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Introduction 

This essay reviews the process of designing and implementing a Mindfulness-based Stress Reduction course (MBSR), in a school context, for a self-referred group of 16yr olds. I have explored the ideas and learning related to this pilot-project under the headings of:

Section A/ ‘Getting started’: i/’Motivation’, ii/’Context & Client Population’, iii/ ‘Design’

Section B/ ‘Implementation’: ‘group-process at work’

Group theory and practice informed my learning in each but, I give this crucial dimension of MBI’s prominence in Section-B.

A/ Getting Started

i/ Motivation: the principle of ‘working from the heart’

I have taught almost 30 MBCT groups over the last 3 years in various contexts including an older people’s day hospital, community health centres and the local Buddhist Centre. Some of these groups have been self-referred, motivated by general anxiety, stress or depression, whilst others have been mostly GP and/or CMHT referral based. This broad experience of teaching has convinced me about the effectiveness and versatility of MBI’s; experience backed up by literature reviews (Baer,2003,p125-143) and by the excellent case studies in Ruth Baer’s book (Baer,2006) 
When I dreamed the possibility of teaching mindfulness-based stress reduction to teenagers I realised it was in part motivated by the pain and confusion witnessed in my 15 year old son. This highlighted how my motivation and commitment to the older-people’s courses drew on personal experience of my parents, now in their 80’s. My inspiration to help older and younger people is a movement of my heart towards the confusion and suffering I witness, through my relationships as a son and father; Mindfulness has eased my suffering and given me stability and robustness in my mid-life challenges and I sensed it could ease the way for them too.

There was, I realized, an additional motivational factor: in the first half of my working life I was a school-teacher, the second has been in the Buddhist Community; the idea of teaching mindfulness in school felt like a fundamental integration of my being.

I had clear, first hand evidence from my son that stress, and anxiety are a problem for teenagers (especially GCSE-exam Year-11’s). But, a literature search on (the use of) ‘Mindfulness’(for) ‘Stress’ with ‘Adolescents/Teenagers’ (Appendix A,p.20) revealed that no exact work of the kind I envisioned had been done before. This was both exciting and daunting as it meant going back to basic principles because there was nothing specific to model my course on. What I had to go on was a general confidence in mindfulness and MBA’s and more specifically, evidence of it being applied to younger age groups(Baer,2006;Sherman,2006) and to teenagers with ‘addiction and insomnia’ (Bootzin and 
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Stevens,2005) But, in many ways, with this particular project, I felt I was starting from scratch.

ii/ The ‘context’ and ‘client population’:

Deciding the particular context and client population was a process of dynamic exchange between my ideas, funding restrictions and the practicalities of school life.  

I applied for CDF(Community Development Fund) money under the heading of ‘capacity building’ (building the capacity of our Buddhist Community to engage in the wider local community) to “develop Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction in local schools for year11 pupils facing GCSE and general teenage stress”. Once the funding was agreed in outline I sent a letter (Appendix-B,p.21) describing the project to a selection of local secondary schools. As it turned out I got a positive response from just one school, ‘Dorothy Stringer High’.

The next step was presenting the project to the Senior Management Team. After what felt like procrastinations and rejection I was very pleased and relieved to find this positive response paving the way for a further meeting with the ‘Year-11’ Tutor-Group Teachers, (these teachers asked if they could have a special ‘stress’ course just for themselves!). I asked for their help with finding a sufficiently motivated and committed group, given that:

· 16 year olds may not be as deeply motivated to help themselves as adults with a history of suffering
· teenagers can be wary of ‘exposure’ or ‘stigma’ and may be reluctant to work in a group that has a ‘self-help’ agenda
· the prevalent school teen-culture tended towards materialism and suspicion about activities like meditation, yoga or psychology
This discussion with the Tutors was vital, underlining a key principle when adapting MBI’s: the importance of receptivity to existing expertise. What emerged was the suggestion to initially present the topic of ‘Teenage Stress and How to Better Manage It’ to the whole year group in the context of a ‘Year 11’ assembly. In terms of group-theory this would enable the topic to become ‘normal’ within the wider established group,(Richardson,1999), allowing individuals wishing to explore it further to feel less ‘stigmatised’. When leading this assembly, using a Power Point (Appendix-C) a further dimension of group-process was added by a surprise intervention from the charismatic Head: he asked them to “raise their hand if they felt they could do with more help with stress”, then commenting, “that’s interesting, over two thirds of you have said ‘Yes’”. In that moment it seemed as if he transferred some of his ‘group-leader’ role to me and the project; a blessing from the ‘king’ to explore with his ‘subjects’ an important topic relevant to the entire realm! The Power Point also enabled the topic to be normalised through:

· Use of familiar language idioms to describe stress and mindfulness practices; steering a careful(accessible) line between what I call ‘trendy vicar’ and ‘stuffy psychologist’. 

