and informal collaboration more effective in schools.
Council
The format we used in the sessions for deepening dialogue was based on
council practice, which is derived from the traditions of indigenous peoples.
You can see a lovely video about council practice in schools at
www.youtube.com/watch?v=fKSh73dO49s&ab_channel=ojaifoundation.
(Note: The Ojai Foundation’s Council in Schools section offers
comprehensive training in facilitating council practice.)
Once they got the hang of it, some teachers found that council could be
used in different situations (e.g. in Social Studies discussions or literature
reviews) wherever we wanted to help our students really listen to each
other. The same applies to MBSEL approaches in general – they don’t have
to be limited to Advisory, PSHE or Pastoral classes. Although mindful
awareness and SEL skills can be taught as discrete courses, an emphasis on

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fKSh73dO49s&ab_channel=ojaifoundation


affective skills can also permeate all areas of the curriculum, and once you
begin to see the value of combining the head and the heart in learning you
will be able to find many opportunities to apply these skills in a wide range
of contexts. There are of course natural links between physical education,
health education and awareness of mind, body and emotions, but there are
also many other ways of reinforcing a more balanced approach to learning.
There is a beautiful quote by Joe Provisor, Founder of Council in Schools in
the video mentioned earlier:

‘Fundamentally, Council is a practice that supports the basic
skills of listening and speaking, and these underlie the skills of
reading and writing.
What is reading but listening from the heart to the story of
another?
And what is writing but feeling that you have a story to tell in
the listening of others?
In this way, Council is the basis of all other academic skills.’

And it’s true – traditional schooling is quick to focus on the analytical and
the critical, often at the expense of deeper, more fundamental human
capacities and experiences. When an artist or musician or author creates a
piece of work, they are tapping into these qualities. A writer writes a
meaningful story from the heart and we feel its message when we read. But
what do we do with it in schools? We jump straight to analysing it,
exercising our critical skills – which are highly important skills, yes, but do
we give equal attention to hearing and valuing the response of the learner to
the work? Do we know how to create an emotionally safe learning
environment in which readers can register these responses on a deeper,
more heartfelt level? Some teachers are very adept at bringing this out in
their students, but all too often we are in danger of unintentionally sucking
the life out of a creative work of art for the sake of a future test. We can
understand and appreciate these works of art as stories and experiences
given from the heart, and perceived through emotion, as well as through
analysis.
Even in less-obviously ‘heart-centred’ areas such as, for example, science
we can help students combine their analytical understanding of the world
with a sense of wonder. What is the point for a young person of the detailed
knowledge of the cellular process of photosynthesis unless they can also sit
under a tree on a summer’s day and appreciate the amazing fact that we are



here, at just this distance from the Sun, not too hot, not too cold, in sunlight
that can enter that filtered leaf and arrive on our bodies at just the right
temperature, and be able to marvel at the tree taking sustenance from the
light right in front of our very eyes, in this moment, now?
Biology, the ‘study of life’, should mean more to students than memorising
cellular processes. Exploring the senses can have an important role to play
in science – and the role of our own unique experience should not be
overlooked here either – life and learning is not just about stuffing ourselves
with known facts but also about feeling, appreciating and understanding –
from the inside out.
Psychology, the amazing ‘study of the human psyche’, and theories about
the mind, surely should also be about exploring how our own mind works,
especially as it is our instrument for learning. Both my daughters studied
Psychology at IB level and one went on to take it as her major at university.
Excellent courses yes, but in 5 years of studying the psyche (of others) she
was not expected to spend 5 minutes exploring her own.
We are certainly not advocating that schools become introspective places
where students engage in endlessly baring their souls to each other, but we
need to find a better balance of head and heart in learning. If we bring a
more mindful attentiveness to articulating and legitimising our deeper
responses, can we infuse learning with more of the humanity that it merits?
Example 2 – Training Listening in Foreign
Language Classes
One year in Prague I went into every 7th-grade (12–13-year-olds) foreign
language class and taught some deep listening skills. Then I visited all the
EAL (English as an Additional Language) and SEN (Special Educational
Needs) classes so in fact I was able to cover the whole grade. The teachers
would prepare a challenging listening activity, for example in Spanish class,
distinguishing three different South American accents and noticing any
common content. Before starting this I would take the class through a fun
mindful listening activity, heightening their auditory awareness and settling
their minds in order to ready them for some open, receptive listening. After
this preparation they engaged really well with the teacher’s listening
activity.
The approach I used in these classes was a different type of listening to
standard exercises where you have to concentrate hard to be able to



interpret what is being said in another language. I based it on my own
experiences of language learning.

Language Landscapes
‘Kevin will never be a linguist.’ Those damning words from my
French report, age 13 at Chichester High School for Boys, were
etched boldly into my memory. For many years I believed it and
found that when French colleagues of my dad’s came to stay
with us my schoolboy French really didn’t cut it. Not surprising,
given the way they taught us at school. French was pretty much
just like all the other subjects, something to be studied and
analysed, not exactly a living language you were expected to use
or play with. Despite the occasional ‘language lab’ activity, it
was all deadly boring and I learnt very little.
It wasn’t until I was 22 that I discovered I can learn languages.
But I need to hear them, not just study them in books. I need to
be surrounded by the language and immersed in the culture.
After 3 months living in Chartres, France, I spoke pretty fluent
(if ungrammatical) street French. What I discovered was that if I
immersed myself in the culture, almost pretended to ‘be
French’, and was forced to hear and speak the language, then I
could indeed pick up the language pretty quickly.
A few years later, on a trip to South America, I hoped my
French and basic Latin would give me some foundation for
Spanish, but it wasn’t until I had spent many hours trying – and
failing – to get from the Tijuana bus station to the Tijuana train
station on my first day in Mexico that I realised that I actually
couldn’t speak any Spanish, at least not in a way that anyone
could understand.
Two weeks later I was lying on a camp bed on the roof of the
Mexican boardinghouse I was living in in Mazatlan. My fellow
boarders, a group of Mexican college students, were practising
some kind of play. Exhausted from being bombarded by a
language I couldn’t understand and unable to use my own, I lay
back and looked at the sky and just let go. I stopped trying to
translate everything and just listened to what I was actually
hearing. For the first time, I actually heard Mexican Spanish.



Instead of trying to compare this new ‘terrain’ with my native
language landscape, I was just hearing it, for itself.
From this moment on, having had a glimpse of the overall
‘shape’ of the language, any bits and pieces I did understand
now fitted into a context. At the end of the third week my
friends stopped me mid-sentence one evening and said, ‘Hey
Kevin, what’s going on? Last week you couldn’t say two words
and now you can’t stop talking. What happened?!’

In the ‘deep listening’ activities with language students, the aim was to
learn to sometimes be able to let go of grasping at translation and just enjoy
the music of a language for itself. I believe when we do this we move into a
more mindful ‘being mode’ and allow the brain to do some of the work on
its own, assimilating new sounds into an emerging linguistic landscape. I’ve
tried this activity in other schools, with very young children as well as at IB
Diploma Level, and teachers have reported that students really enjoyed it
and afterwards would ask for more listening activities.
When training the 7th grade in this approach I would always leave a chime
bar as a gift to the class so they could use it any time they wanted to help
them drop into silence for a moment. In this way, as well as doing the
listening, we were helping students and teachers establish a shared quiet
space that they could return to before a listening activity or when doing
busy project work. It can be restorative for students to have a moment of
quiet from time to time during a class, to come back to a calmer place and
then start again from there. This is good for teacher mental-health too!

Cautionary Note – Bells and Silence

I tend to use chime bars in schools as they are normal school
equipment available through music department catalogues,
whereas some bells may suggest a more religious implication.
It’s important, though, not to begin to use a bell or chime bar in
place of whatever technique you normally use to get students’
attention (e.g. raised hands, counting down from 5, etc.).
Keeping the bell for something more ‘invitational’ means that
students can feel more positive about inhabiting a familiar quiet
space for a moment – otherwise it can feel like just another
control tool. It works much better, of course, when students have



been properly trained in shared silence so they know what to
expect when a bell is sounded. Some teachers allow students to
request a ‘mindful moment’ and then the requesting student is
allowed to ring the bell for the class, which they seem to enjoy
doing.
I have seen schools get interested in mindfulness and then jump
in too quickly, thinking it’s all very simple, initiating a silence in
every assembly or ringing bells in classes for quiet times. This
can actually turn some kids (and teachers) off the idea of being
silent and will only work if the ground has been well-prepared –
teachers need to have a background in mindfulness meditation
themselves so they can understand that not everyone is feeling
calm during a shared silence. Accessing their ‘still quiet place’
(as Dr Amy Saltzman calls it in her mindfulness programmes
for children) makes much more sense when students have been
properly trained in visiting that space – and they know that it’s
OK if sometimes it doesn’t feel quiet or still!

Example 3 – Training Deep Listening Skills for
Group Work
Getting students in middle and high school to sit quietly and do breathing
exercises or feel their feet on the floor may not always be an instant hit with
this age group, but I have found that most children and teenagers enjoy the
listening activities, especially if you praise their skills. They love to tell you
about all the subtle sounds they heard that you didn’t.
Sometimes we would take this a step further in Prague and look in more
depth with a year group at the importance of listening and of applying
listening skills to school and life contexts. I often used to remind my
teachers that, while it’s easy for us to put children into groups to work
together, we may not always explicitly recognise how hard it can be to work
collaboratively. Even for us as colleagues, personalities and approaches can,
of course, clash. ISP do a lot of project-based learning and this provides
plenty of opportunities for students to fall out or to struggle with effective
communication. Because collaborative and communicative skills are so
important these days, we highlighted a range of group-work and self-
management skills that students focused on during these projects, in
addition to their academic objectives.



