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ABSTRACT

Research conducted into the effectiveness of mindfulness-based interventions has
considered at length their application in treating a range of clinical disorders. More
recently, work has identified such interventions as being potentially applicable within

school settings as a method of supporting pupils’ social and emotional development.

This study reports the results of a mixed methods investigation designed to explore
how pupils from two secondary schools perceive the impact of studying ‘mindfulness’
as part of an eight-week school-based curriculum and the barriers to its successful

implementation.

A range of qualitative and quantitative methods (online questionnaire, focus groups
and in-depth interviews) were employed to capture the depth and breadth of pupils’

experiences.

The data revealed distinct variability in pupils’ perceptions, highlighting how various
psychological, social and functional factors impacted their experience of the
curriculum itself and the practices taught within it. The reported impacts of such
factors are broadly consistent with those highlighted in previous research and the

theoretical literature regarding mindfulness.

Pupils also described a number of issues preventing their engagement in
mindfulness practice outside the classroom (e.g. a perceived lack of ability,
forgetfulness and self-consciousness) and factors perceived to limit their impact (e.g.
difficulty of technique, problems concentrating and the presence of environmental

distractions).

The results of this study reinforce the need for detailed exploratory investigations of
school-based mindfulness interventions to account for the complexity of pupils’
experiences. Such information is considered to be of interest to a range of
educational professionals and could help them to assess the potential value of
mindfulness-based initiatives for secondary aged pupils. Limitations of the study and

recommendations for further research are discussed herein.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1. Purpose of Research

This research explores how secondary school pupils perceive the impact of studying
‘mindfulness’ in school and the barriers to its successful implementation. The findings
set out herein are based on a retrospective exploration of pupils’ experiences of an
eight-week mindfulness-based curriculum delivered as part of their regular school
timetable.

The research also examines individual and group based differences in order to
understand the complexity of how such intervention may influence pupils. In light of
the proposed influence of gender and socio-demographic on pupils mental health
outcomes, particular attention is given to how such factors may influence pupils’

perceptions on the present initiative.

A mixed methods design was used to obtain a rich dataset, capturing individual
differences, social interaction effects and group distinctions within two school-based
populations. Comparative data are examined based on pupils’ gender and their
inclusion in either mainstream state education or an independent fee paying school.

Consideration is also given to how pupils’ perceptions change over time.

Such an approach seeks to provide additional knowledge to supplement the currently
underdeveloped and predominantly empirical literature examining the potential
effects that mindfulness curricula may have for pupils in secondary schools. In
addition, the study aims to advance current understanding by providing valuable
information as to the barriers affecting pupils’ engagement in mindfulness-based

practices.

The findings of this research should serve to inform the development and delivery of
school based mindfulness programmes and to further examine their potential
applicability under the government led, Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning
(SEAL) initiative (DCSF, 2007). The conclusions will be of interest to a range of
professionals including programme developers, educational psychologists (EPS),
teachers and the growing number of academics studying the underlying

psychological processes associated with mindfulness and its potential effects.



1.2. Motivation for Research

In addition to the considerable academic requirements of secondary school, pupils
face a multitude of intrapersonal and interpersonal challenges. As such, it can be
argued that secondary education has a fundamental responsibility to help pupils
face, overcome and transform such difficulties, creating the foundations for their

future happiness and success.

However, the current prevalence of mental illness amongst children in British schools
suggests that many pupils are overwhelmed and ill prepared for the social, emotional
and scholastic challenges they face. In particular, adolescent male pupils from lower
socio-economic demographics demonstrate particular vulnerability, displaying an
increased prevalence in mental health problems (Green, McGinnity, Meltzer, Ford
and Goodman, 2005).

In light of such findings, there has been an increased volume of research in the area
of ‘Positive Psychology’ in an attempt to identify and promote the requisite skills
pupils need to successfully traverse secondary education and later life (Seligman,
2009). A fundamental result of such enquiry has been the identification of the
significant role that pupils’ social and emotional development plays in fostering

positive development.

In 2007, the British government introduced the SEAL initiative into British secondary
schools (DCSF, 2007). The initiative encouraged schools to place increasing
emphasis on pupils’ social and emotional development and demonstrated the
government’s commitment to focusing resources to improve the social and emotional

aspects of the curriculum taught to pupils.