· Use of facts and figures to integrate with scholastic scientific-rationalism and prevalent cultural-materialism .

· Use of colours and images to make the topic attractive, contemporary and relevant to this age-group.


Following this assembly, each Tutor spoke to their students offering them an opportunity to join a 6-8 week course, in school time, designed to give practical skills and information about stress-reduction. The tutors were also tasked, using their personal experience and access to student records to:

1. Encourage individuals they knew would most benefit from some help

2. Skilfully screen out any pupil that might be too vulnerable for the context and support available (particularly acute depression, self-harming or eating disorders); the tutors were made aware that the course could stimulate stronger than usual contact with difficult feelings or thoughts (Segal,2002,p.97)
After a marathon of planning-miscommunications a date was agreed for an Orientation Session; the idea being that anyone interested could come to this and find out if they wished to do the course. I was very grateful to my supervisor,(Eluned) who advised against my intention to limit the group-size to 8(my usual MBCT tutor-participant ratio); her experience of working in school contexts was that numbers can fall or fluctuate wildly due to unexpected events, illness etc. Another, ‘size’ consideration was that teenagers can feel safer,(less exposed) in ‘a crowd’. So, I agreed to form a larger group that could include all those interested (about 18 pupils) working in a way inspired by Jon Kabat-Zinn within MBSR.  By this stage it was clear that the course was gradually moving away from my familiar standard (MBCT) towards a more MBSR inspired project. 
iii/ Intelligent Design or Evolution!

Initial considerations

The course I usually deliver,(i.e. the NICE recommended) spans 8, 2 hour-long sessions(+orientation and follow up) in a small-group context. I sent a simplified version  of this to the school before the initial project presentation,(see Appendix-D,p.24). I had anticipated comprehensive translation of vocabulary and images for this client-group and context but I came to realize a more radical adaptation would be necessary as a result of:
· spending time in the school around this particular age-group

· dialogue with teachers and colleagues about organizational issues 

· ‘testing the waters’ of my ideas and ‘approach’ on my son and his friends culture

· the experience of giving the Power Point presentation 

A second underlying principle about adapting MBA’s emerged: start at the ‘grass roots’, getting to know, as intimately as possible, both the context and client population. Hence I found myself visiting the school, talking to teenagers and imagining the first few sessions; sensing how they might be received. I recall thinking that this is what Olympic high-jumpers do(imagining the jump over and over again!) As a result of this process I arrived at a point one day when I stopped trying to adapt an ‘MBCT course’ (so familiar to me) and realized it would be easier and more respectful to the students to start from scratch and devise a ‘needs-driven’, context-specific course. I wasn’t to know then that even this was a presumption and that the course would require further adaptations as it progressed and I  discovered more about the impact of ‘age’ on group-process. 

At this stage I became aware of a fundamental ‘edge’ that was to become very familiar, between rational, ‘objective’ doubts on one hand and ‘subjective’, fear-based doubts on the other; I sensed the need to radically adapt the course but I could also sense how my inexperience and fear (about teaching mindfulness to this age-group) could cloud judgment about what was possible or impossible!  The ‘objective’ issues became clearer with more experience but at this ‘design-stage’ they were:

· Motivation: these young participants were not motivated to be receptive to ideas and practices by long-standing difficulties; for many, stress was a big issue, but one mixed up with the confusion of growing up. 

· Energetic: for many of these participants slowing down, ‘stilling’ or ‘self-reflecting’ for any length of time would be a challenge: there were expressed tendencies more towards anxiety and speediness than to ‘low’ or ‘depressed’ moods.

