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Abstract  

In an effort to explore the extent to which self-compassion (and the related concept of mindfulness) 

may have a role to play in Scottish secondary schools, this mixed methods quasi-experimental study 

involved the delivery of a mindfulness and self-compassion-based course known as Mindfulness Based 

Living Course - Young Adults (MBLC-YA) to 194 secondary school pupils aged 11 to 14 in five Scottish 

schools in a waitlist-crossover trial.  There were a number of statistically significant findings, including 

a decrease in mindfulness score (measured by CAMM), an increase in both the negative and positive 

dimensions of self-compassion (measured by SCS), and a difference between change in wellbeing score 

(measured by WEMWBS) in those of lower socioeconomic status (indicated by entitlement to free 

school meals) and those of higher socioeconomic status such that the gap in wellbeing was narrowed. 

Thematic analysis of qualitative data showed that participation in the course was perceived by pupils 

to confer a wide range of benefits with the primary benefits being of feeling calmer, relating better to 

both themselves and others, and learning how to be more relaxed.  In benefits directly relating to 

school life, pupils reported feeling more focused, having a changed attitude and coping better with 

tests and other school pressures.  Qualitative Comparative Analysis of post-course questionnaires 

revealed a number of combinations of causal conditions that were sufficient to prevent the learning 

of self-compassion in a school environment.  The most significant supportive factor in learning self-

compassion, as rated by pupils, was the attitude of the teacher of the course. 

The Scottish Government appears to have placed high priority on wellbeing in schools, and its 

Curriculum for Excellence presents wellbeing as foundational.   However, it is argued here that, in 

practice, the focus on standards means that attention to wellbeing or flourishing in schools is being 

implemented as an afterthought or add-on to ‘business-as-usual’.   

As the mental health of secondary school students appears to be declining and large numbers of pupils 

are failing to thrive in an education system that is focused so strongly on outcomes rather than 

experience, it can be argued that standards-driven education is not best serving the personal, social or 

indeed spiritual needs of our secondary school students or from a much wider perspective, the needs 

of humanity.  Adolescents in Scotland are experiencing mental, emotional and spiritual challenges that 

are arguably greater than ever.  In addition to the physical and emotional development that 

characterizes this stage of life, the pressures of growing up in this digital age are unlike any challenges 

that have been experienced by earlier generations.  The case is made here not just for adolescents to 

acquire tools that enable them to deal more skilfully with the difficulties that arise for them but for a 
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whole school nurturing approach that is truly the foundation of the education that happens in Scottish 

secondary schools. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter aims to present a context for the thesis, highlighting in broad terms the territory to be 

explored and the reasons for exploring it.  In setting out the nature and scope of the research, the level 

of interest in mindfulness and self-compassion research with youth will be revealed along with 

examples of statistics that have propelled interest in these subjects to the forefront of policy-making 

as part of the broad umbrella of wellbeing.  This section will argue that adolescence may be a 

particularly vulnerable period of life in developmental terms and that the role of self-compassion for 

adolescents within the realm of education is an area that is ripe for study. 

1.1 NATURE AND SCOPE OF THE RESEARCH 

This thesis reviews the role within education of self-compassion, and the related element of 

mindfulness, and aims to advance understanding of the effects of mindfulness and self-compassion 

training in adolescents by delivering a modified version of the Mindfulness Association’s Mindfulness 

Based Living Course (MBLC) in a school context. 

The publication in October 2015 of the report titled Mindful Nation UK by the Mindfulness All-Party 

Parliamentary Group (MAPPG) of the UK parliament was seen by some (e.g. Boyce, 2011) as evidence 

of a ‘mindfulness revolution’.  The report set out the perceived benefits of moving mindfulness towards 

a more central position in society by addressing the potential roles for mindfulness in health, 

education, workplaces and the criminal justice system.  In September 2019, Mindful Nation Scotland 

was launched at the Scottish Parliament in an event that was attended by representatives from the 

University of Aberdeen (University of Aberdeen, 2019), the Mindfulness Association (Mindfulness 

Association, 2019) et al. 

Mindfulness and its related term self-compassion have been the subject of rapidly increasing interest 

amongst researchers over recent years; Dobkin and Hassed (2016) refer to an ‘explosion’ of 

mindfulness research since the start of the century.  The subject of mindfulness gained its own Springer 

academic journal in 2010.  Figure 1 demonstrates that publication of mindfulness research across all 

domains is still growing but that the rate of acceleration is decreasing; it also shows that the rate of 

publication of research in relation to (a) mindfulness with adolescents, (b) self-compassion generally, 

and (c) self-compassion with adolescents, is currently rising exponentially.   This interest in the realms 

of academia is reflected in public interest in these subjects, with mindfulness finding its way to the 

front cover of the Time Magazine in February 2014 with an article entitled The Mindful Revolution: The 
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science of finding focus in a stressed-out, multitasking culture (Pickert, 2014).  “If distraction is the pre-

eminent condition of our age, then mindfulness, in the eyes of its enthusiasts, is the most logical 

response”, Pickert writes, and she goes on to note that “Educators are turning to mindfulness with 

increasing frequency – perhaps a good thing, considering how digital technology is splitting kids’ 

attention” (p.42). 

 

Figure 1 – The rise in mindfulness research, based on Google Scholar hits  
on search terms ‘mindfulness’, ‘self-compassion’, ‘mindfulness adolescent’  

and ‘self-compassion adolescent’ for each year listed 

The interest within the academic community in the many and varied benefits that training in 

mindfulness and self-compassion appear to confer on course participants has also in recent years 

become reflected in the roles that they have begun to play in wider society.  The National Institute for 

Health and Care Excellence (NICE), which provides guidance on matters of national health in the United 

Kingdom, published guideline CG90 (NICE, 2009) recommending Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy 

(MBCT) for patients who have experienced three or more previous episodes of depression.  In the 

corporate sector, organisations as large and diverse in industry as Apple, eBay, Bose, Google, Goldman 

Sachs, Procter & Gamble (Mindfulness in Schools Project, 2016), McKinsey & Company, Deutsche Bank, 

Astra Zeneca and General Mills (Hansen, 2012) have in-house mindfulness programmes.   

In education, there is a relatively small but growing body of work that suggests mindfulness in schools 

is feasible, acceptable and associated with positive psychology (Broderick and Metz 2009; Mendelson 

et al. 2010; Feagans Gould et al. 2012; Raes et al. 2014; Stone, 2014; Bluth, Gaylord, et al. 2016; Carsley 
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et al. 2018; O’Connor et al. 2018), however there are also countering voices that caution against the 

march of mindfulness in the field of education (e.g. Hyland 2015, 2016b, 2017, 2018; Reveley 2015a, 

2015b, 2016).   