However, recent research into the impact of the SEAL initiative has shown that it has
had little, if any effect on pupils’ progress (Wigelsworth, Humphrey and Landrem,
2010). Recommendations from this study identified the need for schools to pay
closer attention to the evidence base of psychological interventions and to evaluate

their progress more rigorously.



Such suggestions arguably call for enhanced collaboration between psychologists
and educators to help identify, implement and evaluate theoretically based
interventions in schools. In particular, they highlight an important role for educational
psychologists in following current trends in psychological research and critically
reviewing the emerging evidence base regarding pertinent interventions in order to
provide quality support to pupils and schools. As an area of emerging interest in
psychological research, mindfulness-based initiatives, arguably offer particular
promise as a potentially beneficial addition to school curricula, supporting pupils’

social and emotional development.

1.3. Issues Relating to School Based Mindfulness Programmes

Although ‘Mindfulness’ has its origins in ancient Buddhist traditions, its associated
practices have more recently been operationalized within clinical interventions to

treat disorders such as depression, anxiety and bipolar disorder (Baer, 2003).

Research carried out over the past twenty years has provided growing support for
both the applicability and effectiveness of such interventions within clinical settings. It
has also led to an increased theoretical interest in the potential processes and
mechanisms underpinning the perceived effects that such practices may have. To
date, work in this area has proposed a number of key processes such as enhanced
attentional control, emotion regulation and cognitive processing (Brown, Ryan and
Creswell, 2007).

In response to such claims, some researchers have recently become interested in
the potential modification of clinic-based mindfulness interventions into school-based
initiatives, focused on enhancing pupils’ social and emotional skills and developing

positive mental health (Wisner, 2010).

However it has been noted that the transformation of such interventions into a
school-based format faces many challenges. In particular, creating a format that
accounts for the attentional and physical capabilities of students requires particular
consideration of the length and content of intervention and its constituent practices.
In addition, programme creators need to identify an appropriate method and
environment for delivery within an already busy curriculum. As such, it may prove
difficult for initiatives to attain the correct balance between accessibility and

effectiveness for pupils.



Research into school-based mindfulness initiatives is in the early stages of
development and although interest is growing, there is still little knowledge regarding
their effects for pupils. To date, what little evidence there is has emerged
predominantly from the United States (US) and only one published article has come

from work in British schools.

Huppert and Johnson (2010) implemented a four-week intervention with pupils (n=
173) from an independent boys school in Southeast England. Although the
intervention was reportedly well received by the pupils, no significant intervention
effects were found on self-reported measures of mindfulness, wellbeing or resilience.
In addition, the lack of follow-up data obtained in the research means little is known
of the impact of the intervention subsequent to its completion. However, further
analysis carried out on pupil data indicated that baseline levels of pupil wellbeing and
agreeableness and the extent to which they practiced mindfulness in their own time

significantly influenced student outcomes.

In light of these findings, it remains unclear to what extent practices modified from
clinic-based mindfulness interventions can be applied in British secondary schools
and to what extent the social environment of school influences the processes and
impacts of such practices. In addition, a paucity of comparative data means that very
little is known about how factors such as gender and socio-demaographic influence
the impact of such initiatives. Furthermore, prior research has failed to explore the
potential barriers associated with such initiatives and how these influence pupil

experience.

1.4. Issues Relating to the Context of the Current Study

The ‘.b’ curriculum is an eight-week, psycho-educational mindfulness initiative for
secondary aged pupils (Burnett, Cullen & O’Neill, 2011). The first of its kind in the
Britain, it is a modified version of the well established Mindfulness Based Stress
Reduction programme (MBSR), a widely used intervention within adult clinical

populations.



The curriculum is a revised version of a similar initiative previously investigated by
Huppert and Johnson (2010). It has been both extended in length and its delivery
expanded to an increased number of schools from a varied demographic. The
curriculum is taught by qualified teachers and experienced mindfulness practitioners
and teaches pupils the principles of mindfulness as a concept in addition to a range
of formal and informal mindfulness practices. Lessons are conducted for 45 minutes
on a weekly basis and pupils receive an audio CD containing 8 x 3 minute

mindfulness exercises to practice at home.

To date, the applicability of the curriculum has not been reported and little is known
of its impact. Of particular interest is how the course will be perceived outside of the
independent school system with pupils of mixed gender from a varied socio-

demographic.

1.5. Issues Relating to the Chosen Methodological Approach

Previous studies of school-based mindfulness interventions are predominately
grounded within a positivist epistemology. As such, they have sought to generate
empirical evidence of the effectiveness of an intervention, based on the observed
statistical differences between pupils’ pre and post-test scores on a range of self-

report measures.