Before getting started the counsellor prepared the students by teaching them
some terminology they could use for group work. Can they recognise roles
they sometimes play in groups? Do they help to problem solve or harmonise
a group? Or do they sometimes block or distract group efforts? Then I took
the whole grade for an afternoon to focus on listening skills. All students
had already had an introduction to listening in their language or learning
support classes so I was able to jump right into these activities.
Here’s a fun way of introducing a focus on listening that I have used many
times:

Step 1 – Feeling Heard (10–15 minutes)

Pick two volunteers, usually teachers but this can work
with students too as long as you choose carefully and make
sure you let them know what’s coming.
Stand at the front of the room, a volunteer on either side.
Turning to one say. ‘Just talk to me for a minute or two
about anything that comes to mind for you about working
in groups.’
Start out by paying attention to the speaker then in a short
while let them see your focus begin to stray, maybe turning
away a little, perhaps stifling (not too discreetly) a yawn,
maybe jumping in and throwing out a quick opinion of
your own, then looking away again. Keep this going for a
short time, even if they struggle to keep their train of
thought going.
After thanking the first volunteer, turn to the second with
the same question but this time giving full, quiet attention,
eye contact, subtle nods or ‘Uh huh’s, and when they are
done, summarise what they said.
Before asking the students to give feedback ask the
volunteers to share how it felt.

When I ask students what the second person had said, they
could usually tell me, but about the first there was little recall.
This leads nicely into:

‘Have you ever had something you wanted to tell someone
but it didn’t really seem like they were listening?’



And of course everyone’s experienced that.
‘And how does that feel?’

Then, in contrast,
‘Have you ever had the experience of telling someone
something important to you and they really listened well?’
‘How does that feel?’

And all this sets the group up to be ready to reflect on:
‘What gets in the way of really listening to someone?’

This is actually equivalent to ‘What gets in the way of really
being present?’ Students may come up with ideas such as being
distracted by other noises, by thoughts or by pain, feeling
uncomfortable, being bored, wanting to tell your own story and
so on. These can all be helpful reminders of the challenge of
really ‘being with’ someone. Even the acknowledgement of
these obstacles in the moment can help us take a step towards
being more present. With older students and teachers the idea of
‘trying to fix things’ often surfaces, allowing us to explore the
power of just being with someone without trying to solve their
problems – and also, an understanding of the profound value of
simply being able to be heard.

Step 2 – Pairs Whispering (10–15 minutes)
After the ‘Feeling Heard’ exercise I usually go on to do a ‘pairs
whispering’ activity, using the ‘Roles People Play in Groups’
vocabulary that the counsellor has already taught the students
(for details see the Try It Out section at the end of this chapter).

Pairs sit shoulder to shoulder, not looking at each other,
facing in opposite directions.
I lead a short guided-listening practice, listening to the
sound of the chime bar as it fades away and then to other
sounds and silences that fill the space for a minute.
I then cue them with the chime bar to listen carefully while
the first speaker whispers or talks gently about ‘How I am
in group work’.
The listener then summarises what was heard. They reverse
roles before ending with a final, normal conversation about
group work or about how it felt to do this exercise.



This almost always creates a powerful atmosphere in the room,
with teachers as well as with students. Of course, once it comes
to the free-for-all of group work in a normal class situation the
level of dialogue will be quite different. But the teachers can
take part in these practice sessions and can remind students of
the importance of attentive listening and speaking mindfully.
Sometimes they might use a moment of quiet or a Council
practice to help deepen the dialogue in a normal class situation.
By the end of the project students are able to explain quite
articulately to parents at the student-led conferences how their
affective skills have developed over the course of the project.
These examples point to how useful and important such skills
are in learning, but also in life, especially in a world where it
sometimes seems like everyone is talking but nobody is
listening. I wish my teachers had known more about the
importance of developing emotional intelligence as well as
academic capacities when I was at school – I could have applied
this training over and over again in my personal life and my
work. A more central focus on the affective skills in schools can
thus make learning more relevant and also help develop a more
balanced learner – and person.

What Really Matters?
Recognising that we are social, emotional, intellectual and
physical beings and that we need to open ourselves and our
schools to honouring the richness of the human spirit in all
its forms.
Finding practical opportunities in schools to develop
relevant and meaningful skills and qualities such as deep
listening, empathy and compassion.

Try It Out!
For yourself:

Before trying out listening skills work with students, consider
using sounds as an anchoring object for your own regular formal
mindful meditation practice.

You can look over the guidance below for a sounds
meditation or, listen to a recording of it at www.mindwell-

http://www.mindwell-education.com/


education.com.
Sounds Practice for Teachers (8–10 minutes)

Settle into your sit as usual, perhaps using the sensations of
the body to help you.
Become aware of the breath moving in the body.
Allow the eyes to close, or the gaze to lower and soften.
When you feel settled and ready to open to sounds, move
your attention to the ears and become gently aware of the
soundscape surrounding you in this moment.
Notice whichever sounds are most apparent to you – sounds
from outside the room, or from nearby, or from your body.
No need to grab at the sounds, just open yourself to them,
allowing them to come to you.
When you notice the mind has moved into thought,
‘labelling’ or telling stories connected with sounds, gently
refocus on the physical sounds themselves, noticing for
example, volume, pitch and texture.
Notice the connection between sounds and distance.
Notice any moments of silence that may appear.
Notice constant sounds, intermittent sounds, subtle sounds.
Allow the richness of the soundscape or the spaciousness of
the silences to receive your full attention.
And when you become aware that the mind has moved off
into thoughts, just accept that the mind will wander and
gently and firmly, return it to focus on sounds, your anchor
in the present moment.
Finally, expand your awareness to sense sounds with the
whole body for a few moments.
Acknowledge any sense of spaciousness that this
meditation might bring.
And then gently opening the eyes, looking around, still
maintaining awareness of sounds as you bring the session
to a close.

There are many online listening meditations available online, here is
one suggestion:
www.contemplativemind.org/audio/MB_Breath_Sound_Meditation.
mp3.

http://www.mindwell-education.com/
http://www.contemplativemind.org/audio/MB_Breath_Sound_Meditation.mp3


With your students:
Listening Activity (3–5 minutes)
Consider doing a short listening activity with your students at
the start or end of a class, or before an activity that requires a
calm focus:

Ask them to sit in a way that they feel comfortable and
alert.
Tell them you want to see how good they are at listening.
Perhaps ask them to close their eyes if they feel
comfortable (and if not just lower their gaze) so they can
give all their attention to listening.
Set a timer for 2 minutes and tell them that during this time,
all they need to do is listen quietly and notice what they
hear. Join the students in this active listening yourself.
When the time is up, elicit a list from them of all the
different sounds they heard (perhaps praise them for being
good listeners, underlining sounds they heard that you
didn’t).
Either now or on a second session in a later class, you could
prompt them for more subtle sounds they might notice.
If appropriate, you could ask them to notice how they feel
after listening, or to notice how the room feels as the
listening practice ends.

Class Focus On Listening Skills
If you are interested in bringing more focus to listening skills in
your classes, you could try using the activity described on page
136 as a way into starting a dialogue with students about the
importance of listening and of being heard.

This focus could be extended to looking at behaviour and
roles in group work in a similar way to that described in the
chapter. See the following link for Roles People Play in
Groups:
https://web.stanford.edu/group/resed/resed/staffresources/R
M/training/grouproles
Using short listening exercises in any class can help
students calm and refocus and may sometimes attune them
to a slightly deeper level of dialogue.

https://web.stanford.edu/group/resed/resed/staffresources/RM/training/grouproles


Have fun with listening activities such as these at the
Exploratorium Museum:
www.exploratorium.edu/listen/online_try.php.

Further Reading and Resources
Edutopia (www.edutopia.org) is a great source for ideas and examples of
inquiry-based project work and using SEL in schools.
Kessler, R. (2000) The Soul of Education: Helping Students Find
Connection, Compassion and Character At School. Alexandria, VA: ASCD.
A wonderful guide to working with adolescents that speaks to the spirit of
youth, connection and learning.
Elias, M. and Zins, J.E. (1997) Promoting Social and Emotional Learning:
Guidelines for Educators. Alexandria, VA: ASCD.
An early but influential guide to SEL in the 21st century from a team of
writers and researchers working with the Collaborative for the
Advancement of Social and Emotional Learning.
Seligman, M. (2011) Flourish: A Visionary New Understanding of
Happiness and Well-being. New York: Free Press.
An accessible book full of entertaining stories that also serves as a helpful
introduction to the science and application of positive psychology.
Lantieri, L. (2008) Building Emotional Intelligence. Boulder, CO: Sounds
True.
Practical exercises that combine SEL with mindfulness to help children
mange stress and build resilience and empathy.

http://www.exploratorium.edu/listen/online_try.php
http://www.edutopia.org/


7 Mindful Teacher, Mindful School:
Changing School Culture

This chapter:
considers some of the practical and organisational issues of
bringing mindful awareness training and a greater emphasis on
the affective skills into schools
addresses school leaders interested in supporting these
developments
explores examples of practical ways of changing the culture of a
school, including working with parents.