· Making a real, personal commitment: because the context was the ‘school day’ and not a ‘prescribed’ or ‘paid for’ course, there could be a tendency to ‘go through the motions’ (a survival tactic for much of the school curriculum!) 

· Adverse peer pressure: my inquiries revealed teenagers can find group-sharing(inquiry) or new activities problematic because of anticipation of teasing.

· Duration of course and sessions: to fit the complexity of the school timetable, and feel ‘normal’, the ‘sessions’ needed to be only 1 hour long( a double period would be too long); in addition to this the start-date had been pushed back and there were only 6 possible weekly slots before ‘exam-season’.

· Group size: smaller groups can be problematic for this kind of work (teenagers feel safer in a crowd); so the group needed to be larger than planned (+wanting to try to include all of the 18 kids interested) 

· Culture-clash: I was picking up suspicion (cynicism?) about ‘new-age’, wooly-thinking, hippy-culture, middle-aged, problem-orientated, losers! Also, the ‘norm’ of ‘sound-bite-CGI-fast-entertainment’ indicated that there might be an issue around paying attention to subtle experiences.

So, in designing the course these ‘objective’ issues jostled next to the more internal, ‘subjective’ issues of:

· fear of the unknown: teaching mindfulness to this age group in a school! 

· fear of ‘mindfulness’ being ridiculed (so precious to my life and work).

· fear of the schools judgements if things went ‘bad’ 

I was acutely aware that such fears can breed doubts, creating rationalisations for unnecessary adaptations that might undermine the integrity of the intervention! (i.e. altering, shortening or deleting practices that might just ‘work’). The essential questions became 1/ What are the fundamental elements that must be included if the course is to remain an MBI? and 2/ How can they be skilfully presented for this particular context and client population? What was clear was another edge between: working in a client-centred way (not being afraid to change anything that did not serve their needs) and, awareness of my deep conviction that Mindfulness eases suffering in all ‘contexts’ and for all ‘client populations’:

“This is the direct path for…(all) beings,

For the surmounting of sorrow and lamentation, for the

Disappearance of pain and grief…namely…mindfulness.”

(‘The Buddha’, Bhikkhu Bodhi,1995.)
With this in mind I began to re-plan the course. The overall picture indicated shortening and simplification to perhaps 5 or 6 weekly, 1 hour-long sessions. What to call the course became increasingly significant, it eventually settling on ‘Stress-Reduction Training’ because:

· it was short, expressive, and had no unusual, alienating terms it avoided alienating terms like ‘therapy’, mindfulness, ‘cognitive’, ‘depression’, ‘anxiety’.
· ‘Training’ is a ’normal’ term in the school ‘context’
· it explicitly included the word, ‘stress’… a term they often use (i.e. ‘she’s so stressy’, ‘I am totally stressed’ etc)which further normalized it.
I decided to merge ‘Orientation’ with ‘Session-1’ to highlight the principle of ‘invitation’ particularly within this authoritarian context of school ,(students were told they could ‘opt-out’ or ‘commit’ to the rest of the course after this first session.

In terms of ‘Orientation’, in addition to general points,(Segal,2002 p.96-98) it seemed important to recap perspectives raised in the PP assembly including:

· stress is not always bad: it is a natural ‘defensive’ response helping get things done but it can get out of control and become a problem; 

· being too ‘stressed’ is common in teenage years…but there are ways to relate to it and manage it, that can be helpful, 

· the course it is entirely voluntarily, an invitation and in school-time 

· students could be helping to develop this ‘new’ type of course…by giving feedback etc.

So, on the basis of further contact with the school and pupils, the initial course-outline (Appendix-D,p.24), developed further (see Appendix-E,p.28). But there was no real way of knowing how this particular age-group would take to it or about what additional complications might arise from the ‘school-context’. I sensed I would only really know how to proceed after starting! But the key rationales that gave rise to this final adaptation were:
· Duration of individual practices(both on the CD and in the sessions): my experience of leading the assembly and other market research, plus the prevalence of ‘anxiety’ rather than ‘depression’ in this group, suggested that shorter practices,(about 15mins) might be best to start with…extending or shortening them with experience. 