However, it can be argued that applying such an approach within a real world setting
serves to limit our understanding of the full complexity of pupil experience, reducing it

into pre-defined categories and numerical descriptions.

To date, no published research in this area has considered the application of a
constructionist approach to investigation and no in-depth qualitative methods have
been utilised. As such, researchers have failed to explore how pupils themselves
create and articulate meaning regarding the impacts and barriers of such an

intervention within the highly social environment of school.



1.6. Overview of Chapters

In the succeeding chapters, consideration is given to the theoretical and
methodological underpinnings to the research. The key findings are then presented
and later critiqued with reference to existing literature and methodological limitations.

Finally, conclusions are drawn and recommendations made for future research.

Chapter two (Literature Review) initially considers the fundamental purpose of
education and discusses the proposed need for effective intervention within British
secondary schools to support the social and emotional wellbeing of pupils.
Consideration is given to the role of psychology and the function of educational
psychologists (EPS) in supporting this process.

The development of school-based mindfulness initiatives is then reviewed and their
potential inclusion within schools considered. Attention is then given to the study of
mindfulness; both as a psychological construct and as an operationalized
intervention. The existing research regarding mindfulness-based interventions with
school aged children and adolescents is critiqued. Conceptual and methodological

issues are discussed and gaps in the current literature base are identified.

Chapter three (Methodology) begins by presenting the philosophical assumptions
underpinning the current research. Next, the historical, cultural and social context of
the research is discussed and information is provided regarding the intervention
procedure, its subject matter and its participants. The research questions are then
presented and consideration is given to the methodological design employed. The
strengths and weaknesses inherent within different forms of methodology are
presented before the chosen data collection methods are discussed in detail. Finally
a full description is given of the analytic techniques used to interpret and present the

data collected.

Chapter four (Results) presents data pertinent to the study’s research questions. To
increase the explanatory power of the findings, analysis of both quantitative and

gualitative data is integrated in the presentation of results.



In Chapter five (Discussion), consideration is given to the limitations of the research.
The findings are then discussed in relation to the research questions and reference is

made to the theoretical and empirical literature identified in the literature review.

Finally, Chapter 6 (Conclusion) offers a summary of the study’s main findings and
outlines its contribution to the current literature base regarding the impacts and
barriers associated with the application of mindfulness based practices in secondary

schools. Directions for future research are then discussed.



CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Overview of Chapter

This chapter begins with a critique of current pedagogy in relation to the promotion of
pupils’ social and emotional development and mental health. Particular consideration
is given to the theoretical and empirical evidence supporting the need for more
effective intervention for secondary aged pupils.

The role of psychology and educational psychologists (EPs) is then discussed in
relation to the identification and implementation of school based initiatives aimed at
supporting the social and emotional development of pupils in secondary schools.
Emerging from this literature, mindfulness and its potential operationalisation as a
school based psycho-educational programme is outlined.

The later part of this chapter offers a critique of the existing literature related to the
conceptualisation, measurement and operationalisation of mindfulness and
associated meditative practices. Discussion is based on the perceived effectiveness
of mindfulness interventions and the theoretical explanations proposed to underpin

their impact.

Finally consideration is given to the limited study of mindfulness interventions with
respect to child and adolescent populations. Predominance is given to research
evaluating the potential operationalisation of mindfulness practices as a school
based initiative. Throughout, substantive findings are critiqued in relation to their

theoretical and methodological contributions to the field of mindfulness research.

2.2. Literature search

The sources used in connection with this review were primarily identified from

academic databases using the Cardiff University electronic library service. The two

main databases used were PsycARTICLES and Psyclinfo.



Key word searches included the terms “mindfulness” “mindfulness meditation” and

“‘mindfulness intervention”. Such phrases were also combined with the other key
expressions such as: “school”’, “children” and “adolescents”. The resulting articles
were then filtered based on their pertinence to the review. In particular, school based
studies in which only staff or parents were the recipients of intervention were
excluded. In order to further explore the historical and social context of the identified

literature, relevant references were identified from initial articles.

The main database searches for this research were carried out between September
2010 and Jan 2012. However, further searches were also conducted until the time of
submission (May 2012).