Perhaps it is inevitable that the emergence of mindfulness is now experiencing a backlash, and 

undoubtedly at least some of this backlash is justified.  A BBC Radio 4 programme (BBC, 2015) titled 

Mindfulness: Panacea or Fad? followed the rise in mindfulness from its Buddhist roots to the multi-

billion dollar industry that it has become and noted the concerns raised by Dr Miles Neale, who coined 

the term ‘McMindfulness’ to refer to the idea that mindfulness essentially becomes ‘hollow’ once 

divorced from ethics and wisdom.  A more recent article in the Guardian online (Foster, 2016) titled Is 

mindfulness making us ill? frames mindfulness as a ‘one-size-fits-all solution’ that may be backfiring in 

unexpected ways.  

 

Figure 2 – The rise of mindfulness research mentioning ‘contraindications’, based on  
Google Scholar hits on search term ‘mindfulness contraindications’ for each year listed 

Self-compassion too has experienced detractors in the popular press, although to a lesser extent, 

perhaps because self-compassion training has not yet reached the popularity of mindfulness training.  

There are those such as Justman (2005) who see self-compassion as synonymous with self-pity. Gilbert 

(2010) reports that self-compassion elicits fear in some of weakness and ‘going soft’, and also suggests 

that experiencing self-compassion and self-kindness can trigger feelings of grief to arise when a person 

becomes aware of difficult emotions that have perhaps not been given space or allowed to be felt.  

Gilbert also notes that kindness and compassion can trigger attachment memories, which may be very 

painful for some if the desire for care and attention was not met during childhood. 
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In the literature review presented in Section 2, this thesis seeks to determine the degree to which 

criticisms of mindfulness and self-compassion are valid and to determine what role, if any, mindfulness 

and self-compassion may beneficially play within education.  The review commences with a broad 

contextualisation of education by considering its potential functions and identifying some areas of 

contention in the educational landscape.  The literature consulted in the review includes 

commentators on both the American and United Kingdom schooling systems.  Commonality between 

the major aspects of the education debate makes this possible and indeed the issues that affect 

education are global (Robinson and Aronica, 2015); in addition, mindfulness and self-compassion 

research thus far appears to point to a universal applicability within Western if not global culture.  The 

reader’s attention is subsequently invited to attend to the narrower focus of the Scottish situation with 

its particular emphasis on wellbeing.   

Childhood health – mental, physical and emotional – is intimately tied to health in adult life, and poor 

mental health has been found to have a far greater socioeconomic impact on adult life than poor 

physical health (Goodman et al., 2011).  The term ‘wellbeing’ has been widely adopted as a buzzword 

in political and educational discourse since the early 21st century, and Spratt (2015) highlights this 

prominence in the national interest by drawing attention to then-Prime Minster David Cameron’s PM 

speech on wellbeing (Cameron, 2010) as well as UNICEF’s 2007 Child poverty in perspective: An 

overview of child wellbeing in rich countries study and 2013 Child wellbeing in rich countries. A 

comparative overview study. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) reports that approximately twenty per cent of the world’s 

children and adolescents suffer from a mental health disorder and that around half of all mental 

disorders commence before the age of fourteen (WHO, 2019).  In the Annual Report of the Chief 

Medical Officer 2012, Our Children Deserve Better: Prevention Pays, Murphy & Fonagy (2012) present 

the situation in the United Kingdom (as reported by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) in 1999 and 

2004): ten per cent of children and adolescents under the age of sixteen have a mental disorder;  

“Among the 5 to 10 year olds, 10% of boys and 5% of girls had a mental health problem while among 

the 11 to 16 year olds the prevalence was 13% for boys and 10% for girls” (ibid., p.2).  This 

demonstrates a decline in the mental health of children and young people for a number of years.  

Lamentably, there has been no further ONS study to gather statistics on child and adolescent mental 

health since 2004.   

The Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) study, adopted by the WHO Regional Office for 

Europe in 1983, includes 50 countries and regions across North America and Europe.  Every four years 
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the HBSC collects data on children of ages 11, 13 and 15 on subjects such as family life, the school 

environment, health and wellbeing, substance use, body image, peer relations etc. (HBSC, 2020).  

Currie et al. (2015) reported the HBSC 2014 data for Scotland and Inchley et al. (2020) reported the 

2018 data: Table 1 overleaf compares health and wellbeing elements between the two time points and 

demonstrates a worrying deterioration in the health and wellbeing of Scottish children of secondary 

school age.  
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Table 1 – Comparison of health and wellbeing survey data of 2014 and 2018 HBSC National Report for 
Scotland, as presented by Currie et al. (2015) and Inchley et al. (2020) 

 
Age Category  

2014 
(%*) 

2018 
(%*) 

High life satisfaction  

11 
Boys 92 91 

Girls 92 91 

13 
Boys 90 87 

Girls 84 83 

15 
Boys 88 84 

Girls 76 75 

Feel very happy 

11 
Boys 61 52 

Girls 57 51 

13 
Boys 45 38 

Girls 36 29 

15 
Boys 33 29 

Girls 20 17 

Always feel confident** 
11 All 25 22 

15 All 9 9 

Mean perceived stress score*** 

13 
Boys 5.6 6.1 

Girls 6.7 6.9 

15 
Boys 6.5 6.7 

Girls 7.7 7.8 

Health complaint 

Headache 

11 All 10 9 

13 All 15 15 

15 All 21 23 

Stomach 
ache 

11 All 7 6 

13 All 9 9 

15 All 11 12 

Backache 

11 All 4 6 

13 All 8 10 

15 All 16 17 

Feel low 

11 All 9 10 

13 All 17 19 

15 All 26 27 

Irritability 

11 All 15 14 

13 All 24 25 

15 All 32 32 

Nervousness 

11 All 13 15 

13 All 21 25 

15 All 27 34 

Sleep 
difficulties 

11 All 20 26 

13 All 21 29 

15 All 29 34 

Feel dizzy 

11 All 7 9 

13 All 12 13 

15 All 15 17 

Multiple health complaints 

11 
Boys 20 23 

Girls 24 24 

13 
Boys 22 29 

Girls 39 43 

15 
Boys 29 38 

Girls 54 56 

     
 = deterioration since 2014   
 = improvement since 2014   
*        Except for perceived stress score 
**      Limited data for comparison since category amended from ‘always confident’ to ‘often or always 

confident’ in Inchley et al.'s 2020 report on the 2018 survey results 
***    Data unavailable for 11-year-olds in Currie et al.’s report on the 2014 survey results 
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Still in relation to HBSC survey data, the picture of school experience is somewhat more positive, 

particularly in relation to perception of high teacher support – see Table 2 below – but still 

demonstrates considerable room for improvement, especially in the area of feeling pressured by 

schoolwork, not least since the overall proportion of pupils in feeling pressured by schoolwork has 

risen. 