· Choice and sequence of mindfulness practices: this mostly followed the standard MBCT/MBSR model, using firstly the ‘Mindful-relaxation Practice’(‘Body Scan‘) to ground ‘Mindfulness’ in ‘body-sensations’ and the attitudes of ‘allowing- acceptance’; then secondly, ‘Mindful-Relaxation (sitting meditation) using the Breath+Body’; then, ‘Mindful-Moving’ using Tai Chi/Chi Kung (familiar to TV ads); and lastly, the ‘Breathing Space’. My aim was to introduce all these practices by Session-3 and then subsequently consolidate and deepen them. Walking practice was not possible because of space and I decided to replace it with ‘Do–in’. (the CD I made containing all these practices and was called ‘Less Stress’)

· Choice and sequence of i/ ‘exercises’, ii/ poems and iii/ didactic input:           i/ exercises(CBT): since this was not a ‘therapeutic’ group it was appropriate to question what to keep from the standard MBCT course? The ‘Thoughts and Feelings(Segal,2002,p.142), and ‘Moods thoughts and alternative viewpoints’(Segal,2002,p.255) exercises seemed important because of ‘giving perspective’ and  enabling ‘choices’ to de-escalate  stress. It also felt important to keep the ‘auto pilot’ input as a means of noticing ‘habits’ that can be self-limiting to enable a richer life. But, it felt inappropriate to include inputs on: ‘auto-depressive thoughts’, ‘activity and mood’, ‘relapse signatures’ and ‘relapse prevention plan’ ( Segal et al,2002,p204,269-284).  ii/ poems: I decided to wait and see how receptive the group felt in Session-1 and choose accordingly. iii/didactic inputs: generally, I sensed that shorter inputs,(less than 3-4minutes) would best serve this client-group.
Whilst the ‘delivered’ version of the course’(see Appendix-F,p.29) only deviated  a little from ‘the final plan’(Appendix-E,p.28) these details were, I think, significant in making it successful as illustrated in the ‘Evaluation Statistics and Comment’ (Appendix-G,p.30). There is not space within this essay to comment fully, but, a ‘Reflective Journal’ (‘Appendix-H,p.33-59)of each session records helpful details for anyone wishing to do similar work.

Conclusion to section A:

In broad terms, my learning from design to implementation of this ‘Mindfulness-based course’ can be summarised as the importance of: 

· Being client-centred; asking honest questions about ‘how’ and ‘why’ and ‘what’ best served the students needs with my co-tutor after each session…and checking ‘in the moment’ for feedback from the students

· Evolving a working plan based on the established principles of MBI’s and feeling confidence from this

· Embodying, ‘flexibility-in-the-moment’; a preparedness to drop, add or adapt anything week-by-week and to ‘go live’ with the group during the session: I am told that in the Battle of Britain the pilots who survived longest ‘flew by the seat of their pants’!

· Understanding how this particular client-population and context influenced and modified ‘Group development and process’: this is the subject of the final section of the essay below.

Section B/ Implementation: ‘group processes at work’

I have become increasingly convinced of the crucial role ‘Group Process’ plays in my teaching and anticipated a need to understand how it might differ in this (new) school-context and with a new client population. The design-process had already included many factors relating directly to group-theory: the overall context of ‘school’ is a very particular ‘large-group’ with a charismatic, authoritarian leadership-style(‘The Head’); within this there is the ‘Year-11’s’, a medium-sized, ‘top-of-the pile’ group, with its own authoritarian leaders; and, within all of this our, slightly porous ‘liaises faire’, ‘small-group’. Getting started and designing the course involved considering how these various groups and leadership dynamics would influence my approach and intended outcomes. 

 An MBCT group can range in its remit from ‘mostly-educational’ through to ‘therapeutic’ in a form of cognitive behavioural group therapy (CBGT):

“Change in CBGT can be considered by focussing on the areas of skill  acquisition, self-sufficiency and autonomy” (Yost et al., 1986)
Across this range, the simple fact that there is a group with shared motivations and a clearly shared intention means that more explicit ‘training’ is:

“…augmented by the interactions, multiple relationships and sense of togetherness or cohesion that group processes facilitate” (Aveline,Dryden,1997,p135)
 If compared to typical brief, small-group therapy, MBCT tends to focuses more on ‘skill-acquisition’ than open-ended ‘process’ intending to create ‘insight’ for the participants through ‘interpersonal learning’ (Yalom,1985). But the three aspects of this learning outlined by Yalom (Yalom,1985,chapt 2): i/ ‘the importance of interpersonal relationships’, ii/ ‘corrective emotional experience’ and iii/ learning through the experience of ‘the group as a social microcosm’, all play an important part in my experience of Mindfulness-based courses. What follows is an exploration of how these and other factors worked in this particular school context and how ‘equilibrium and developmental theories of group process’ (Brazier,1996) helped to throw light on them. 