Adding a mindfulness course for students into the curriculum can be a good
way to get things started in a school, but if we really want to start to shift
the focus of education then we stand a much greater chance of stimulating
sustainable change when we take our time to look holistically at connecting
with existing initiatives and approaches and building a more coherent
framework. As we saw in Chapter 6, situating mindful awareness training
within the context of existing pastoral approaches and social and emotional
programmes can be an effective first step for schools. Positioning
mindfulness and social–emotional learning within a broader school
framework of wellbeing – Mindfulness Based Wellbeing – takes this a step
further and provides an integrated view that can inform future curriculum
planning.
An informed focus on wellbeing in schools brings together the need for
physical, mental and emotional health. Although there may be a tendency,
especially in the media, to jump on developments such as mindfulness as if
they are some kind of panacea, we need to keep the idea of balance at the
forefront of discussions on wellbeing. Plenty of physical exercise, good
nutrition and getting enough sleep are just as important as maintaining
positive mental health.
A Different Day
In schools like UWC Thailand that we looked at in Chapter 6, an integrated
approach to mindfulness-based social-emotional learning infuses the whole
day. When a busy day begins to be punctuated by meaningful moments of
shared stillness, the whole emotional atmosphere of a classroom (and a
school) changes. This can reduce stress, nourish the soul and – for teachers



as well as for students – make the whole experience less of a busy sprint to
the end and more of a measured, even savoured, learning experience. In this
more mindful way, schools and teachers can provide the moments of rest
and recovery that our mind–body systems so desperately need to be able to
truly learn and teach all day long. By finding ways to engage the restorative
processes of the ‘parasympathetic nervous system’, teachers model those
qualities of calm and inner stability that are needed to counteract the
tendency to anxiety and insecurity which is becoming an almost commonly
accepted feature of life in the 21st century.
Pacing Change
When looking at new initiatives in schools we need to foster change in a
broad-minded, thoughtful and sensitive way. Rather than trying to force
new ideas onto a school community, a healthier approach is to consider this
as the beginning of a dialogue with faculty, administrators, support staff,
students and parents. If we are concerned with creating flourishing
communities where the aim is improving wellbeing, then a good place to
start is by involving any interested parties in a reflective exploration of the
issues. At the end of introductory retreats and mindful awareness training
courses we often advise teachers who may be fired up and enthusiastic to
take a breath and take a few steps back before they start to introduce their
ideas to colleagues and students. I discovered at my own cost that when you
push, you inevitably get push-back. My first few years of teaching
mindfulness in my own school were not easy, particularly with my
colleagues on the leadership team where I was quite often the butt of some
mild mockery. Even with my own faculty I think there were times when
some teachers were worried I might be off on some strange personal
odyssey.
At that time I could find no other teachers doing this work in international
schools, apart from one, in the American Embassy school in Delhi, who
was teaching a home-grown mindfulness course to her 6th-grade (11-year-
old) Health students. This was Meena Srinivasan, who later wrote the book
Teach, Breathe, Learn (2014) based on her experience in India. She offers
teachers a beautiful Thich Nhat Hanh inspired curriculum that includes
many lovely comments and insights from her students showing how
touched they were by these simple heart-based classes. Although Meena
was very much a trailblazer in teaching mindfulness to students, she was
working in a relatively supportive context. The Embassy school was an



American school with a twist, perhaps due to its context in India – many
teachers were practising meditators and there was a supportive community
of like-minded teachers.

When you feel you are a lone voice in a school it can be tough at
first.

Getting the balance right between trying to bring change and provoking
pushback is not easy. Fortunately, at the time I when I was experiencing
difficulty in getting mindfulness started in my own school, I was taking
Amy Saltzman’s excellent online teacher training course, Still Quiet Place
(a mindfulness programme for children and adolescents). I was prone to
getting excited and evangelising about mindfulness at my school then
getting push–back from colleagues; this caused me to hesitate and close
down for a while. Amy gave me some great advice based on her
understanding of martial arts. She counselled me to consider a more
composed movement, similar to Aikido or Tai Chi where you are able to
maintain your centre of balance and advance, retreat or step aside as called
for in any given moment. That really helped – I lessened my efforts to
persuade the rest of the school to take this on and focused more on my own
practice, enjoying bringing mindfulness training to the middle school
students who signed up for my courses, as well as the teachers that chose to
do the same.
Gradually things started to change – the High School (14–18-year-olds)
Principal was exploring meditation and yoga for herself at that time. Along
with the high school counsellors, she was concerned with the students’
physical, mental and emotional state while handling the challenges of the
intense International Baccalaureate Diploma-based curriculum. It was
encouraging when students chose to take short-term optional mindfulness
programmes. Soon some high-school teachers were trained in teaching
mindfulness and the high-school programme then introduced a series of
mindfulness lessons for all grade 11 (17-year-old) students.
There was, though, still a problem with the whole mindfulness initiative
being too identified with me personally. I have talked to other ‘early
adopters’ about trying to get beyond a common perception such as ‘that’s
Kevin’s thing’. Perhaps this is inevitable with these types of initiatives that
aren’t quite your average professional development training. Tim Parks,
author of Teach Us to Sit Still (2010), said in relation to mindfulness in
education ‘Feeling your feet on the floor is a radical act in the classroom’.



Perhaps in a decade or so it will seem perfectly normal, but for the time
being this can feel like an unusual direction for schools to take and it is
important to proceed slowly and sensitively.
It’s important also to recognise that introducing mindfulness courses can be
a practical challenge for schools. It requires teachers to develop their own
practice and get trained up; if staff then move on, they take their expertise
with them. To become sustainable, this type of change needs a shift in the
school culture and on-going professional development opportunities.
What I had hoped for in Prague was that we would carry out a whole-school
holistic review of health and wellbeing, similar to the one outlined in
Chapter 6 at TASIS, but unfortunately this didn’t happen in my time there.
It is important to accept that the type of changes we may hope for in schools
can take a long time to grow and become embedded. Sometimes, the
conditions might already be in place for swift changes to occur. More often,
we need patience and clarity of intent. Even where schools seem resistant to
change, individual efforts count – in fact, they are the most important
elements in sowing seeds for future change. New ideas that challenge our
assumptions about the nature of schooling sometimes have to spiral around
and be heard several times, from different sources, before they can stick.
If you don’t have a supportive environment in your workplace right now,
you can still focus on the shift within yourself and let things grow
organically. When colleagues notice changes in you and your teaching or in
your students, this can have a powerful impact on them. In fact, this is often
the most powerful way of initiating change in this area.
Changing School Culture: Theory and Practice
When I work with a school community I often do an introduction along the
lines of a condensed version of Chapter 1, taking care to provide
experiential entry points for everyone. I try to present this in an inclusive,
down-to-earth manner and to normalise a wide range of potential reactions
and perspectives. I find that using a reflective exercise around that question
‘What do we really want for our children?’ helps create a good quality of
dialogue as well as a powerful starting point that can identify common
values amongst a wide range of parents and teachers.
We have seen examples of some schools that have made significant
progress in making a focus on affective skills central to their work, but in
terms of mindfulness-based wellbeing in education, we are all still very
much at the beginning – there are not so many established models out there



for us to look to. As we have just seen, in my school in Prague we weren’t
able to firmly establish mindfulness throughout the whole school within a
holistic framework of wellbeing in the way I would have liked to, and this
brings us to the important question of the challenge of changing cultures in
schools.
How Can We Effectively Shift the Focus of a
School?
School systems are notoriously resistant to change, so it’s important to
understand a little about why that is so. I will draw here on an example of
culture shift from working with the middle school (11–14 years) faculty at
the International School of Prague (ISP).
Please note that this example is not about mindfulness per se but, as you
will see, there are connections between the approach I outline and the
conditions necessary to make deep change in schools (such as a shift in
focus towards seeing wellbeing and affective skills as central concerns).
In particular, there are useful parallels in this example with the themes of:

building self-awareness
finding personal engagement and entry points for teachers and parents
preparing the ground through deep listening and productive dialogue.
International School of Prague, Middle School, Czech Republic
It was a real delight, when I arrived at ISP Middle School, to
find such a dynamic team of educators: hard-working, student-
centred and dedicated to making our school the best that it could
be. We were very well resourced, with a forward-looking
administration and while the parent community may have been
quite conservative in their views on education, I found that if
you prepared the ground well and included them in the
discussion, they would generally be supportive –even where
changes may have gone against some of their instinctive ideas
about schooling.
However, after a few years in the job, despite overall being
happy with the quality of the education we were offering, I
began to feel a bit frustrated: given the situation I’ve just
described and my intention to move us away from the traditional
American style education that I had inherited at the school, how
come we were still doing more or less the same old thing?



Wasn’t it our responsibility, given such a privileged position and
all those resources, to produce something more progressive,
more radical?
It was then that I came upon the work of Peter Senge, especially
his influential book The Fifth Discipline (1990), which I found
to be highly relevant to our needs. We used some of his ideas
and techniques directly in our re-visioning of the middle school.
I notice now that almost every page of my copy of The Fifth
Discipline is underlined or dog-eared – so much seemed to be
directly applicable to schools even though it was primarily
written for the business world. Two key factors were of
particular relevance to our situation:

First, the value of developing a deeper dialogue, not just
the normal brainstorm and discussion that often precede
curriculum development. Many well-intended school
reforms end up petering out if teachers are not fully
engaged in a deeper way with the process from the start
and even inspired programmes will fail if they become
superficial box-ticking exercises.
(One example of this is the Social-Emotional Aspects of
Learning (SEAL) programme in the UK. This important
programme, which is still used today in pockets in the UK
and other countries, failed to find the footing it deserved
because of lack of investment in teacher implementation.)
Second, the importance of surfacing our own assumptions
about the system we are operating in. Even though we may
all have positive ideas about how things should or could be,
if we don’t examine our underlying belief systems then we
can’t dig deep enough to prevent new ideas ending up
replicating old systems. This is a perennial and frustrating
aspect of much school reform and often comes back to how
we as teachers can sometimes unconsciously subvert
change initiatives, often because deep down we don’t
believe in them (and often for good reason).