Table 2 – Comparison of life at school survey data of 2014 and 2018 HBSC National Report for 
Scotland, as presented by Currie et al. (2015) and Inchley et al. (2020) 

 
Age Category  

2014 
(%) 

2018 
(%) 

Like school a lot  

11 
Boys 29 32 

Girls 44 42 

13 
Boys 21 22 

Girls 21 24 

15 
Boys 13 16 

Girls 11 15 

Feel pressured by schoolwork 

11 
Boys 23 27 

Girls 19 22 

13 
Boys 28 32 

Girls 38 38 

15 
Boys 60 53 

Girls 80 75 

Perceive high teacher support 

11 
Boys 47 60 

Girls 58 63 

13 
Boys 21 31 

Girls 20 31 

15 
Boys 15 23 

Girls 15 23 

     
 = deterioration since 2014   
 = improvement since 2014   
*     Limited data for comparison since category amended from ‘always confident’ to ‘often or always 

confident’ in Inchley et al.'s 2020 report on the 2018 survey results 
**   Data unavailable for 11-year-olds in Currie et al.’s report on the 2014 survey results 

 

Outwith the references section of each report, there appears to be a greater and much-needed 

emphasis on inequality in Inchley et al.’s (2020) report compared with that of Currie et al. (2015) – 19 

references to ‘inequalities’ vs. 9 – with the former drawing the reader’s attention much more overtly 

to disparities by placing a subsection on inequalities in each chapter.   

Disappointingly, Dr Rory Mitchell of NHS Scotland notes in the foreword to the 2018 HBSC National 

Report for Scotland that, “inequalities across a range of outcomes remain entrenched” (Inchley et al., 

2020, p.vii).  The authors found that school experience was associated with level of affluence such that 

those children from more affluent families were more likely to indicate that they liked school a lot and 

those from the least affluent families were more likely to feel pressured by schoolwork and had lower 

expectations of attending university once they had left school. Further, there was correlation between 
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family affluence and perception of support, such that children from the least affluent families were 

less likely to perceive a high level of support from peers and classmates (ibid., p.26). 

Reviewing inequalities in mental health and wellbeing, the authors highlight that there was correlation 

with affluence level on every measure used, with negative outcomes linked to lower affluence.  There 

was a stark difference between levels of multiple health complaints between the lowest and highest 

affluence groups (45% vs. 29% respectively) and those from the most affluent families were more likely 

to feel happy, have higher confidence, report excellent or good health and feel highly satisfied with 

life.  Further, those from least affluent families were found on average to have higher reported levels 

of stress, lower wellbeing scores and to experience low mood (ibid., p.60).   

Statistics such as these, which represent deteriorating childhood wellbeing and which paint a clear 

picture of deep-rooted inequalities, demonstrate why wellbeing has achieved such prominence in 

political discourse.   

This thesis focuses on Scottish schools because of the Scottish Government’s high prioritisation of the 

role of health and wellbeing for successful learning, and in particular on secondary schools because 

adolescence may be an especially challenging time of life (Gilbert and Irons 2008; Bluth, Gaylord, et al. 

2016). 

The introduction of The Schools (Health Promotion and Nutrition) (Scotland) Act 2007 (Scottish 

Government, 2007a), which came into force in January 2008 and which is framed in terms of policy by 

the Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) (Scottish Executive, 2004), was designed to ensure that all Scottish 

schools are ‘health promoting’.  Not only should pupils be taught about health and wellbeing, “a key 

principle of the new curriculum holds that all activities in school should foster health and wellbeing” 

(Spratt, 2014, p.1, italics added).  Therefore, the responsibility for health and wellbeing now falls upon 

all teachers and is the foundation for successful learning.   Not only is health and wellbeing an essential 

pre-requisite for learning; Spratt (2014) reveals a more nuanced view of the CfE through interviews 

with policy actors and teachers that opens up space for the interpretation of learning for health and 

wellbeing, i.e. learning that promotes human flourishing. 

In reviewing the current educational landscape and identifying key areas where mindfulness and self-

compassion may be relevant, it was hypothesised that direct links may be made between Curriculum 

for Excellence Health and Wellbeing: experiences and outcomes (Scottish Government, n.d.) and 

outcomes that might be associated with a school-based training in mindfulness and self-compassion.  
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The tension here between such a training and ‘outcomes’ should be noted, since a training that has 

been informed by the ethical imperative of reducing moment-to-moment suffering clearly fits more 

comfortably within process than outcome. 

The mixed methods study presented in Sections 3, 4 and 5 undertakes to explore the effects of a 

curriculum for secondary school students that combines mindfulness and self-compassion and 

determine to what degree (if at all) there may be a role for self-compassion in Scottish secondary 

education. 
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1.2 RATIONALE, ORIGINALITY AND WORTH OF THIS RESEARCH 

Mindfulness research is still effectively in its infancy (Rosenkranz et al., 2019), particularly with early 

adolescents (Kang et al., 2018) and self-compassion research, as highlighted in Figure 1, even more so.  

Although emerging literature has thus far suggested that mindfulness training in youth contexts may 

be feasible, acceptable and beneficial in a diverse range of ways, this is a budding area of inquiry 

(Zenner et al. 2014; Bostic et al. 2015; Felver et al. 2015; Dunning et al. 2018) and merits much greater 

attention.  Felver & Jennings (2016) conducted a systematic review of mindfulness-based interventions 

with youth in school settings.  Whilst mindful of the rapidly growing interest of scholars in the domain 

of the application of mindfulness-based interventions with youth, and noting that this interest has 

spread to youth in school settings, the authors state that only 1% (n=36) of the articles discovered by 

their search involved youth under the age of 18 in school settings.  This highlights the nascency of this 

area of research. 

Self-compassion has been associated with wellbeing in adult samples (see, for example, the meta-

analyses of Zessin, Dickhäuser and Garbade (2015) and Ferrari et al. (2019)), but far fewer studies have 

assessed any correlation in adolescent samples, particularly in early adolescents (Neff et al., 2020).   A 

meta-analysis of self-compassion and psychological distress in adolescents conducted by Marsh et al. 

(2018) found self-compassion to be inversely correlated with psychological distress, with large effect 

size, and the authors highlight the potential merit of interventions that seek to target self-compassion 

in youth; few researchers, however, have sought to explore this area since the first self-compassion 

intervention study with youth was conducted by McGehee (2010) for his doctoral dissertation.  Ferrari 

et al.'s (2019) meta-analysis of self-compassion intervention randomised, controlled trials (RCTs) found 

no studies with children or adolescents that were suitable for inclusion. 