2.3. The Role of Education

“Education allows us to be truly human. It deepens us and enables us to build a
better society and a brighter future. The profundity of education determines the

profundity of culture the nature of society and the firmness of peace”

Daisaku Ikeda (2006, p. 384)

With the spread of globalization and rapid developments in technology and
communications, there is an arguably increasing demand for countries to produce
highly skilled and capable workers in order to compete in a global market. To meet
this need, numerous changes have been made over recent years to both the delivery
and measurement of educational curricula to help raise academic standards in British

schools (Department for Education, 2011).

However, it is argued that such developments have produced inflexibility in the
content and delivery of curriculum and created a preoccupation with standardized
testing. Claxton (2008) suggests that the high number of tests currently administered
within British schools is leading to increased stress levels in pupils and is having a
detrimental impact on their self-esteem and confidence. Similarly, McDonald (2001)

suggests that pupils’ anxiety and concern over evaluation is a growing concern.



Claxton (2008) suggests that not only does current pedagogy lead to increased
stress and anxiety for pupils, but that it may also be counterproductive to its aim of
producing highly skilled and capable students. He argues that the mere accumulation
of knowledge is not enough for pupils to succeed in such an increasingly
unpredictable and rapidly developing age. Instead, Claxton (2002) calls for schools to

LT3

encourage the development of pupils’ “learning power”, described as qualities of
mind that enable children to adapt and apply their knowledge effectively and

efficiently to meet the unpredictable challenges inherent within society.

In addition to academic expectations, pupils also face a myriad of challenges from
within their families, with peers and in their wider social relationships. Pupils are often
not only expected to cope with such challenging situations, but are often required to

make important and long-term plans for their future whilst contending with them.

With its dominant focus on raising and demonstrating academic standards, it is
guestionable whether the current education system in Britain adequately prepares
children to cope within an increasingly unpredictable and hazardous society and lead
happy and successful lives (Morris, 2009).

Consequently, there is a growing call for a fundamental shift in both the content and
delivery of curricula towards highlighting the central importance of developing pupils’
psychological resources to enable them to negotiate life’'s stressors and flourish in

today’s society (Claxton, 2008).

2.4 Pupils’ Mental Health in the UK

A growing body of mental health research provides further support for calls
advocating a greater impetus within educational curricula on promoting psychological

wellbeing and positive mental health in schools.

A comprehensive assessment of pupil wellbeing across 21 countries carried out by
UNICEF (2007) suggested that British pupils are amongst the unhappiest in the
western world. Fox and Hawton (2004), found that between 12 and 15% percent of
school aged children are reported to have engaged in deliberate self-harm as a
method of managing stress and negative emotions. In addition, Carr (2002) identified
suicide as the cause of 30% of deaths in children and young people aged 15-24.
Such findings have led to claims that youth suicide is a now a “major global public
health issue” (Crowley, Kilroe & Burke, 2004).

10



A large-scale survey carried out by Green, McGinnity, Meltzer, Ford and Goodman,
(2005) reported that 10 % of British children aged 5 -16 were diaghosed with a
mental disorder. Of these children, 4 % had an emotional disorder such as Anxiety or
Depression, 6% had a Conduct Disorder and 2% percent had a Hyperkinetic

Disorder such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).

Within this population, a number of individual and socio-demographic factors were
found to influence the expression and prevalence of such disorders. In comparison to
girls, boys were found to be at increased risk of developing externalised problems
such as conduct and hyperkinetic disorder. In contrast, girls demonstrated higher

rates of internalised emotional disorder such as anxiety and depression.

Pupils from lower socio-economic background were also shown to be at increased
risk of mental disorder. A range of factors, such as household income, parental
employment status and neighbourhood affluence were all identified as influential

factors in the prevalence of childhood mental health issues.

A further large-scale review carried out in Scotland between 2001 and 2002 revealed
a significant decline in the happiness, life satisfaction and confidence of children
between the ages of 11-15 (Todd & Currie, 2003). Similarly, numerous mental health
diagnoses (e.g. Social Anxiety Disorder, Panic Disorder, depression and substance
misuse) have been shown to increase significantly during adolescence (Costello,
Mustillo, Erkanli, Keeler & Angold, 2003).

Although such figures may be instinctively striking, to some, they merely reflect an
attempt by authorities to highlight problematic behaviours and promote social order.
Applying a social constructionist approach to mental health, Ungar (2004) suggest
that the codification and categorization of mental illness does little to account for the
function of behaviour for individuals and ignores the social context in which it is

expressed.
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2.5. Psycho-social development during Secondary Education

The early work of theorists such as Stanley Hall (1844-1924), Sigmund Freud (1856-
1939) and Otto Rank (1884-1939) proposed a number of influential changes believed

to occur during the transition from childhood through adolescence (Muuss, 2006).