Peter Senge has spent most of his time working in industry and
global management, but he has also taken a strong interest in
education. His great gift has been to help others understand the



complexities of systems thinking and how to apply these
insights on a practical level to promote deep change. He also co-
wrote a book called Schools that Learn (2000) and we used this
book to help us re-examine our priorities in the middle school.
(You can see Senge talking about the future of education in this
5-minute video: http://schoolsthatlearn.com/resources/)
We had already started to consider the question ‘What really
matters in middle school?’ and we had general agreement
amongst the faculty that change was desirable. At that time there
were so many interesting curriculum initiatives coming our way
that we needed to be discerning about what we took on. Some of
these ideas came through teachers’ experience of their previous
schools or from conferences and trainings they had attended.
Most came from senior management coming back from other
schools and conferences inspired with new ideas. It was a time
when it seemed like everybody in international schools was
rewriting curricula, re-examining their principles of curriculum
design and exploring different approaches to learning, especially
given the impact of technology. In some ways we were too open
to possible changes – in danger of being blown around from one
initiative to another, and perhaps making superficial changes
without really transforming schooling in the way many of us
deep down hoped to.
In schools one factor that gets in the way of change that doesn’t
apply in industry and business is that we – teachers,
administrators, parents – have all been to school and so we all
have our own notions (our ‘mental models’) of what constitutes
a good education and what doesn’t. But it’s only when we
surface and compare these assumptions that we can begin to
move beyond them and see with greater clarity both ‘what is’
and ‘what is possible’.
We decided to dedicate a full professional development day to
reviewing our position in middle school (MS). A few teachers
read, summarised and presented activities for the rest of the MS
teachers from some key chapters in Schools That Learn. We
spent that whole day in the school library together and from the
start the engagement of the teachers told me this was going to be

http://schoolsthatlearn.com/resources/


significant. By going through some of Senge’s exercises
designed to help us surface our underlying assumptions about
education, we began to engage in a level of dialogue that I had
not previously witnessed in a school.
We started by looking at the purposes of schooling and how we
ended up with the system we have inherited. In Schools That
Learn (2000: 35–48), Senge and colleagues have compiled a list
of underlying ‘assumptions’ that appear to be implicit in our
‘industrial age’ approach to education when viewed from a
systems thinking perspective (i.e. seeing the overall effect, not
just the intended outcomes). We focused on seven of these.
Seven Assumptions about Education

1. Children are deficient and schools fix them.
2. Learning takes place in the head, not in the body as a

whole.
3. Everyone learns, or should learn, in the same way.
4. Learning takes place in the classroom, not in the world.
5. Knowledge is inherently fragmented.
6. Schools communicate ‘The Truth’.
7. Learning is primarily individualistic and competition

accelerates learning.
When seen in the light of systems thinking these implicit
assumptions about schooling emerge, and we can understand
better perhaps how those physical and emotional taxonomies
developed by Bloom (see Chapter 1) came to disappear from
view.
After exploring this together we asked ‘What hidden
assumptions might underlie our own beliefs about how children
learn best?’
We openly considered the impact our own schooling might have
had on our seldom-examined views about the nature of human
learning and modern schooling. This approach called on
something personal in our teachers and created a secure, shared
foundation for communal reflection and exploration. Many of
the comments from teachers in their feedback on the
professional development (PD) day reflected this deeper level of
engagement:



‘I loved it. I thought a time to slow down, pause, reflect
and think collectively was the greatest thing.’
‘I found it to be really productive. We rarely have time to
really talk to colleagues. I gained some new perspectives
and working with others helped me to sort out what I
thought/believed.’
‘I like time to think theoretically/idealistically. It helps to
push our conceptual thinking about schools.’
‘I liked this PD day a lot. I think it was very effective,
offering lots of new stuff/discussing known things from a
new angle/in depth.’
‘I thought the day was productive, as I think that we
seldom get the opportunity to use PD time to really engage
each other. Typically we are absorbing ideas from outside
sources and experts. These sessions have value as well, of
course, but too often we neglect what we have to offer each
other.’
‘By far one of the best MS PD’s ever. Quality use of time,
thought provoking discussions and the subject matter was
relevant and is ongoing.’

The outcome from this single day was a set of common
agreements about ‘What really matters in middle school’. As we
began to put together our ideas about what, in an ideal world,
we would want a middle school education to look like, we
began to discover a lot of commonality. With hindsight this may
seem quite obvious, but at the time it was very important that
we, as a group of 30 educators about to embark on a journey of
change, could visualise and explicitly articulate the common
ground we had to work from – and to.
At the same time the whole school (i.e. elementary, middle and
upper) was going through a mission review and whilst I believe
ISP did genuinely seek to live its mission, I felt that reaching
these common agreements in the middle school was of far
greater significance to the way learning was to unfold and
evolve over the next few years than anything else we had tried.
It wasn’t that we set out on a well-defined ‘three-year strategic
plan’ or had clear outcomes and assessment in place to indicate



progress towards meeting targets. Sometimes such approaches
can work quite well, but often schools get lost in the details and
fail to really meet their objectives on a more fundamental level.
I think it was much simpler than that – we had created a
touchstone, a set of signposts to check in with from time to time
and, when necessary, amend. Importantly, thanks to the personal
reflection and dialogue processes, we had reached a level of
common agreement that each teacher could subscribe to from
the heart. In the final part of the session we used questions to
engage teachers which contained key phrases from the school’s
mission statement:

‘What is your personal vision of the educational
experiences that can “promote a healthy, fulfilling and
purposeful life”?’
‘How do you best “engage, inspire and empower” your
students?’
‘What excites you about the possibilities of further
developments?’
‘What limiting factors do you perceive?’

The surprising thing to me was that, even without doing a lot of
detailed planning, when we looked back a few years later, we
had made really significant progress towards some of those key
items. Others we had not done so well on, so we then had to
decide whether to consciously plan to work towards those ends
– or to let them go.
In this way, our ideas about ‘what really matters’ seeped into the
psyche of our school and over time some quite transformational
ideals were actualised. I believe that on an almost subliminal
level the deep dialogue and those big picture objectives were
continually impacting our choices about where to put our
precious time and energy – about what to include and, crucially,
what to let go of or to refuse to take on. As schools and as
teachers we often take on too much, so it’s important to look at
this directly and to support each other in not trying do
everything that appears to be necessary – to simplify and to give
ourselves permission to say ‘no’ or ‘not now’.



Understanding the overall impact of the system within which we operate as
educators is fundamental to helping to change that system, to help it
become more humane. Despite our best intentions for our learners,
schooling often ends up giving messages to students that may not be wholly
beneficial. A young person could be forgiven for thinking that education is
all about getting the grade so that you can book your place in university, so
that you can get the job you most want and deserve, so that you can earn the
money you need to buy the house for the family that you want. That you
work hard so you can finally retire and relax. That life is a journey from A
to B, to C to D, and that at some point in the future we can end up
someplace where we will be happy and successful. But learning is about
life, not just preparation for college.
The Overlap of Professional Development and
Personal Growth
In some of the examples we saw in Chapter 6 of schools that have made
progress in implementing a more holistic vision, there was an important
element of choice for teachers in terms of how they wanted to personally
engage with the trainings being offered. Although mindfulness is highly
adaptable and (I believe) potentially beneficial for all, I do not think that
teachers should be forced to take mindful awareness courses. However, if a
school decides to focus on wellbeing, then it does become incumbent on all
teachers to be involved in some way or other. For me this is a bit like what
happened when IT hit a certain stage in its development in education. For a
while it was only the early enthusiasts who engaged with computers, ran
networks, led the way in the classroom. But at a certain point in most
schools it became untenable for a teacher to say ‘I don’t use computers in
my classroom’. After a while there was no negotiation – it just became ‘this
is what we do here’. And I believe that the same could happen with a shift
towards wellbeing becoming an overarching construct for a variety of life-
enhancing approaches in schools.
Not everyone wants to learn to meditate, but it would be good to at least
give all teachers a grounded, experiential introduction to mindfulness so
they know first-hand what it’s about, rather than having an opinion based on
an indirect understanding. In my experience of working with schools where
some teachers might seem initially resistant, once they have received a
proper introduction most will say ‘Oh, I get it now, that’s what it’s about’.



They may not want to train in or teach mindfulness themselves, but if the
school does decide to develop this area they are less likely to undermine the
initiative if they have a direct understanding of it. A few may well continue
to be sceptical, but many will also feel that this is very important for
themselves as well as for students.
If we situate mindfulness awareness training under a holistic umbrella of
wellbeing, flourishing, or whatever concept works best for a particular
school community, then we can give teachers different options to choose
from for their own growth and development within that framework. In this
way, we establish a culture in which enhancing wellbeing in our school
community is something we can all subscribe to in some form or other – a
‘highest common denominator’.
Social neuroscience provides education with ample support for the notion
that, because teaching is such a social profession, and because the role of
the teacher depends upon evolutionary predispositions that speak to the core
of human learning through relationship, it is simply not enough to say ‘I
teach History [or Geography, or Math] and that’s that’. Deep and effective
learning for our students is so dependent on a range of teacher skills and
capacities, as well as on the teacher’s embodied presence, that developing
these capacities in ourselves, as best we can, needs to become just a normal
part of the job. For many of us the chance to engage in areas of professional
development that overlap with our personal growth is simply a bonus. If
nothing else because it can make the difference between an enjoyable,
sustainable career and one that may lead to exhaustion or burnout.
If time and space is eventually found for genuine dialogue within a whole
school community on the topic of wellbeing, and if the school then decides
to shift the focus in this area, there is still no need to rush towards
implementation. If a change of attitude has occurred this in itself can inform
curriculum planning and adoption of new initiatives. Looking through the
integrative lens of mindfulness-based wellbeing, a school can begin to see
many opportunities to build in a range of strategies that can result in a much
healthier community.
The Mindful School Leader
Cultivating mindful awareness in our leadership and administrative work
has rich potential for, us and I will come back to this point at the end of this
section. First though, I want to focus on suggestions for supporting school
leaders who aim to introduce mindfulness into their school community. If



you already have experience in mindfulness or meditation yourself, this
puts you in an excellent position to begin to work with others in your
school. It is such a powerful model to see heads of school and directors
working from this kind of background. Rare, but it does exist! If you don’t
have this experience, no problem, all you really need to get started is
interest and enthusiasm.
Suggestions for school leaders:

Identify any teachers, administrators, parents, board members or
governors who are meditation practitioners and who might be capable
of leading voluntary sessions for interested teachers and parents.
If you can help develop a group of teachers who are interested in
mindfulness, then seek out local adult mindfulness trainers to provide
them with an 8-week course.
If you already have some teachers with a background in mindfulness in
education in your school, these are the people to ally with. Let them
know of your interest in supporting them. This may just be moral
support to begin with but hopefully at some point it will become more
practical, for example providing funding for further training, setting
aside time at staff meetings and so on.
The most common pathway we see in schools is where an interest in
mindfulness starts with one or two enthusiastic teachers (or counsellors
or educational psychologists). They are self-motivated and may have
already done a mindfulness course for themselves. Sometimes they
may have already gone on to get themselves trained to teach
mindfulness to students. By showing your support here you give a
strong message to everyone that you and the school care about teacher
health and sustainability.
Consider asking a leading teacher with mindfulness experience to
present to staff or bring in a specialist to introduce mindfulness and
wellbeing. See this as the start of a dialogue rather than the
implementation of an action plan.
If you are in a school fortunate enough to have educational
psychologists, school counsellors or pastoral/wellbeing specialists on
the faculty, you can engage them in this work. They are well placed, as
professionals responsible for ‘the heart of the school’ both in terms of
expertise and organisational processes, to help facilitate, and



sometimes supervise, initiatives that holistically promote mindfulness,
affective skills and wellbeing.
Once you have a few key people who have completed the adult
training, see if you can continue to support them by finding time for
them to meet together, within professional development time if
possible. Through sharing experiences they will build community and
support each other to allow their growing mindful awareness to impact
their teaching (i.e., teaching mindfully).
If you take some training yourself, this makes such a strong statement
to the school community – and it will probably also benefit you
directly!
Once the foundations are in place, look for good-quality courses to get
some teachers with an established personal practice trained up to teach
mindfulness to students (see page 108).
Don’t rush this process, let it grow organically – and don’t expect
teachers who are certified to teach mindfulness to start to train their
colleagues. If other teachers are interested, encourage them to take
adult mindfulness courses for themselves as the essential first step.
This is so important as otherwise teachers may rush into teaching
students without the necessary expertise or experience. Although
mindfulness teaching looks very simple, it’s also easy to turn people
off it if not done with integrity.
Consider developing a plan for ongoing training of staff with various
entry levels. For an example of this, see The American School of the
Hague Continuum at the end of the chapter.
Consider focusing a staff training course on wellbeing, perhaps along
the lines of the Schools That Learn exercise, to help examine
assumptions about what really matters in learning.
Consider initiating a dialogue with the school community, including
parents, teachers and students in discussions around wellbeing.
Look at your curriculum development plan to see where mindfulness
training for students could best be located, for example as part of
PSHE, in advisory or tutorial groups, as stand-alone classes, or initially
as optional courses.
Consider the best year group for your school to start training students
and how to spiral development of mindful awareness experiences.



When you are looking at whole-school development planning,
consider how best to embed this area into the school’s future. Is it time
for a health and wellbeing review?
Consider evolving an holistic, long-term plan of how and where
mindfulness training can best be woven in with affective skills/SEL
and existing courses and activities. See the ‘Flourishing’ framework in
Chapter 6, for an example of coherent mapping of the skills and
experiences students will encounter as they progress through the
school.
Consider connecting with a local university who might be interested in
doing some research on mindfulness in schools. There are many
researchers wanting to work on this these days.
Connect with other Heads and schools on a similar path. As you take
these initial steps, mutual support and learning from each other is
extremely helpful.
Build community in your school around this. It will pay off – you will
have more sensitive, less reactive teachers; better student–teacher
relations; students with a practical, life-skills toolkit; and a saner,
perhaps even happier, school environment. You are shifting the focus!

Figure 7.1 at the end of this chapter offers a simplified version of possible
approaches to introducing mindfulness in schools.

Advice from Educators
‘You have to allow it time to become embedded. This journey
started for us when we offered it to staff and it was only a year
later that staff got to go on the training courses to teach it to
students. Over time what really makes a difference is the
students and what they say about it. It’s powerful for teachers to
hear that student voice.’
Primary School Head
‘Go slow. It’s better to be authentic than push something
through that feels forced.’
Secondary School Teacher
‘Take it slowly! A few key adults who are invested in their own
practice will be able to generate interest and excitement.
Practice! Without your own genuine practice, this won’t work.’
Secondary School Counsellor



There is a potential contradiction to be aware of that leaders supporting
mindfulness for teachers may face at some point: some teachers may
complain that ‘School tells me they want me to teach mindfulness and be
more mindful but at the same time they are giving me too much to do and
causing me stress’. I feel that this is a contradiction, not an hypocrisy, and
we are dealing here with the realities of school life. We do, however, need
to be able to openly discuss:

taking better care of ourselves;
finding ways of reducing stress on ourselves and on our students
wherever possible.

What’s In It for Me?
In addition to the positive changes a more mindful school brings, as a leader
you can personally gain a great deal from developing mindful awareness in
your professional and personal life. That’s basically what this book is about,
so I don’t need to recap here the benefits of mindfulness per se. But it is
worth noting that quite often administrators and school leaders, even when
they appreciate the value of developing these areas for their teachers and
students, are often the last to feel they could invest the time and effort for
their own benefit. This is probably due mainly to work and time pressures.
But the positive benefits we can draw from mindfulness training for
ourselves are well worth making the effort for. As an attuned, sensitive
leader who knows how to manage their stress effectively and who has the
empathic skills and understanding to support others in this area, you can
become a powerful role model for teachers and students. And we are very
much in need of positive, wise and sympathetic models of leadership –
people who can demonstrate a balance of cleverness with wisdom,
analytical skills with compassion, head with heart.

Acceptance
I guess I have always been somebody who was driven by
feelings, moods and body sensations. I was never, though, very
conscious of my thoughts – I would be more driven by my gut
and stomach as a teacher. Working under leaders who caused a
lot of stress made me wake up in the morning overcome with a
wave of nausea. During my mindfulness training I was tracking
through the day to see what was causing it. Someone on the
course normalised this for me – not every thought is true and I



don’t have to be ruled by thoughts or body sensations. So, if I’m
feeling really queasy this morning, maybe I’ve just got a
stomach-ache and that’s okay. Acceptance rather than
rumination. That was amazing for me – I got some perspective
and control over my thoughts and my body and that was a
massive turning point. I’m someone who wears her heart on her
sleeve and the understanding mindfulness brought me has
helped me to step back a bit from those emotions. Not that I
don’t still have them – being empathetic and having good
emotional intelligence is important for a leader – but I am not as
flaky as I used to be! I certainly wouldn’t have been able to take
these fast promotions without the ability to ground myself.
School Principal

For myself, aside from giving me a renewed enthusiasm for my work – and
especially for the daily connections with children and adults – I found that
the development of mindful awareness had many applications in my work
as a Principal. I want to share one practical example here that illustrates this
overlapping of mindful awareness and social-emotional competencies, of
personal growth and professional development.
Difficult Conversations
I found that increased self-awareness helped me regulate my emotional
responses in challenging situations. Dealing with conflict and difficult
interactions can be a challenge for any teacher. Having ‘difficult
conversations’, sometimes with parents but especially with colleagues, is
one of the most testing aspects of being an administrator. These are skills
worth cultivating in any career or relationship, but surprisingly they seldom
feature in teacher or administrator training.
Over my time in Prague I developed an approach that worked really well
for me. I drew on the Crucial Conversations (Patterson et al., 2002) and
Crucial Confrontations (Patterson et al., 2005) books and mixed in my own
mindful awareness elements. When I had a tricky conversation coming up I
would first reflect, either by meditating or journaling or talking it through
with a sympathetic colleague. I focused on identifying the predominant
feeling underlying my state of mind:

Was I angry with a teacher for what, I had been informed, was some
unjust, mean or petty behaviour on their part? Perhaps something that



had caused a student pain or discomfort?
Or was I feeling guilty because I had been aware of an issue for some
time but was only now moving to take action?
Was it a bit of both? Or something else?

Whatever it was, by naming it, facing it, owning it before I sat down with
the person, I found I could transform the ‘feel’, and thus the result, of the
targeted conversation.
Getting Alongside
I called this ‘getting alongside’ because what it did for me – and, I felt, also
for the teacher – was to remove the sense of interpersonal tension or power-
struggle that might have got in the way of dealing with the issue itself. It
enabled me to present the problem in a way that the teacher could engage
with. Getting the issue out and clearly on the table so we could sit alongside
each other (figuratively, but sometimes literally) and work out how to
approach the problem, instead of putting them on the defensive. The
emphasis would still be on the teacher to deal with the issue and it seemed
to empower them to grasp the nettle and to go away with a clearer
understanding as well as the resolve to deal with it.
Sometimes taking these reflective moments and using observation to clarify
what was going on internally could open up valuable space for me. Just
giving myself permission to not have to solve this problem now and to not
let my role as a figure of authority put undue pressure on me, was enough to
loosen the tension. Recognising that the solution needed to rest with the
other person in this case could also help transform the way I was inwardly
approaching the situation. Acknowledging these feelings of anger, guilt,
confusion and pressure doesn’t necessarily mean they will go away, but it
does mean we can work with them and not let them muddy the waters.
Keeping a clear head amidst turbulence and turmoil is something school
leaders prize highly, and mindfulness can certainly support this.
What About the Parents?
This question inevitably comes up in relation to introducing mindful
awareness programmes to schools. Of course it depends very much on your
particular school community setting, but in my experience this has not been
a problem for parents. In fact, quite the opposite – sometimes parents are
very much wanting something like this, and it’s the school that might prove
to be more resistant.