Google Scholar and Ex Libris Primo searches using the search terms ‘self-compassion AND education’, 

‘self-compassion AND school’, ‘self-compassion AND adolescent’ and ‘self-compassion AND classroom’ 

reveal only one study by Bluth, Gaylord, et al. (2016) that aimed to increase levels of self-compassion 

in a face-to-face setting with adolescents, however this was not in a classroom setting and participants 

were self-selecting.  There is significant scope, therefore, for adding to the body of knowledge relating 

to the impact of a training in mindfulness and self-compassion with early adolescents.   

The Scottish education system differs in many ways from that of the rest of the United Kingdom 

(Paterson, 2003) and the terminology of the CfE (Scottish Executive, 2004) in relation to health and 

wellbeing demonstrates a spectrum of concerns into which mindfulness and self-compassion may 
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beneficially fit.  In considering the role of education in Scotland, Spratt (2014) notes that, “the 

overarching aim of the CfE is that children develop the ‘four capacities’ denoted by the terms 

‘confident individual’, ‘successful learner’, ‘effective contributor’ and ‘responsible citizen’. Hence in 

Scotland learning is not only gaining knowledge and learning how to do things, it is also learning how 

to be a particular type of citizen.” (ibid., p.2).  In addition, the CfE holds that all activities in schools 

should foster health and wellbeing.  Whilst the topic of wellbeing has achieved prominence in Scottish 

education, consideration of how best to attend to pupil wellbeing is an area ripe for exploration since 

it has been given relatively little attention (Spratt, 2017).   

Further, mindfulness and self-compassion training have been linked to the development of positive 

character attributes in children and adolescents such as resilience (e.g. Holland, 2012) and have been 

linked to increased wellbeing in adolescents  (e.g. Bluth & Blanton, 2015), and so further exploration 

is thus invited into the potential fit between such training and the dispositions or attributes that the 

Scottish Education system seeks to cultivate in its learners. 
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2 REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter commences with an explication of the concepts of mindfulness, self-compassion and 

wellbeing since such terms are foundational to this work.   Origins and definitions of the terms are 

explored, in addition to examination of some of the criticisms that have been directed at them.  Self-

compassion, as detailed in Section 2.2.2, is dependent on mindfulness as one of its core elements and 

trainings in self-compassion incorporate a significant element of mindfulness training; the topic of 

mindfulness is therefore explored in some detail throughout this section and the following literature 

review.  This review looks to address the question of where (and whether) self-compassion may fit 

within education by initially examining some broader questions, such as ‘What is education for?’.  To 

explore where (or indeed if) self-compassion may fit, it is useful to navigate the context of current 

educational paradigms and look at where our schooling system may be falling short.   

In presenting a case for the inclusion of self-compassion training in Scottish secondary education, the 

potential insertion of such training into the Personal and Social Education (PSE) curriculum is examined 

since this may be the most pragmatic point of inclusion.  This section of work critically reviews both 

the evidence and the arguments pertaining to mindfulness and self-compassion trainings with 

adolescents, both in school-settings and elsewhere, and demonstrates how mindfulness and self-

compassion link with many experiences and outcomes of the CfE ‘Health and Wellbeing’ curriculum 

area.  Gaps in research are noted.   

Adolescents have been chosen as the focus of this work because adolescence may be considered to 

be a particularly challenging time of life (Allen and Sheeber 2008; Santrock 2010;  Bluth et al. 2016b) 

and therefore a particularly beneficial time to be encouraged to learn to navigate the trials and 

tribulations of life in a resilient way.  Whilst there is no international consensus around the meaning 

of the term ‘adolescent’, Dumontheil's (2016) definition of adolescence as a life stage that commences 

with the onset of puberty and ends with the individual reaching independence is adopted in this work.  

This has the resultant effect that students currently in secondary school education may be broadly 

categorised herein as adolescents since the National Health Service in the United Kingdom states that 

the average age of onset of puberty is age 11 for girls and age 12 for boys (NHS, 2016) and since, in 

Scotland, pupils begin secondary schooling at the ages of 11 or 12 years old. 

Gilbert & Irons (2008) draw attention to a “major increase” in the rate of depression from “mid-

adolescence – the high school period” (p.20) onwards and suggest that the reconfiguration of a sense 

of identity during the period of adolescence can cause the force of self-criticism to be particularly 
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detrimental.  Self-compassion can be considered an antidote to self-criticism (Gilbert & Irons 2008; 

Bluth & Blanton 2015; Petrocchi et al. 2016) adolescence may therefore be a particularly helpful time 

to introduce a curriculum that aims to increase levels of self-compassion, and secondary schools may 

be a helpful place for such a curriculum, since the start of adolescence appears to generally coincide 

with the start of secondary schooling. 

In the updating of the literature review portion of this study prior to submission, it was deemed 

pertinent to address some of the impact – both actual and potential – of the Covid-19 outbreak that 

was characterised by the WHO as a pandemic on 11th March 2020.  Rather than address all issues in a 

separate section, individual sections have been amended where relevant.  
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2.1 MINDFULNESS 

As noted earlier, mindfulness is seen as a key component of self-compassion.  This section 

contextualises the term, in preparation for the exploration of the concept of self-compassion in the 

following section. 

2.1.1 Description and Origins 

Mindfulness is a natural human faculty that does not belong to any one cultural tradition or religion 

(Rechtschaffen, 2014), however the practice of cultivating mindfulness has its origins in early Eastern 

religions.  As a teaching philosophy, mindfulness is generally attributed to Buddhism (Hooker and 

Fodor 2008; Neff 2011a; Holland 2012).  It has roots in Theravada Buddhism, Mahayana Buddhism and 

yogic traditions (Kabat-Zinn, 1982).   

Over two thousand years ago, a young prince named Siddhartha Gautama, who was to subsequently 

become known as the ‘Buddha’, spent many years diligently training his mind.  It is said that, upon his 

awakening (or attainment of ‘enlightenment’), he saw within his own mind both the causes of suffering 

and the means to freedom from suffering.  Following his enlightenment, he spent the remainder of his 

life teaching the three trainings (Hanson & Mendius, 2009) also known as the three educations 

(Sanskrit: trishiksha), which can be summarised as: 

• living with integrity (virtue) 

• steadying the mind, learning to focus and concentrate attention (mindfulness) so as to be able 

to see through the illusions created by it, and 

• developing penetrating insight, in order to liberate from mind-states that create suffering 

(wisdom). 

Virtue, mindfulness and wisdom are the three pillars of Buddhist practice (Tsering 2005; Hanson and 

Mendius 2009).  Criticisms of mindfulness may be considered in the main to be levelled at the teaching 

of mindfulness without the other two ‘pillars’ of virtue (or ethics) and wisdom, but there is also a 

growing concern that practising mindfulness may be harmful in some circumstances; these criticisms 

are addressed in Section 2.1.3. 