Although each had a different theoretical perspective, they all described adolescence
as a time of conflict, confusion and struggle against contradictory impulses. As such,
it is perhaps unsurprising that adolescence is generally perceived to increase
children’s vulnerability to the negative effects of stressors and lead to the

development of maladaptive coping strategies (Frydenburg, 1997).

In his theory of social and emotional development, Erik Erikson (1968) described
middle childhood and adolescence as a crucial period in the development of ‘self-
identity’. He suggests that, during this stage of development, children rely less on
their parents to guide their sense of self instead placing increased importance on

their peers and social interactions.

Erikson proposed that, as the adolescent explores their independence and engages
in self-exploration, they must overcome feelings of role confusion, which can lead to

insecurity and uncertainty about themselves and their social and moral beliefs.

The transition of secondary aged pupils into adolescence has also been
conceptualised as a period of rapid internal cognitive and emotional development
(Dahl & Gunner, 2009).

In his theory of cognitive development, Piaget (1971) believed that, between the
ages of 11-16, children enter the ‘Formal Operations’ stage of development. During
this stage they become more capable of self-reflection and change from using
behavioural coping strategies to cognitive, internal coping strategies. Aldwin (1994)
argues that as children develop the ability to apply cognitive skills to monitor and
regulate their emotions the resultant strategies may become ingrained and rooted in
their lives. Strategies such as self-blame, rumination and catastrophizing may
develop, which may have profound and lasting consequences on the way such
children deal with negative life stressors across their lifespan (Garnefski, Kraaij and
Spinhoven, 2001).
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Further developments in cognitive and neuroscience research have shown both
puberty and adolescence to be periods of profound brain development in which the

brain becomes more efficient and specialized (Blakemore & Choudary, 2006).

One region, considered to be of key importance, is the lateral pre-frontal cortex, an
area of the brain associated with ‘executive control’. Key abilities associated with
‘executive control’ include the allocation of attentional resources (Browning, Holmes,
Murphy Goodwin & Harmer, 2010), the ability to inhibit inappropriate behavioural
responses and the capacity to exert mental flexibility in problem solving scenarios
(Somsen, 2007).

Functional Magnetic Reasoning Imaging (FMRI) has provided evidence of reduced
activation in the lateral prefrontal cortex of adolescents’ brains during certain
cognitive tasks when compared to adult participants (Crone, 2009). It is suggested
that such findings reflect children’s reduced capacity to exhibit skills associated with
executive control. It may also underpin certain negative/harmful behavior observed
throughout childhood, such as poor concentration and distractibility, poor behaviour

regulation and risk-taking behaviour and the reduced ability to plan and organize.

However, cultural relativists such as Margaret Mead (1901- 1978) suggest that,
although undoubtedly a period of dramatic biological change, the proposed emotional
and behavioural correlates noted to occur during this period are heavily influenced by
cultural and social expectations, norms and values. Consequently, it is argued that
the expression of adolescence becomes meaningful in diverse ways dependent on

social context (Saltman, 2005).

To illustrate this point, Ungar (2004) argues that although youth behaviour/conduct
such as gang affiliation and drug and alcohol use may be seen as antisocial and
maladaptive by some, they may equally be perceived as both functional and resilient
responses within certain contexts, bringing about a sense of identity, control and

acceptance.

It has also been suggested that the experience of adolescence may differ greatly
dependent on an individual's gender. Perry and Pauletti (2011) identify that the
differential cultural and social expectations placed on boys and girls means that the
impact and expression of adolescence can differ greatly between the genders and

impact the child’s developing identity and life trajectory.
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In support of this view, Copeland and Hess (1995) report significant difference in the
coping strategies used by adolescent girls and boys in response to stress. Whereas
girls were more likely to seek social support and engage in actual and cognitive
problem solving activities, boys were more likely to engage in distraction-based
activities and stress reduction techniques. Similarly, Broderick (1998) found that girls
were more likely than boys to engage in ruminative strategies, repetitively focusing
on the symptoms and potential cause and outcomes of their distress. This strategy
has been found to be a key cognitive characteristic of individuals experiencing
depression (Ingram, 1984).