In the case of the International School of Prague (ISP), at the time (2008) I
was starting to teach mindfulness it was all very new – unheard of even –
and seeing as I was the Principal anyway I just started doing it and didn’t
tell the parents. I was, though, always expecting to get a tap on the shoulder
at a parent conference and to be challenged about doing something so
unusual, especially if parents assumed that it was some kind of religious
indoctrination. I had had no complaints – or questions even – but then, in
the third year, at a middle school (11–14 years) parent conference, just as I
had imagined, a parent came up to me, tapped me on the shoulder and said,
‘Mr Hawkins, about this “mindfulness” thing you’re teaching,’ and I
thought, ‘Here we go – finally!’
‘Well,’ she continued, ‘I was driving my son to school last week and we
were late, stuck in traffic and I hate being stuck in traffic and I hate being
late so I was going on about the traffic and then he interrupted me and said
“Hey mum, it’s okay. Don’t worry. Try this: just try and notice your hands
on the steering wheel; just relax your fingers a little …” which I did and
then he took me through this breathing exercise and it really helped and so I
said “Where are you getting this from?” and he said “Mr Hawkins” and he
started to talk about all these things I had no idea he knew about. So
anyway, Mr Hawkins, I just wanted to say thank you for teaching him this
stuff – he said it really helps – especially in sports.’
Perhaps not all parents would see it that way, but the truth is many parents
are stressed too and often interested in something that they think might help
them – and their children – to learn to relax and to focus. I did then start to
tell parents about the courses, and about a year later some members of the
School Community Association asked me to speak about mindful
awareness training at a middle school coffee morning. We often offered
sessions on school developments at these monthly meetings, so I said ‘Sure,
why not?’. They put up some posters about it and, whereas an average
middle school coffee morning might draw about 30–40 parents to these 8.15
a.m. sessions, on this particular day the room was packed – over 60 parents.
Towards the end of the session someone asked if they could organise a sign-
up to see if anyone wanted further training for themselves. I said sure, but
was totally surprised by the size of the scrum in the corner of the room at
the end – the sign-up sheet soon became three sheets as 45 middle school
parents put themselves down for an 8-week evening course!



Emma Naisbett from English Martyr’s school in Liverpool, UK has had a
similar experience to mine.

‘Parents have noticed it too. They’ve been coming in saying ‘My child
has been doing this …’ or ‘He’s been telling me to do this exercise’. If
parents are having an argument children are sometimes suggesting that
they need to do this or that practice. One parent sent a photograph in,
she had walked in on her child and she was doing a practice together
with a friend on FaceTime. Other parents told me that one girl was in a
community sports team competition and she taught the entire team a
breathing practice because they were all very nervous. So the whole
team, whether they went to our school or not, was doing the breathing
exercise she led.’

With a 90 per cent Muslim population, I was curious to know if there had
been any parental opposition to compulsory mindfulness training for 7 to
10-year-olds at Amy Footman’s Stanley Grove primary school in
Manchester:

‘None. I think it comes down to the really good relationship we have
with the community. We wrote them an excited letter about it. We feel
they trust that we want to do what’s best for their children.’

Some schools inform parents about mindfulness programmes from the
beginning, but some choose not to, as is the case with many curriculum
initiatives. Depending on your context, offering a parent information
evening can be a good idea, especially if it is framed within the context of a
dialogue about wellbeing. It may be the exception, but in some schools the
initial motivation for mindfulness training has actually come from the
parent community. Of course these days mindfulness is very much in the
public consciousness, thanks to a lot of media attention, so many parents
already know something about it, and in fact quite a few may have come
across it through friends or family or through its use in the workplace. A
number of large multinational companies (such as Google, General Mills
and Apple), many universities and hospitals (including the Mayo Clinic), as
well as a number of services, such as police forces, army and US Marines,
now include mindfulness in their staff training programmes.
In the final chapter we consider how we can align our efforts in developing
mindful awareness and affective skills training in schools with this growing
appreciation of the value of these skills in the wider world.

What Really Matters?



Going slowly.
Creating safe space for deeper dialogue.
Open-minded, supportive school leadership.
Persistence.

Figure 7.1 Pathways to mindfulness-based wellbeing for school
communities



Note: Only a few examples are listed here for each stage.
A Mindfulness Professional Development
Continuum



Created by Bart Dankaerts and Kili Lay
American School of The Hague
You can use this continuum to assess where you are and how to get to the
next level. If you are interested in getting some mindfulness training, please
discuss your interest with your divisional principal.
Being Mindful
Step 1: Curious newcomer

WHO: for people who have no prior experience with mindfulness and
are curious to find out more about what it is and how they might use it
in their own life.
WHAT: an 8-week course (about 1-hour meeting time per week) based
on the ‘.b’ course that is also taught to students. Apart from the 1-hour
a week meeting time, participants would also be expected to spend
about 5–15 minutes per day practising some techniques at home.

Step 2: Beginner
WHO: for people who have completed the ‘curious newcomer’ course
or have some prior experience with mindfulness who want to further
develop their own personal mindfulness practice.
WHAT: a year-long subscription to Headspace (www.headspace.com/)
that allows individuals to develop their own personal practice. This
would require about 20–30 minutes of practice every day.

Step 3: Curious practitioner
WHO: for people who have established a personal mindfulness
practice routine and want to deepen their own personal practice in
view of getting licensed to teach mindfulness to students.
WHAT: an 8-week MBSR course (about 2-hours meeting time per
week plus personal practice at home). This course can be taught at
ASH if we have enough people signing up.

Teaching Mindfully
Step 4: The mindful teacher

WHO: for teachers with their own personal mindfulness practice
routine who want to develop strategies and practices for implementing
mindfulness into their daily teaching routines.
WHAT: a 1-day Teaching Mindfully workshop with MindWell.

http://www.headspace.com/


Teaching Mindfulness
Step 5: Experienced practitioner

WHO: for people who want to teach mindfulness to students. In order
to qualify for this course, the MBSR course (described in the ‘Curious
practitioner’ level) is a prerequisite.
WHAT: a 4-day ‘.b’ (for 11 to 18-year-olds) or Paws b (for 7 to 11-
year-olds) certification course (http://mindfulnessinschools.org/). This
course is taught several times a year at various locations around
Europe and the rest of the world. With sufficient interest, it can also be
organised locally at ASH.

Try It Out!
For yourself:

Formal practice – try:
extending your formal sitting time
exploring mindful walking (see page 47)
or doing a longer bodyscan (page 47).

Informal practice:
Try some of the ideas for Weaving It In on page 49 to keep
bringing you back to the body and being more the present
in school this week:

– journal your observations
– be gentle with yourself when you fail to remember
to use them
– renew your intention to try again.

Consider taking a local MBSR, MBCT or similar adult
mindfulness course.

If there are none available locally, check out online or self-
guided courses (see Figure 7.1).
Consider going on a mindfulness meditation retreat.

For your school:
Consider using some of the approaches and exercises from
Schools That Learn by Peter Senge as outlined on pages 146–
149. Depending on the needs of your school, you could start by
surfacing assumptions about schooling in general or about the
importance of wellbeing, mindfulness, SEL and affective skills.

http://mindfulnessinschools.org/


School Leaders (and Trailblazers!): Check out the suggestions
on page 151–152. Using the Pathways framework (Figure 7.1),
take time to reflect on what could be an entry point for your
school. Who can help you discuss ideas on getting started?

If you already have an established mindful meditation practice,
consider:

Starting a short practice session for teachers and staff before or
after school (or at lunch time).
Setting up a drop in session for students or an after school
activity to introduce interested students to secular mindful
meditation.
Training to become a teacher of mindfulness!

Further Reading and Resources
Senge, P., Cambron-McCabe, N. Lucas, T., Smith, B., Dutton, J. and
Kleiner, A. (2000) Schools That Learn: A Fifth Discipline Fieldbook for
Educators, Parents, and Everyone Who Cares About Education. London:
Nicholas Brealey.
Senge and his team unlock the underlying and outmoded assumptions that
hold education systems together and explore communal ways to make deep,
systemic change.
Marturano, J. (2014) Finding the Space to Lead: A Practical Guide to
Mindful Leadership. New York: Bloomsbury.
There are many mindful leadership coaches out there, but Marturano’s work
seems to resonate especially well with school leaders.
Abbott, J. and MacTaggart, H. (2010) Overschooled but Undereducated:
How the Crisis in Education is Jeopardizing our Adolescents. London: 21st
Century Learning Initiative.
Some radical thinking about schooling and how it goes ‘against the grain of
the adolescent brain’.
Goleman, D. and Senge, P. (2014) Triple Focus: A New Approach to
Education (Kindle edn). Florence, MA: More than Sound.
A very quick read, but a thought-provoking rationale for reframing
schooling.
Powell, W. and Kusuma-Powell, O. (2013) The OIQ Factor: Raising Your
School’s Organizational Intelligence. Woodbridge: John Catt Educational.



An intelligent and practical resource written by wise, experienced
educators:
‘Teachers and school leaders must step back from the day-today focus of
getting more done, of striving after ‘results’ and carve out sacred time for
personal and group development…Raising organizational intelligence is all
about re-culturing schools…It requires a change not just in behaviors and
skills, but in values, beliefs and even identity.’



8 Beyond Our Classrooms: Aligning with
the Wider World

This chapter:
looks at current developments (local and global) that can help
give individuals, schools and educational organisations a sense
of alignment and empowerment
takes heart from some interesting initiatives in universities to ask
if it is time for a ‘new metric’ that targets and measures
wellbeing alongside academic achievement in schools and
colleges
considers the value of a more balanced education for
individuals, society and the planet.