In 1982, Dr Jon Kabat-Zinn, an American molecular biologist working at the University of Massachusetts 

Medical Centre in Boston, published his first paper on mindfulness research, documenting the results 
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of a 10-week Stress Reduction and Relaxation Program (SR&RP) that had been taught to 51 patients 

with chronic pain.   The SR&RP later became an 8-week course known as ‘Mindfulness Based Stress 

Reduction’ (MBSR), a “ground-breaking modality” (Brown, Ryan and Creswell, 2007, p.219) and “the 

root program from which most mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) are derived” (Monteiro, 

Musten and Compson, 2014, p.2).  In the words of Bishop et al. (2004), the first and subsequent papers 

authored by Kabat-Zinn (Kabat-Zinn, Lipworth and Burney 1985; Kabat-Zinn et al. 1987) sparked the 

interest of the academic community in the applications of mindfulness in a clinical context.  At the time 

of writing, the search term ‘Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction’ returns circa 50,000 hits in a Google 

Scholar search, approximately 17,000 of these articles since 2012 thus indicating that interest is still 

very strong. 

Holland (2012), citing the work of Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, notes the shift of emphasis from 

mindfulness with clinical populations to mindfulness with non-clinical populations where, in line with 

the principles of positive psychology, mindfulness is being used as a preventative measure, helping 

individuals and communities to flourish by enabling individuals to lead more fulfilling and meaningful 

lives.  The use of mindfulness based interventions has grown within and beyond medical institutions 

to non-clinical realms such as business, education, leadership etc. (Kabat-Zinn, 2011) as is evidenced 

by the Mindful Nation UK report. 

Mindfulness is both a state and a trait (Roeser, 2014), and the trait of mindfulness can be trained 

intentionally through mindfulness-based trainings, or interventions, which are known collectively as 

Mindfulness-Based Interventions (MBIs) or Mindfulness-Based Trainings (MBTs) and which 

incorporate informal ‘daily life’ mindfulness practices such as the raisin exercise (which demonstrates 

bringing a quality of attention and an attitude of beginner’s mind to exploring and eating a raisin) as 

well as formal mindfulness practices, also referred to as ‘mindfulness meditations’.  In formal practices, 

the meditator places the body in a posture that reflects a dignified and alert state of being, and engages 

in practising the detached observation of events arising in the mind (e.g. thoughts, images, physical 

sensations, fantasies, emotions) (Kabat-Zinn, 1982); Kabat-Zinn notes that this detached observation 

is a non-trivial task because “the mind has a strong tendency to wander” (p.34).  He describes a 

foundational element of training in mindfulness as being the method whereby the meditator brings 

his wandering attention back to an anchor – a detail of present moment reality (such as breath, or a 

bodily sensation) – whenever he or she becomes aware that their attention has wandered from the 

present moment. 
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Mindfulness practice should not be confused with relaxation (Dimidjian and Linehan, 2003); a common 

misconception is that relaxation is a goal of mindfulness meditation, but this is not the case – 

mindfulness practices may and often do result in relaxation, but this is a side-effect of the practices 

rather than an aim.  Huppert and Johnson (2010) note that some adult MBI studies have involved the 

use of relaxation training as their control condition and have “demonstrated significant benefits of 

mindfulness over and above the benefits of relaxation” (p.272). 

2.1.2 Definition 

Mindfulness is a difficult concept to define (Langer and Moldoveanu, 2000).   This section will set out 

and explore some definitions that are in common use in the literature but it may be useful to note that 

a broader conception of mindfulness, as has been discussed by Neff (2013) in relation to self-

compassion, is examined later in Section 2.2.2.1. 

Hanson and Mendius (2009) suggest that “mindfulness involves the skillful use of attention to both 

your inner and outer worlds” (p.13).  Brown et al. (2007) describe mindfulness as a ‘quality of 

consciousness’ and, citing the work of Hayes, Strosahl & Wilson (1999) and Rychlak (1997), comment 

that historically, psychologists have generally only been interested in the content of the mind rather 

than the space or context within which the content is held.  They note the incongruence between the 

popularity of the study of mindfulness among researchers and the historical lack of interest of scholars 

of psychology in the study of human consciousness.  

Langer and Moldoveanu (2000) define mindfulness as “the process of drawing novel distinctions” (p.1) 

and unpack this definition as leading to an enhanced sensitivity to one’s environment, a novel 

categorisation of perceived experiences, greater receptivity to new information, and heightened 

awareness of different and diverse ways to solve problems.  Brown, Ryan and Creswell (2007), referring 

to the earlier work of Brown and Ryan (2003) define mindfulness as “a receptive attention to and 

awareness of present events and experience” (p.212).  These definitions are qualitatively quite 

different from what is perhaps the most commonly quoted definition of mindfulness, which is that it 

is, “paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally” 

(Kabat-Zinn, 1994, p.4).  This latter definition points to a method, but also intentionality and the 

dimension of attitude, rather than simply a cognitive process. 

Although the definition that to-date has been most widely employed in mindfulness research (Tarrasch 

et al., 2017), it should be noted here that for Forbes (2019), Kabat-Zinn’s definition is “unsatisfying: 

technical, vapid, devoid of any moral basis or wisdom, and lacking any critical social context, analysis 
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and direction” (p.4), and this relates to the extraction of mindfulness from its broader context which 

will be discussed in Section 2.1.3. 

Langer (2014, 2016) enhances her definition of mindfulness by defining its opposite, mindlessness, in 

terms of lack of awareness characterised by reliance on past experience as a way of essentially living 

life on automatic-pilot, going through the motions with the minimum amount of cognitive effort.   

Hart, Ivtzan and Hart (2013) highlight the qualitative difference between the definition advanced by 

Langer and colleagues and that advanced by Kabat-Zinn and associates and state that “the two strands 

of research have been running in parallel lines for more than 30 years, scarcely addressing each other’s 

work, and with hardly any attempt to clarify the relationship between them” (p.2).  In light of the 

differences between the two strands of research, they propose that the strand of mindfulness research 

relating to the definition put forward by Langer and associates be referred to as ‘creative-mindfulness’ 

and the strand of mindfulness research relating to the definition advanced by Kabat-Zinn and 

associates be referred to as ‘meditative-mindfulness’.   