More recent research by Eschenbeck, Kohimann and Lohaus (2007) argues that
social context may play an important role in the way the two genders employ different
coping strategies. In a study of nearly 2000 young people in Germany, it was found
that, whereas girls demonstrated a preference for social support as a coping
strategy, boys preferred the use of more problem solving techniques and avoidant
coping strategies. However they found that such gender differences were more

pronounced in social scenarios rather than in an academic context.

In summary, the transition through childhood adolescence can be seen as both a
complex and influential time in a person’s life. As a period of biological, psychological
and social change many believe that it is a vulnerable period in which children are
particularly susceptible to environmental stressors and have difficulty coping
effectively with the demands placed upon them. In addition, individual differences
such as gender and socio demographic factors may be of particular importance to

the individual expression and impact of this developmental period.

As a result, it can be argued that the secondary education system requires careful
consideration to ensure effective support is given to pupils. Particular consideration
should be given to pupils’ cultural, social and individual differences to ensure that all
are effectively supported and provided with the requisite support, skills and abilities

to ensure their successful transition to adulthood.
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To meet these goals it will be increasingly important for psychologists, researchers
and educators to work collaboratively to help identify and promote the key factors

associated with facilitating successful transitioning through adolescence.

In particular, educational psychology services may have a key role to play in the
delivery, support and research of initiatives focusing on meeting these needs.
Through the application of sound psychological principles, developmental theory and
research evidence EPs can support schools to interpret, understand and make use
of the relevant academic research and theory surrounding intervention (Boyle &
Lauchlan, 2009).

2.6 Promoting Social and Emotional Learning in Secondary School

In recent years, research has highlighted a number of mechanisms and processes
proposed to protect children from developing mental health problems (Schonert-
Reichl & Lawlor, 2010). A central issue emerging in such research is the importance
of social and emotional competence to child’s ability to cope and thrive in later life
(Greenberg et al., 2003).

Mayer, Caruso and Salovey (2000) identified a number of dimensions considered
central to social emotional competence. Those of principal importance are skills such
as ‘perceiving and describing emotions’, ‘expressing emotions’, ‘effectively controlling
emotions’ and ‘social problem solving skills’. Similarly, Goleman (1995) proposed
‘self-awareness’, ‘self-regulation’, ‘motivation’, ‘empathy’ and ‘social skills’ as key
factors in his model of emotional intelligence. Research by Ciarrochi, Scott, Dean
and Heaven (2003) has since provided evidence demonstrating the significant

influence of each of these factors in predicting social and emotional health.

In light of such evidence, there has been increasing interest and developments from
both researchers and educators suggesting that social and emotional skills can and
should be taught within school settings (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor &
Schellinger, 2011).

Over recent years a range of National Service Frameworks (NSFs) and government
policies have emerged which are focused on promoting the social, emotional and
psychological wellbeing of pupils (Department for Education and Skills 2005b; Ofsted
2005; National Institute for Mental Health in England, 2005).
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Most recently, the Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) programme was
developed from a primary aged initiative and introduced into secondary schools in
the UK between 2007 and 2008. SEAL is:

a “ Whole-school approach to promoting the social and emotional skills that underpin
effective learning, positive behaviour, regular attendance, staff effectiveness and the
emotional health and well- being of all who learn and work in schools” (DCSF, 2007,

p.4).

SEAL advocates a non-prescriptive framework based upon supporting factors
identified in Goleman’s (1995) model of emotional intelligence. It is implemented at a
number of levels, from a whole school level focusing on policy and wellbeing
frameworks, to small group and individual level interventions. Although resources are
made available, schools are actively encouraged to identify and implement their own
chosen strategies dependent upon the structure and needs of the school (DCSF,
2007).

A recent review of the progress of the programme identified that it was implemented
in approximately 70% of UK secondary schools. However, findings relating to its
effectiveness identified that the programme had little effect on pupils’ social and
emotional competence, their mental health or behaviour. Subsequent
recommendations based on these findings call for schools to pay greater attention to
the literature regarding the effectiveness of chosen interventions and to carry out
investigation and evaluation before rolling out initiatives (Wigelsworth, Humphrey &
Landrem, 2010).