Focusing on what really matters can help us keep our sights set on the
deeper purposes of education. When we look beyond the walls of our own
classroom or school, we find a range of developments – in education and
beyond – that echo an understanding of the value of shifting our focus to
include affective areas of human experience more centrally in learning. We
can strengthen the reach and the relevance of work in mindful awareness
training, and in social-emotional learning, if we take a broader view –
considering the context and seeing the bigger picture through aligning our
efforts with what is already happening elsewhere in education and in the
wider world.
When we pose the question ‘What do we really want for our children and
for our society?’ it can lead us to a deeper dialogue about the purpose of
government. If economic growth is not an end in itself, what is the end? Is
there a higher goal that encompasses creating a healthy, sustainable society?
Some governments have begun to revisit this question and there has been
significant interest in the economics of wellbeing. What you measure is
important; it affects how you plan and therefore what you get, and by
measuring progress towards wellbeing as well as GDP, we are in a better
position to support movement in this direction. Economic prosperity is not
necessarily making us happier, beyond having what is necessary for security
and comfort. If we can begin to understand more about how to train and
educate ourselves for a wiser, more compassionate and sustainable society,



then the part that schools play in preparing our young people for this will
become highly significant.
Positive Psychology
Some schools, especially in Australia, but also increasingly in many
(mainly independent) schools in the UK, have developed approaches to
learning based on positive psychology (see for example, Wellington College
Happiness and Wellbeing approach at
www.wellingtoncollege.org.uk/2288/school-life/well-being/). The work of
Martin Seligman, a leading authority of positive psychology, has stimulated
interest in businesses and institutions to find ways to increase our ability to
‘flourish’. This focus on our wellbeing, rather than on what makes us
unwell, has had a powerful impact in many areas of science and society.
There is some serious economic and sociological research behind this
recent focus on how to measure and promote a flourishing society. Felicia
Huppert, founder and former Director of the Well-being Institute at the
University of Cambridge, was involved in a major European study (the
European Social Survey) to measure and compare various elements of just
what it is that makes for a healthy nation. Methods have been developed to
quantify resilience, relationship, engagement, self-esteem and so on, for
example, and then to be able to compare these characteristics across
different countries.
Developing happiness and wellbeing indicators as a way to measure and
guide public policy is certainly an area that global institutions such as the
OECD, UNICEF and the UN now support. In 2011, an initiative from
Bhutan has resulted in happiness becoming an official UN indicator of
national development (Helliwell et al., 2015).
Developments in Mindfulness in Education
So if some nations, global communities and global organisations are
beginning to recognise the importance of conscious and strategic planning
to promote wellbeing, are educational organisations also beginning to
recognise this?
Although only small steps have been taken, we are beginning to see some
significant developments. Working with educators around the world, we see
that in recent years some schools and organisations are moving to shift the
focus in this direction. Mindfulness in education tends to follow on from
developments in mental health, and often a well-established use of

http://www.wellingtoncollege.org.uk/2288/school-life/well-being/


mindfulness in mental health in a country puts adult mindfulness
practitioners in a good position to help spread those skills to teachers once
the interest in mindfulness in education begins to stir.
United Kingdom
On a national level, the UK is a leading example of development in
mindfulness in education. There is perhaps a greater understanding of
mindfulness at senior levels of government in the UK than in most other
countries in the world at this moment. Jon Kabat-Zinn visited Downing
Street in 2012, and in 2013 Thich Nhat Hanh led a meditation in the House
of Lords. Since then Mark Williams introduced mindfulness to Westminster,
and together with Chris Cullen and Richard Burnett they have trained MPs
and peers on 8-week mindfulness courses that have become quite popular.
Some politicians have spoken out in public about the effect this has had on
them:

Lord Andrew Stone spoke of how mindfulness had helped him face the
stress of difficult negotiations during a recent trip to Egypt, while the
Conservative MP Tracey Crouch shared how mindfulness has helped
her emerge from a place of anxiety that led her to take antidepressants,
and about which she’s only just felt able to go public. (Halliwell, 2014)
‘I am one of about 130 MPs and peers who have taken a mindfulness
course in Parliament in the past three and a half years. Like many of
my colleagues, I found the course compelling, with personal benefits
for everyday life.
Abundant research shows that attention is fundamental to mental
functioning. The eight-week mindfulness course undertaken by
parliamentarians taught us how to train our attention to remain more
focused and engaged in the experience of the present moment. By
steadying one’s attention in that way, one can learn to respond in more
clear-headed, versatile and creative ways to daily choices and
challenges, instead of being driven by habit and impulse. Those
simple, accessible mental skills can be taught to everyone, but, as with
so many things, the most effective time to learn is during childhood’.
(Nicholas Dakin, MP, September 2016)

In 2015 Mindfulness All-Party Parliamentary Group reported to the British
parliament on its year of researching the power and potential of mindfulness
training in prisons, mental health and education (see Chapter 5).



Over the last few years there has been considerable growth in schools
throughout the UK (including many state schools) that are beginning to
train up teachers and students in mindful awareness.
Other Countries
Developments in mindfulness in education are taking place all around the
world, and here are just a few examples to illustrate this:

In the USA there are multiple approaches to using mindfulness in
numerous contexts. In his book A Mindful Nation (2012),
Congressmen Tim Ryan outlined various ways in which mindfulness
can contribute to modern society. He received a $1m federal grant to
teach mindfulness in schools in his home district of Ohio.
In Canada there are various initiatives underway, notably in British
Columbia where they have been tracking children’s wellbeing and
introducing social-emotional learning programmes, some now
mindfulness based, for many years.
In Europe, Germany, and in particular The Netherlands, have well-
developed approaches to establishing mindfulness in education.
In Australia there is a background in positive psychology in a number
of schools, and some are now beginning to combine this with
mindfulness.
In New Zealand the Mental Health Foundation provides mindfulness
courses for schools that support the Ministry of Education’s unique
concept of Hauora wellbeing for all.
In Asia there are, of course, many countries where meditation is part of
the religion and culture. In Singapore, the prioritisation of social and
emotional skills mentioned in Chapter 6 potentially provides a new
context for mindful awareness training in schools, and even some
Buddhist organisations are now sending counsellors and psychologists
for training in Western, secular versions of mindfulness for schools.

The following is an example of efforts underway to bring such training to
the University of Hong Kong.

Hong Kong University, Psychology Department
Modern approaches to training adults in secular mindfulness in
Hong Kong have primarily been introduced through Dr Helen
Ma in association with the Oxford Mindfulness Centre. The
Department of Psychology at the University of Hong Kong is



now preparing the ground to teach mindfulness to educational
psychologists, teachers and students.
Professor Shui-fong Lam, Director of the Educational
Psychology Programme, HKU, states:

My intention at HKU Psychology Department is to embed
MBCT [Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy] in
undergraduate courses in a 12-week term. Because they are
psychology students I hope that they can have an
experiential learning of MBCT on top of the theoretical
understanding of cognitive therapy and mindfulness.
I became interested in mindfulness through a student I
supervised for his PhD thesis. I was not an expert but I was
interested because I know the validities and method of
research and I know a little about mindfulness. His
research compared 14–15-year-old students after
mindfulness and loving kindness training with a control
group. Because I was involved I really witnessed how
mindfulness made an impact on the children. Hard data and
evidence showed that it helps those with stress problems
but those without stress can also use it to flourish and
thrive. Seeing how it worked with the young adolescents
made me feel that I should really put it forward.
There is a huge need for mindfulness but because it is so
competitive here people feel there is no time to fit it in.
Hong Kong is especially competitive in the educational
system. It is like a pressure cooker. We are in an
examination-oriented culture and we put all the emphasis
on academics, not on social and emotional learning. There
is a scramble for places in college so students have lots of
stress. We have the unfortunate ‘record’ for the youngest
suicide in the world for educational reasons: recently, a 7-
year-old child took his own life after doing badly on a
Chinese dictation test.
I have taught mindfulness to students who could not
survive in the mainstream schools. These are the
underdogs. At first they were very indifferent but some of
them became more attentive. I saw that even the most



naughty and uncooperative kids felt some interest in this
because of their experiences of tension, stress and low self-
esteem. The 8-week experience was somehow very
different from their other courses. I feel happy that they
liked it. It opened a little door so they can remember it in
the future.

International Education
The European Council for International Schools has for some time had
a conference strand dedicated to health and nutrition, but since 2014
they also have a committee that focuses specifically on promoting
‘Flourishing in Schools’.
The Council of International Schools accrediting inspections of
international schools now includes student and whole-school
community wellbeing in their standards.
The International Baccalaureate Organization has recently started to
promote both mindfulness and affective skills in their revised
approaches to learning.
The International School Counselor Association has recently
highlighted mindfulness training for counsellors.

Pie in the Sky?
As educators trying to make schools more responsive to the full range of
needs of our students we often get frustrated by the slow pace of change
and invariably it seems that the demands of tertiary education preclude deep
change in our schools. Our confusion about whether the real goal of
secondary education is preparation for life and work or a filtering system
for college has significant knock-on effects. So, can we really put student
welfare at the top of our agendas? Or does all this sound too idealistic – too
‘pie in the sky’?
Perhaps it does, but things do change – even tertiary education systems.
University and College Admission Systems –
‘Turning the Tide’?
Perhaps one of the biggest obstacles to fundamental change in schools
comes from the admissions requirements and processes of universities and
colleges. We end up putting so much pressure on young people, and on the
schools that work so hard to equip them for increasingly competitive



requirements at university entry level and for a rapidly changing job
market.
Even here though there are small signs of change in the air. In 2015 George
Washington University dropped testing requirements for admissions,
joining over 125 private colleges and universities in the USA that now look
at more holistic options for determining admissions (Anderson, 2015).
A recent report, ‘Harvard turning the tide’ (2015), initiated by Harvard
Graduate School of Education and supported by over 100 presidents and
deans of admission at some of the top colleges throughout the USA, seeks
to change the messages communicated to high-school students through the
admission process. The report is primarily responding to research showing
how young people are becoming less caring (Harvard Graduate School,
2014), but it also recommends less emphasis on standardised test scores.
The report recognises that the heavy load of Advance Placement entry
exams for college ‘is often cited as a culprit in sleep deprivation, anxiety
and depression among students at richer schools’ (Bruni, 2016). Stephen
Farmer, vice provost for enrolment and undergraduate admissions at the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, says, ‘Just making people jump
through hoops because we can – we don’t want to do that, especially when
some hoops are so arbitrary’ (Bruni, 2016).
Filtering Systems
Universities and colleges need to take a good look at how their entry
standards are negatively affecting students and schooling, and examination
boards also need to take more responsibility here. High levels of stress
amongst students taking SATs, GCSEs and A Levels in the UK are a rising
concern (Stone, 2015). The International Baccalaureate Diploma
Programme has recently started to focus on this area with an IB workload
and stress survey. This 2-year study will assess the impact of the IB
diploma programme on students. David Hawley, the IBO’s Chief Academic
Officer, recognises that some students experience a tremendous amount of
stress at this stage of their educational journey and acknowledges that ‘we
assess the cognitive attributes well … But we don’t give enough attention to
social, emotional, wellbeing and health aspects such as “caring”,”‘open-
minded”, “balanced”. We want to alert schools about all the developments
related to social and emotional learning (SEL) and find ways to provide
teacher resources in this area, including what is working in approaches to
mindfulness, attention and time management’ (Hawley, 2016). (Teachers in