Felver et al. (2013) highlight that, in common with any new field of science, there is much 

misconception and debate around definitions within mindfulness psychology and that the definition 

by Kabat-Zinn is lacking in some of the clarity and detail of other psychological constructs that are more 

developed and better-understood.  In response to this lack of clarity, Bishop et al. (2004), representing 

the meditative-mindfulness strand of research, propose that mindfulness is a trait (or disposition) that 

can be trained through meditation practices, and put forward a two-component model of mindfulness 

that firstly involves self-regulation of attention, remaining alert by sustaining attention to the thoughts, 

feelings and physical sensations arising moment-to-moment, and secondly involves the orientation of 

the individual towards their experience within the present moment.  The authors define mindfulness 

as “the self-regulation of attention so that it is maintained on immediate experience . . . an orientation 

that is characterized by curiosity, openness, and acceptance” (p. 232). This chimes with Kabat-Zinn’s 

commonly-quoted definition of mindfulness previously stated, but the operational definition of 

mindfulness offered by Bishop et al. goes further to clarify the ‘particular way’ referred to by Kabat-

Zinn as well as the attitudinal qualities encompassed by the term ‘mindfulness’. 

It should be noted that none of the definitions thus far discussed have closely approached the 

understanding of mindfulness within the Buddhist context of being inseparable from right effort 

(sammā vāyāma) and right view (sammā diṭṭhi) such that wise discernment in relation to present-

moment experience operates to cultivate wholesome attitudes and states of mind (Bodhi, 2011) and 
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so mindfulness is as relevant to the past and future as it is to the present, containing within it a 

recollective (and thus cognitive) element (Dreyfus, 2011).  

It has perhaps become clear through these attempts to capture the precise nature of mindfulness that 

it is hard to operationalise, i.e. to differentiate its components such that effects can be measured.  

Correspondingly, although there have been some attempts to explicate the mechanisms of change 

underlying MBTs (see Shapiro et al. 2006; Coffey et al. 2010; Grabovac et al. 2011; Vago and David 

2012; White 2014; Svendsen et al. 2017), no model has to-date adequately described the process(es) 

of change and/or the factors that may support or inhibit such change. 

2.1.3 Criticisms of Secular Mindfulness  

Dawson & Turnbull (2006) raise the prospect that secular mindfulness may in fact be “the new opiate 

of the masses”, fearing that its divorce from the Buddhist ethical framework may lead to unintended 

consequences and asking what the result may be of isolating mindfulness from a Buddhist context 

“that integrates wisdom and ethics, inquires into the roots of narcissism and cultivates compassion” 

(p.60).  Further, they caution that:  

“Reduced to a psychological technique, mindfulness can become another palliative to 
reduce symptoms of distress without sufficiently addressing the deep causes. Modern 
forms of alienation arguably are the root causes of pervasive feelings of depression and 
anxiety. A radical inquiry into and a deep understanding of the myth of the self-enclosed 
individual leads to the death of narcissism and the end of alienation” (ibid., p.60). 

Buddhist psychologist Dr Miles Neale echoes many of the fears of Dawson and Turnbull, and first 

coined the term ‘McMindfulness’ in an interview with Danny Fisher (Fisher, 2010), expressing his 

concern regarding the secularisation of mindfulness in terms of representing only one of the three 

pillars of mindfulness, virtue and wisdom: “… for all the wonderful psychological benefits it offers, it is 

still only one component of the overall Buddhist therapeutic approach known as the ‘Three Educations’ 

(trishiksha)”.   

Noting that within the Buddhist perspective, mindfulness is simply one of eight paths towards freedom 

from suffering, which has at its root the attachment to the notion of a solid, separate and fixed sense 

of self, Forbes (2019) draws parallels with the call of Abrahamic traditions to transcend ego-centricity, 

ignorance and greed and move toward universal love and “a universal moral stance” (p.5).  He seeks 

to reposition mindfulness in light of what he discerns as the prophetic demand that “mindfulness itself 

wake up from its individualistic, self-absorbed approach and, as with Buddhism and the prophetic 
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traditions, on emergent ground, embody a moral, social, universal, transformative stance and action 

in society for the sake of all beings” (ibid., p.6).  Forbes expands his critique to note that proponents 

of mindfulness are primarily white and middle-class, and hold to a narrow (individualistic) view of 

mindfulness that is consistent with maintenance of their privileged position, cautioning that 

“mindfulness, when it is unaware of its own social context, reinforces neoliberalism” (p.11).  Other 

dangers of this elitism, Treleaven (2018) notes, are that this unawareness of social context 

“unintentionally dismiss[es] the complex realities of trauma and oppression” (p.26). 

Right mindfulness (or samma sati) is mindfulness that is applied within an ethical framework such that 

its application leads to conduct that reduces suffering – freedom from the root causes of greed, hatred 

and delusion that the Buddha had sought to help others overcome (Murphy, 2016); its opposite is 

miccha sati.  Monteiro et al. (2014) refer to those practising mindfulness that is explicitly oriented 

around the Buddha’s teachings as those in the ‘traditional mindfulness’ camp, and those who practise 

secular mindfulness as in the ‘contemporary mindfulness’ camp.  Suggesting that critics of secular 

mindfulness view something important as having been lost when the practices are divorced from their 

original context and that contemporary mindfulness leads to miccha sati (for example, mindfulness 

training in the military raises the obvious concern that in this context, more suffering is caused rather 

than less), the authors seek to explore whether this is indeed the case.  They recognise that the 

teaching of ethics is viewed as being implicit in contemporary mindfulness via the embodied ethics of 

the teacher, but suggest that it may be a prudent direction for future research to engage in assessing 

“the degree to which they [students] are learning what we believe we are teaching” (ibid., p.11).  In 

conclusion, the authors note that both “traditional and contemporary communities of mindfulness 

practice share common aspirations, intentions, and diligence in reducing suffering for individuals and 

the world” (ibid., p.11) and that, in essence, the goals are the same even if the methods differ. 

Such discussion invites exploration of the intention behind any mindfulness training and urges critical 

reflection upon the social and economic forces that reinforce and propagate these causes of modern 

suffering.  Mindfulness may be seen as an immensely useful tool, but the actions in which a tool is 

involved depend on the intent and ability of the individual wielding it, and also upon the training of 

the individual to use the tool.  In the realm of education, it is not possible to control the individual’s 

use of the tool, but it is certainly possible to give careful consideration to the method of training.  The 

work of Dawson & Turnbull, and those who echo their apprehensions, is valuable in prompting those 

involved in mindfulness training and the creation of curricula to reflect deeply upon the context and 

framework within which secular mindfulness is most beneficially taught.    
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Baer (2015) argues that much of the ethical debate in relation to MBIs arise from “concerns about 

potentially harmful or misguided applications of secular MBIs, particularly in settings whose activities 

may be inconsistent with the ethics of the Buddhist traditions from which mindfulness training 

originates” (p.956).  Monteiro et al. (2014) give voice to what they term as the “two main concerns 

from the Buddhist community” (p.1) – these being the accuracy of the teachings and the dangers of 

not explicitly teaching ethics.   