In a similar criticism of current school-based initiatives in the US, Schonert-Reichl
and Lawlor (2010) suggest that many classroom and school-based interventions are
not based on scientific research and theory. In addition, interventions are considered
too short in duration to have lasting effects and are not easily integrated within

existing school structures and routines.
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A further reason for the limited impact of such intervention is that the evaluation of a
programme’s success predominantly focuses on the reduction of negative outcomes
rather than an increase in positive ones (Huppert & Johnson, 2010). It is suggested
that in planning effective intervention it is important for programme developers to look
at those factors that promote positive wellbeing, not just those factors that prevent
mental ill health and negative outcomes (Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich & Linkins,
2009).

2.7. Positive Psychology in Schools

Over recent years there has been growing interest in an alternative approach to
psychological research. In contrast to the traditional model of identifying and
repairing psychological problems, ‘positive psychology’, as it has come to be known,
focuses on identifying and fostering the positive aspects of human experience that

serve to enhance functioning and lead people to flourish (Seligman, 2002).

There is current debate regarding the scientific rigor of such research and critics
have argued that it is both culturally biased and ignores the philosophical conundrum

of defining what is positive or negative (Miller, 2008).

Nevertheless, positive psychological research has been applied within various fields
of society (Carr, 2004). In particular, it has attracted growing interest in the field of
education (Miller, 2008). Seligman et al. (2009) suggest that by identifying and
promoting skills and qualities associated with positive states, such as happiness,
optimism, and resilience, school based intervention can achieve three important
goals. Firstly, it can combat the manifestation of mental health problems. Secondly,
it can enhance pupils’ life satisfaction and thirdly, it can enhance pupils’ learning and

creativity.

An area of emergent interest in the positive psychological literature, with a potential
application to education, is ‘Mindfulness’. Described as a “fundamental attentional
stance” (Kabat Zinn, 1982), ‘Mindfulness’ has been characterized as a receptive
attention to, and conscious awareness of, one’s “present experience”. Underpinned
by a non-judgmental and accepting orientation, it is proposed to enhance cognitive

flexibility and emotional control (Crane, 2009).
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Primarily cultivated by meditative practices, mindfulness has been operationalized
within a number of psycho-educational training programmes aimed primarily at adult
clinical populations. Although the current research base is criticised due to both
methodological and theoretical limitations, research into the effectiveness of such
programmes is progressing and it is arguably a promising area of research

development (Davidson, 2010).

Mindfulness-based approaches have developed support as a popular psychotherapy
and are perceived by some as being both applicable within a range of settings and
effective in producing positive outcomes across a range of outcome variables (Baer,
2003).

In addition, research using self-report measures of mindfulness as a distinct
psychological construct has suggested that it correlates negatively with mental health
problems, such as anxiety and depression (Brown & Ryan, 2003). In addition,
individuals with high levels of dispositional mindfulness have demonstrated
enhanced regulation of emotions (Jiminez, Niles & Park, 2010), demonstrate greater
task persistence (Evans, Baer & Segerstrom, 2009), sustained attention (Schmertz,
Anderson & Robins, 2009), higher self esteem (Brown & Ryan, 2003) and are shown
to experience more frequent positive emotions (Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek &
Finkel, 2009).

Although these findings suggest there are a wide range of psychological benefits
associated with mindfulness, such research is criticised, both for its methodological
limitations and for the complexity and ambiguity of defining and conceptualizing

mindfulness as a distinct construct (Grossman, 2008).

In spite of its methodological and theoretical limitations, it has been suggested that
introducing mindfulness to school aged children may be an effective strategy to help
promote pupils’ positive mental health, coping abilities and academic achievement
(Wisner, Jones & Gwin, 2010). It has also been suggested that teaching pupils
mindfulness-based practices could be a useful addition to the SEAL curriculum,
simultaneously tackling a range of SEAL objectives with regards to learning,

wellbeing and metal health (Jones, 2011).
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Research in this area is in its infancy and preliminary steps are now being taken to
investigate the applicability and effectiveness of teaching mindfulness-based
practices to children and young people within educational settings (Huppert &
Johnson, 2010).

2.8. An Introduction to Mindfulness

The concept of mindfulness has its origins in various Eastern meditative traditions
(Baer, Smith, Hopkins, Krietemeyer & Toney, 2006). In particular, it has a great
significance within the Buddhist religion and is considered by some to be at the heart
of the Buddha’s teaching (Thera, 1962).

Within Buddhist literature, mindfulness is generally conceptualized as a spiritual
capacity, the cultivation of which is believed to lead one towards ‘Enlightenment’ or

the cessation of repeated patterns of suffering (Cra