IB schools can now access resources to support the development of SEL
and mindfulness in the IB’s Online Curriculum Centre/Programme
Resource Centre.)
If universities do begin to change, this would provide a stimulus for schools
to go further in reducing stress and enhancing life skills for wellbeing.
Meanwhile, primary (5–10 years) and middle-level (11–14 years) education
must hold firm to developmentally appropriate learning that isn’t driven too
much by pressures from further along the system. As John Dewey said back
in 1897,

Education is not preparation for life; education is life itself. Education,
therefore, is a process of living and not a preparation for future living.

So we can’t justify teaching something at one stage just because it might be
needed at another. The focus has to be on what is relevant and meaningful
and necessary for the learner, now.
If we can reduce this pressure we will start to make schooling less stressful
for students (and teachers) and we can then begin to look more honestly,
openly and creatively at what really matters – starting from the perspective
of the learner rather than simply from the perceived needs of society.
Wellbeing at Universities – A New Metric?
Many colleges and universities around the world are establishing mindful
awareness and wellbeing programmes, partly out of an interest in the
potential benefits of mindfulness training but also out of a concern about
increasingly disturbing levels of mental health of students.
Here are some examples of recent developments in tertiary education:

At the University of Montréal, Canada, it is now mandatory if you
want to train to be a doctor that you take wellbeing courses that
include learning some mindfulness strategies for yourself. Again this is
partly because they know that self-care in an extremely demanding
profession is increasingly vital and also because of the levels of
student stress and distress they are witnessing in medical training.
The University of Rochester School of Medicine and Dentistry (USA)
and Monash Medical School (Australia) have integrated mindfulness
into their curricula. At least 12 other medical schools around the world
now offer mindfulness training to students. ‘Studies show that students
who follow these programmes experience decreased psychological
distress and an improved quality of life’ (Dobkin and Hutchinson,
2013).



Many universities now offer undergraduate student courses in
mindfulness. For example, at Duke University in North Carolina,
USA, Koru Mindfulness is an evidence-based curriculum that has been
specifically designed for teaching mindfulness, meditation and stress
management to college students and other young adults.
George Mason University in Virginia, USA, is working with faculty
and students to focus on wellbeing, drawing on positive psychology
and mindfulness. Gallup are carrying out research on the project and
Brandon Busteed, Executive Director of Gallup Education, believes
that:

‘Just simply showing that someone has a diploma is not going to
be the currency of the future. It’s going to be, “Did that diploma
significantly increase my likelihood of having a great job and a
great life?” That may be the new metric against which universities
are measured in the future.”’ (Watts, 2014).
You can watch a video about steps being to create a ‘wellbeing
based university’ at George Mason here:
https://vimeo.com/114250339

The Heart of Learning
Leading thinkers around the world have highlighted important areas of
learning traditionally overlooked by mainstream educational systems –
systems that still focus too much on the sifting of students into convenient
batches for further processing after secondary school. Sir Ken Robinson’s
animated TEDx talk on the outmoded industrial-age approach to education
is a good example of this:
https://www.ted.com/talks/ken_robinson_changing_education_paradigms
In Overschooled but Undereducated (Abbott and MacTaggart, 2010), John
Abbott says, ‘the world crisis that is upon us is the unintended consequence
of an education system designed at another time for another purpose, and
now utterly inappropriate to human and planetary needs.’ Abbott has
dedicated his life to education – to teaching and to synthesising information
about our understanding of effective human learning – trying to persuade
governments and educational authorities of the urgent need to change our
approach to schooling. He is a woodworker as well as an educator, and one
of my favourite phrases of his is the metaphor he uses to describe the need
for learning that goes with the ‘grain of the brain’. As President of the 21st
Century Learning Initiative, Abbott is a radical and inspirational thinker and

https://vimeo.com/114250339
https://www.ted.com/talks/ken_robinson_changing_education_paradigms


you can find out more about the movement he has inspired, Battling for the
Soul of Education, at www.21learn.org.
Peter Senge recently teamed up with the ground-breaking author of
Emotional Intelligence, Daniel Goleman (1995), to produce a small book
entitled ‘Triple Focus: A New Approach to Education’ (Goleman and
Senge, 2014). In this book the authors argue for three key areas of focus
that they believe should form the core of an effective education:

Focusing inwardly and understanding ourselves.
Tuning into others and understanding how to form connected
relationships.
Outer-focusing aimed at understanding and integrating with the larger
world.

The concept is basically a simple yet powerful combination of mindfulness,
SEL and systems thinking. In a complex world, equipping young people
with the skills to be able to understand these intricate and overlapping areas
is increasingly important. Until very recently, for example, we didn’t fully
realise the impact that human technological advances are having on the
environment – perhaps even on our sustainability as a species. Now that we
do know, we have a responsibility and a role to play in both understanding
complex systems, such as global warming and climate change, and doing
something about it.
Humans are incredibly resourceful. We have such ingenuity and intelligence
that if we collectively put our minds to the challenges facing humanity,
most problems could be solved or at least made manageable. But we have
to set our hearts on it too. It may be no coincidence that we have rising
levels of anxiety in our young people at the same time as we have deep,
well-publicised fears about our future. Our children are going to need a
deep toolbox of inner reserves and competencies to cope with some taxing
global issues – environmental, political, religious, psychological – that are
not going to go away in a hurry.
Neil Postman, in The End of Education: Redefining the Value of School
(1995), says ‘the narratives that underlie our present conception of school
do not serve us well’. Postman describes most educational reforms as
‘engineering’, concerned with efficiency of delivery, but they ‘barely touch
the question, What are schools for?’.
We are in need of new narratives that consider the why as well as the how of
education. If I were to start a school from scratch its core focus would be:

http://www.21learn.org/


To help our students,
in the context of this community,
learn how best to share this planet.

All key areas of learning – academic, technological, physical and social –
can arise from attempting to tackle this central issue. Within this context we
can develop foundational skills for building the inner equilibrium and
resilience needed to navigate life in the 21st century.
What we often find when we invite teachers and parents to our introductory
sessions on mindfulness is a shared sense that something like this is needed,
that we are all, to varying degrees, living a little off-centre, and that there is
a hunger for a deeper sense of calm and space and for re-connection with
our bodies, our emotions and with each other. We see this not just in the
privileged private schools of England, not just in the richly resourced
international schools of Europe, but also in stretched and stressed inner-city
teachers, in schools and organisations in the Americas, Asia and
Australasia.
We seem to be increasingly living in isolated pockets. In an age of super-
connectivity you might think that we are becoming less isolated. This may
be true in some ways, but it only paints part of the picture. We may be more
connected ‘virtually’, but one definition of ‘virtually’ is ‘not quite’. Over
the course of the industrial and technological revolutions of the past few
centuries, have we lost something along the way? Perhaps a sense of being
part of something bigger. Part of a group, a tribe, a people. Of belonging.
The erosion of our traditional communal foundations may go some way to
explain why there is currently interest in self-development, emotional
awareness and in finding balance. Practices like mindfulness can support
efforts to ground ourselves more and to let go of circuitous thinking that can
heighten our sense of isolation. In a world where everyone seems overly
busy and where no one is really encouraging us to stop for a moment and
slow down a little, mindfulness seems to offer a much needed change of
pace. Punctuating a busy day with a few moments of calm can bring us
back to ourselves. Sharing a silence with others can sometimes be
unexpectedly nourishing. A sense of connectedness with a deeper self can
bring us closer to others.
It’s this same sense of a connected self that might help fill the vacuum
experienced by many young people adrift in a world that can feel
fragmented, unjust and even psychologically unreal. Unrecognised, this



sense of emptiness can leave our young people vulnerable to predatory
grooming (sexual, political or religious) and it is the same emptiness that,
for many, gets filled through drugs, alcohol or other compulsive or
addictive behaviour.
A guiding question for us in this work is, ‘Can we, through understanding
ourselves and each other better, learn how to cope, thrive and flourish?’
Increased attention skills, deeper self-awareness, better emotional
regulation, and improved collaborative skills can all be supported when
mindfulness is incorporated into an evolving school culture that weaves
‘understanding ourselves’ – understanding our minds, our bodies and our
emotions – into the core fabric of its work. When combined with a focus on
understanding others and understanding our place within the environment
and processes in which we live and operate, mindful awareness training can
become a valuable component of 21st-century education.

We aren’t teachers.
We are people.
People who teach.

And we’re doing the best we can to help young people learn to do the best
they can. As teachers, as individuals, there is only so much we can do in the
world. But every step we take towards realising our own authenticity and
connectedness is a step towards engaging more deeply with ourselves and
with our students. Our role, as people who teach, is crucial.
Is mindfulness the answer to all life’s problems? I don’t believe so. But I do
believe that in seeking to validate and support the inner experiences of
students and teachers we are asking deep questions – transformative
questions – about the way in which we organise schooling, about the
sustainability of a teaching career, and about the nourishment of teachers
and students. About what really matters in education.
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