‘Dawning’ and ‘Forming’:

My reflective summary (Appendix-H,page15) describes the start of the group-process. But what this leaves out is perhaps a ‘pre-phase’ in the group process which, to keep the ‘Tuckman’ rhyme, could be called ‘dawning’; i.e. the PP assembly, and students gathering a sense of identity through speaking with friends about joining the course:

“A considerable part of the maintenance task is performed by the first meeting…selection and preparation of members will greatly influence the groups fate” (Yalom,1985,p107)
But, ‘forming’ began literally!...hunting down extra chairs for our group because more arrived than expected. Kate and I, as co-tutors, sat on opposite sides of the circle to create a balance but it was interesting to see how the two other young adults(non-teaching staff providing CRB cover) gravitated to sit either side of me, creating ‘leadership’ top-heaviness (and over-focus on me as leader)in one direction that we had planned to avoid:

“As might be expected in this ‘forming’ stage of the group there was very little peer-to-peer communication although at times there was laughter and light teasing between friends” (Journal,Appendix-H,p.36)
It was also interesting to see that the kids sat both in gender and social-grouping(tribal) clusters with the ‘Townies’ in one place and the ‘Emo’s on each side of them. There was one girl who clearly belonged to a separate dress-coded group (large gold-hoop earrings etc) and perhaps not surprising that, despite my efforts to include her in the session, did not return the following week. I sensed the ‘forming stage’ had a definite climax that I noted in my diary:

“The Head of Year,(Martin) came in (about half way through the session) to check on attendance and having done it, asked if he should stay or go… I said(with a broad smile) “go” and the group responded with quite a lot of laughter.  I sensed that when he left we felt we were a group at last after so much too- and fro-ing, moving of furniture and planning…we were at last a functioning group”. (Journal,Appendix-H,p36)
 
But throughout Session-1 there was an atmosphere of restlessness and resistance that I needed to understand in order to not lose confidence in the project. I sensed that it was not ‘storming’ but more ‘testing’ associated with ‘forming’:

“Groups initially concern themselves with orientation accomplished primarily through testing….to identify the boundaries of both interpersonal and task behaviors…. the establishment of dependency relationships with leaders. It may be said that orientation, testing and dependence constitute the group process of forming.” (Tuckman,1965)
My journal records a good example:

“…I think the group did seem to ‘storm’ earlier than my experience of adult groups in MBSR?MBCT but perhaps this was all part of the ‘testing’ that kids that age seem to need to do : a girl called ‘C’ asked with a pressing critical tone (although masked as a quiet and polite question), “What’s this raisin exercise got to do with stress? It was a brilliant moment for the group as they watched how I was going to react…it was clearly a leadership-challenge and I could sense the increase of aliveness in the group…eyes opened wider, heads turned and lifted up from the floor and para-verbal sounds as if to say “yeah, what has it got to do with anything”(Journal,Appendix-H,p.36)
From the point of view of mindfulness teaching this episode enabled me to model non-reactivity and the attitudinal quality of acceptance,(Kabat-Zinn,1990,p.34) but the quality of my response also made it safer for the group to ‘speak out’ and take their place as individuals in the group. I recall taking heart from knowing that the group was ‘acting normally’ in the sense of ‘forming’,  in the way its interactions all funnelled through me  and in its ‘testing’; this reflection helped me have confidence in the practices and my general approach for Session-2.