Writing for the New York Times, North (2014) refers in the title of the piece to a ‘Mindfulness Backlash’ 

which she frames as covering issues such as concerns regarding the removal of mindfulness from the 

context of Buddhist ethics as well as the prospect, raised in the popular press by Rocha (2014), of 

mindfulness meditation being harmful to some individuals.  Rocha refers to the Dark Knight Project, 

set up by Willoughby Britton (assistant professor of psychiatry and human behaviour, working at the 

Boston University Medical School), as a repository of data as a means by which to document and 

analyse adverse effects experienced by meditators.  Rocha reports that Britton’s team reviewed the 

texts of many contemplative traditions to discover whether, in common with the experience described 

in the Dark Night of the Soul poem by Spanish Roman Catholic mystic, ‘St John of the Cross’, 

contemplative traditions other than Christianity recognised the potential for periods of difficulty on 

the path.  Rocha notes that, according to Britton, many did, although it is pertinent to remember that 

it is common to view this positively.  Buddhist symbolism, for example, uses the image of the lotus and 

the mud to inter alia teach that the beautiful lotus flower grows and blossoms in the mud; human 

happiness lies in the acknowledgment and transformation of suffering rather than its avoidance (Hanh, 

2014). 

In The Buddha Pill Farias & Wikholm (2015) promote critical thinking with regard to claims that 

meditation can produce lasting positive change and urge caution with respect to viewing mindfulness 

as suitable and beneficial for all.  While commonly quoted in press articles that warn of the dangers of 

mindfulness, the authors’ criticism of much of the research to-date is not a criticism of mindfulness 

per se but a criticism of the rigour of some of the research and a reminder that mindfulness is not a 

panacea.  “Despite its dark side and the limitations of current scientific research, I still think meditation 

is a technique with real potential for personal change, if properly guided and taught within a larger 

spiritual-ethical framework” (ibid., p.168).   This simple statement demonstrates the potential for 

confusion by suggestion that meditation is a technique (singular) rather than a term that we may use 

to embrace a wide range of differing methods and teachings, comprising differing techniques.   
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Given the Buddhist origins of mindfulness, it is not unreasonable to assume that many will view The 

Buddha Pill as a critique of mindfulness, but it could perhaps more accurately be described as a critique 

of the beliefs that are often ascribed to meditation and the making of a case for the therapeutic 

relationship being more effective in treating psychological issues than meditation.  Little clarification 

is given of the difference between mindfulness meditation and other forms of meditation and critiques 

of other forms of meditation such as Transcendental Meditation (TM) are interwoven with those of 

mindfulness so that those who read the work without a clear idea of the differences may assume that 

criticisms are directed at contemporary mindfulness when they are not.  For example, in building their 

case for the dangers of meditation the authors state that: “In a 1976 article Lazarus reported that a 

few of his own patients had had serious disturbances after meditating; these included depression, 

ongoing tension and a serious suicide attempt.  Lazarus strongly criticized the idea that ‘meditation is 

for everyone’” (ibid., p.137).  The authors did not clarify that Lazarus’ paper referred to Transcendental 

Meditation which is quite different to mindfulness meditation (although readers may discover this for 

themselves by referring to the endnotes).   

If we understand the mind as having a negative bias (see, for example, Rozin and Royzman, 2001), then 

phrases that appear in The Buddha Pill such as ‘dark side’, ‘depression’, ‘ongoing tension’, ‘serious 

suicide attempt’, ‘dissociative semi-trance states’, and ‘harmful result’ are perhaps more likely to be 

remembered than the more positive statements of the book, such as ‘real potential for personal 

change’ as well as the authors’ note about compassion meditation: “This strand of research would not 

only show that meditation experience can change people, but that it can change them for the better.  

It would also silence the critics who looked down on secular mindfulness as self-absorbing or 

individualistic” (op. cit., p.121).  Citing the work of Weng et al. 2013 which looked at compassion 

training facilitating changes in neural responses to suffering, Farias and Wikholm note that, “If further 

research replicates and extends positive results such as these, the findings could become world 

changing” (op. cit., p.122). 

Addressing another element of the ‘mindfulness backlash’, Purser (2014) and Van Gordon, Shonin and 

Griffiths (2016) argue that a strong case can be made for MBIs being ‘Buddhism-by-the-back-door’ and 

therefore unethical.  Van Gordon, Shonin and Griffiths cite Jon Kabat-Zinn’s comment that MBSR is 

about “the movement of the Dharma into the mainstream of society” (ibid., p.94) as supporting 

evidence that MBIs are infused with religious teachings.  Purser quotes from MBSR training material 

created by the Centre for Mindfulness 2014 which “advertises its training and curriculum ‘as a vehicle 

for embodying and transmitting the dharma in a wholly secular and universal idiom. It is a 

recontextualizing of dharma, not a decontextualizing of it’” (op. cit., p.24).  These arguments for 

Buddhism-by-the-back-door stand or fall based on the interpretation of the word ‘dharma’. 
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Dharma/dhamma has many meanings and interpretations including those that see the dharma as 

encompassing the teachings of the Buddha (who himself was not Buddhist) and universal laws of 

causality that address the nature of being human and the nature of suffering (Gethin, 2004,  Kabat-

Zinn, 2011b).  As Compson and Monteiro (2015) highlight, “from the context of the Pali Canon, at least, 

the dhamma is understood to be ontologically real as opposed to socially constructed. It is part of a 

phenomenon that is universal, not particular, discovered, not constructed” (p.549).   

The dharma teaches that all things are impermanent and that the tendency of the mind to cling to and 

seek out that which it desires and reject what is, is part of the root cause of suffering (Monteiro et al., 

2014).  As such, Buddhist teachings that relate to the nature of the human mind and the nature of 

suffering are perhaps no more religious than different strands of Western psychology when we 

consider the Oxford English Dictionary definitions of religion as “the belief in and worship of a 

superhuman controlling power, especially a personal God or gods” and “a particular system of faith 

and worship”.  This is not to suggest that Buddhism should not be understood as a religion – indeed it 

is certainly not devoid of supernatural beliefs – however teachings that relate to natural laws of 

causality of suffering that underpin the human condition and that offer practices to alleviate this 

suffering do not require faith and worship, or a belief in a controlling power; they perhaps more simply 

invite a clear-seeing and promote essential wisdoms that are common to all religions, such as the 

notion that living a life of presence and integrity that is in alignment with our deepest wellbeing, and 

that of others, will promote the greatest happiness for all. 