‘Storming’

“Characterized by conflict and polarization around interpersonal issues, with concomitant emotional responding in the task sphere. These behaviors serve as resistance to group influence and task requirements and may be labeled as storming”.(Tuckman,1965)
This aspect of group-development theory helped me to stay positive and formulate a perspective for subsequent teaching in the face of very challenging behaviour during the ‘sitting meditation’ in Session-2: 

“I opened my eyes…a girl opposite was giggling…the giggling became muted and infectious hysterics…This resulted in  ‘C’ leaving the room as she was laughing too much. When ‘C’ came back in we ‘normalised’ the laughing and encouraged everyone to simply notice things like this and if possible to stay with the practice.  Q. Is this ‘storming’ or is it simply testing the boundaries? With kids this age perhaps we do need some boundaries. But, my experience was that the group learned that it was safe to do things like giggling, make critical remarks and shuffle….learnt about the tutors being accepting, kind and understanding.  The question remains… should we encourage/ask for quiet and stillness or should we accept that this is the kind of behaviour…this age group has… and ask the students to work with this experience by simply noticing it”(Journal,Appendix-H,p.41)
Although very challenging I thought it more in keeping with the basic attitudinal framework of MBA’s (Kabat-Zinn,1990,p.33-40)not to introduce ‘rules’ in the way Semple, Lee and Miller did working with children in New York (Baer 2006,p146). We did, however, in the next session, highlight the principles of: 

· Noting the experience whatever it is…”in the giggling, just the giggling”!

· Taking responsibility for yourself…deciding if you need to leave the room in order to help others in the group who may want quiet.

At this stage it was important to take note of particular issues arsing because of ‘age’ and ‘setting’: perhaps the ‘storming’ was rather a reflection of teenage-group peer pressures that needed a creative response, rather than simply accepting it as a predictable phase of group-development. The students provided the information we needed: one girl said (and lots of nods affirmed her comment) that:

“Its difficult to be quiet and pay attention to what is happening inside if you think someone is looking at you”(Journal,Appendix-H,p.46)

So, we turned the chairs around, making a circle facing outwards! Simple but brilliant; this small adaptation enabled subsequent sitting meditations to proceed without infectious giggling! It was embraced by the students as a helpful device; one girl reported in Session-3 that:

“it helped me to relax a little better ‘cos I didn’t think my friends could see me… I felt I had more space around me for myself and that felt good”. (Journal Appendix-H,p.46)
‘Norming’:

“The in-group feeling and cohesiveness develop, new standards evolve, and new roles are adopted. In the task realm, intimate, personal opinions are expressed. Thus, we have the stage of ‘norming’ “(Tuckman,1965)
The euphoria at the end of Session-3, relating to my experience of the group moving into ‘norming’ crumpled into masked anxiety at the start of Session-4 and I learnt painfully that group-development is not an even progression but is unstable and dependent on cohesion:

“The students arrived…over nearly 10 minutes…a mix of ‘regulars’ (people who had been to every session) and one completely new girl!...I heard various words of warning ringing in my ears about working in schools…about irregularity and timetables…making a ‘cohesive-group’ a rarity….I focused on the ‘regulars’ and asked them about the last session and the sitting meditation…this felt like a ‘bridge’ to the rest of the group”. (Journal,Appendix-H,p.48)
But, after a shaky start the group did regain some of the qualities of ‘norming’ but I noticed a sort of conformity and lack of challenge(Journal,p50) which made me think of a point Yalom makes about cohesion:

“Not only are cohesive groups more able to express hostility among members but there is evidence that they are also more able to express hostility towards the leader (Yalom,1985,p66)
I reflected that should I repeat this work I would put much more emphasis on clarifying group membership at the first session, closing it to those who failed to make this session and, in trying to find a half-term period in which there were not so many ‘special events’ causing absenteeism and lack of group-continuity. Also, Session-3 was held in what was now a third location!; it was only after the course had finished that I realised how undermining this repeated change of venue was for our group.

‘Performing’?:

“ Roles become flexible and functional, and group energy is channeled into the task. Structural issues have been resolved, and structure can now become supportive of task performance” (Tuckman,1965)
By this definition I do not think the group ‘performed’; the changing venue, group-size and membership created elements of ‘reversion’ moving between ‘storming’ and ‘norming’, in the way Bion(Bion,1961) describes groups changing “not necessarily with any predictable sequence”. But the ‘course-evaluation’,(see Appendix-G,p.30)  demonstrated that students experienced the group itself as “very helpful”(40%) or ‘helpful’(40%) reporting that:

· “It was good to share experiences”

· “Even though being in the group made me giggle it still calmed me down”

· “The group was helpful because I was able to talk about being stressed”

Endings…’Mourning’

I felt sadness as well relief at the end of the last session; the whole group was subdued and I managed to respect this as an appropriate response and resist trying to ‘jolly’ it along or fill the silences that hung heavy at times. Knowing about this ‘mourning’ stage of the group helped me with this and I sensed the silences were very significant and charged with all we had learnt and shared together over the weeks. As we stood together and left the circle we took away a valuable and special memory that just might make a difference in our lives ahead; this was reflected in the last comment of my journal:

“One girl stayed back, one of the regulars…she obviously had something quite serious to say.  She took her time and with a look of great maturity and sincerity said:

“Thank you very much for coming and teaching us. It has been very helpful to learn about stress… and to learn the practices and to talk about it all…I know I've got some things I can do now when I get stressed” (Journal Appendix,p.59)  
Conclusion to Section B:

Reflecting on how group-theory and practice informed my teaching of this course, I was struck by a number of themes:

· Perspective and objectivity: enabling me not to get lost in either despair or euphoria as sessions went either ‘badly’ or ‘brilliantly’; I could see the ‘difficult’ behaviours in the group as productive stages in ‘interpersonal-learning’(Yalom,1985) rather than as threatening. (Dies.K.1991.p59-70)
· Holding the theories lightly…not letting them hold me!: seeing how strongly teen peer-pressure and, the context of short-life, specific skills-training influenced group-process. 

· Fluidity: seeing how quickly the group could adjust from the ‘authoritarian-mode’ of the school timetable to our ‘laissez-faire’ group with its different rules and culture designed to support an ethos of self-responsibility conducive to mindfulness work.

· ‘Developmental’ theories do not explain everything: ‘equilibrium theories’ helped me to make sense of the group when it didn’t conform to classic ‘developmental’ patterns(i.e. the observation of ‘pulses’ (Lewin,1972)); I was able to distinguish between a ‘pulse-ending’ and  teenage non-responsive silence!

· The importance of consistency and cohesion: the ability of the group to really learn was strongly and directly related to how cohesive it felt: “the group must recognise, examine and understand ‘process’ if the powerful therapeutic factor of interpersonal learning is to be set in motion” (Yalom,1985,p76)

Late arrivals, new members joining, and interruptions from teachers or visitors into the room all undermined the ‘learning environment’(Slavin,R,1997,p69-78)
· The significance of the Leader: recognising the influence of the leader on the group and its learning created a heightened awareness of modelling ‘responses’ and interactions to support the attitudinal basis of MBI’s; people learn attitudes experientially!

Overall Conclusions


The ‘evaluation’ (Appendix G,p.30) demonstrates that 60% found the course ‘helpful’ and 30% ‘very helpful’ with very moving comments supporting these scores. But, did the course work as well as it could have? If not, why, and what can be learnt?

I think the main weakness of this adapted MBI relates to group-process rather than ‘content’ or ‘implementation’. The group lacked sufficient cohesion and commitment to create the ‘learning-environment’ necessary for peer-sensitive teenagers to open fully to the subtle art of ‘paying attention non-judgmentally’, ‘acceptance’ and related skills in gaining ‘perspective’ and making ‘choices’(Segal,2002,p278-9). The course was effective, but to be more so, the ‘group’ needed to evolve (‘perform’) and this would have required:

1/ more prolonged-contact: 10 one-hour sessions enabling consolidation of practice skills(‘content’) which would have fed into group-identity and cohesion(‘process’), both increasing effectiveness

2/ more group-coherence: through clarifying a ‘stable  group’ closed to new membership and supported by ‘one-to-one’ interviews explaining how the course works and building ‘connection’ ; balancing group-imago distortions created by teen peer-pressures 

3/ more contextual stability: moving room 3 times and the ‘day and time’ of sessions twice was surprisingly undermining! 

But, the students gained a great deal and I have learnt that Mindfulness for stress-reduction can be adapted for teenagers in the school curriculum. Perhaps it’s a testimony to mindfulness or to the brightness of young minds that, despite all the difficulties, some important, and possibly life-transforming learning took place.

Dh. Karunavira, May 2008

(4,650 words, excluding journal quotes and appendices)
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