The tangle of concerns highlighted by Monteiro et al. (2014), Purser (2014), Baer (2015), Compson and 

Monteiro (2015) and Van Gordon et al. (2016) demonstrates that the discourse between the traditional 

mindfulness camp and the contemporary mindfulness camp is nuanced and complex and encompasses 

a wide spectrum of worldviews.  What is apparent is that the issues centre around the framework 

within which mindfulness is taught and the quality of teaching, rather than mindfulness per se.  These 

are legitimate concerns and ones that must be addressed by the research community to ensure that 

MBIs deliver the greatest benefit possible for as wide an audience as possible. 
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2.2 SELF-COMPASSION 

Having explored the territory of the concept of mindfulness and pointed towards many of the 

subtleties of the landscape, attention is now turned towards the construct of self-compassion, where 

the reader will be invited to discover that the ground here is similarly nuanced but perhaps less 

controversial – at least at present.  Those who attempt to define self-compassion almost invariably 

give mention to the related term of mindfulness, and yet the language used in research and other 

literature points to quite different understandings of the nature of the relationship; these will be 

explored later in this section.  

2.2.1 Description and Origins 

The Latin root of the word ‘compassion’ is compati which means ‘to suffer with’, according to the 

Oxford English Dictionary.  It is not difficult to see why there may be confusion surrounding the 

difference in meaning between compassion and empathy; the definition given by the Dalai Lama 

demonstrates the quality of compassion that sets it apart from empathy – the component of action: 

“Compassion is a sensitivity to the suffering of self and others, with a deep wish and commitment to 

relieve the suffering” (p.8).  The two components of this statement illustrate what Gilbert and Choden 

(2013) refer to as the ‘two psychologies’ of compassion; a willingness to turn with mindful awareness 

towards suffering and engage with it, rather than look away, along with a commitment to alleviating 

suffering wherever possible.  The first psychology of turning towards the suffering invites a being with 

that which is difficult.  The second psychology of acting to relieve the suffering brings positive feelings, 

and it is suggested that these two psychologies complement and balance each other (ibid.).  There is 

general consensus in compassion literature that compassion involves a ‘feeling with’ as well as a 

‘motivation to alleviate’ (Strauss et al., 2016). 

Gilbert et al. (2011), citing the earlier work of Gilbert 2009, 2010 and Neff 2003a, 2003b, frame self-

compassion as being one of the three flows of compassion – compassion from self to other, 

compassion from other to self, and compassion for ourselves (self-compassion).  Gilbert (2005, 2010), 

informed by the work of John Bowlby (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980) posits that capacities for compassion 

stem from, and are developed by, the attachment system – the system of affiliation between child and 

primary caregivers.  Dragan's (2020) doctoral thesis with undergraduate students (N=133, Mage=22.7) 

found support for the existence of a causal relationship between quality of early caregiving 

environment and capacity for emotion regulation, “which in turn impacts [young adults’] capacity for 

self-compassion” (p.iii). 
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Gilbert (2009) sets out the current scientific understanding that the human brain has evolved to give 

rise to at least three main emotion regulation systems, and defines these in terms of three circles – 

threat, drive and soothing (see Figure 3).  The soothing system is primed by early attachment, and 

compassion training is intended to permit greater activation of this system, since “we become stressed 

and distressed when our incentive/resource-seeking and threat/self-protection systems get out of 

balance with the soothing/contentment one” (ibid., Location 836). 

 
Figure 3 – Three types of affect regulation system; source taken from Gilbert (2009) Location 783 

In Buddhist psychology, compassion includes all and there is no distinction between compassion for 

others and compassion for self (Neff, 2003a); to distinguish between self and other is to create a false 

sense of separation (Salzberg and Kabat-Zinn, 2004).   In Western psychology, compassion has 

traditionally been researched as a construct directed towards others, and so recent work to 

understand self-compassion as a theoretical and empirically-validated construct has been much 

needed (Barnard and Curry, 2011). 

“No matter how hard we try to avoid emotional pain, it follows us everywhere … instead 
of greeting difficult emotions by fighting hard against them, we can bear witness to our 
own pain and respond with kindness and understanding.  That’s self-compassion – 
taking caring of ourselves just as we’d treat someone we love dearly.” (Germer, 2009, 
p.1) 

Co-founder of the Insight Meditation Society, Sharon Salzberg, in the foreword to The Mindful Path to 

Self-Compassion by Dr Christopher Germer (Germer, 2009), suggests that western science is only now 

coming to accept an idea that meditative traditions have long known – self-compassion is a skill that 

we can develop rather than something we are born with or without.  Life is full of challenges and 
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human beings suffer.  Individuals respond to their own difficulties in an entirely different way than to 

the difficulties of others, particularly friends and loved-ones; when things ‘fall apart’ the typical 

reaction for a person is to feel self-critical and ashamed rather than to meet the difficult experience 

with mindful awareness (rather than suppression and avoidance) and kindness (rather than criticism).  

From Buddhist teachings, the purpose of developing mindfulness is to cultivate wisdom and grow 

compassion for self as well as others by rooting out the causes of suffering (dukkha) (Monteiro, 2015). 

Neff (2003a) frames the concept of self-compassion as primarily being drawn from Buddhist 

philosophy but also as resonating with the work of humanistic psychologists such as Albert Ellis, 

Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers and Erich Fromm.  Citing Ellis 1973, Fromm 1963, Maslow 1954 and 

Rogers 1961, Neff illustrates the similarity with self-compassion of concepts such as Maslow’s B-

perception – “nonjudgmental, forgiving, loving acceptance of Being—toward oneself” and Rogers’ 

“’unconditional positive regard’ toward oneself—not in the sense that one makes unconditionally 

positive judgments or evaluations of the self, but in the sense that one adopts an unconditionally caring 

emotional stance toward oneself” (ibid., p.91).  While concepts arising from humanistic psychology 

have met criticism for being too individualistic, self-compassion (with its component of common 

humanity, which shall be discussed in the following section) can avoid such criticism.  The psychological 

construct of self-compassion and self-report 26-item measurement scale known as the Self-

Compassion Scale (SCS) were first proposed in academic literature by Neff (2003a, 2003b).  

In her book, Self Compassion, Neff (2011b) attributes the origins of her interest in self-compassion to 

her two years of postdoctoral training with a leading self-esteem researcher at a time when psychology 

was “falling out of love with self-esteem” (p.8).  Realising that self-compassion could offer the benefits 

of self-esteem whilst avoiding its pitfalls, Neff (2003a) presents self-compassion as a healthier way of 

relating to oneself than self-esteem and other measures that psychologists have attempted to 

introduce as healthier alternatives to self-esteem, such as self-efficacy, self-respect and true self-

esteem.  Citing the recent criticisms of a number of academics, she notes that self-esteem as a primary 

measure of psychological health has perhaps had its day.  In an article defining and examining self-

compassion, Neff highlights that the nature of self-esteem as stemming from the evaluation of self-

worth is problematic; high self-esteem requires an individual to have evaluated their personal 

performance in a favourable light as compared either to set standards or to the performance of 

another.  The benefits of high self-esteem were so widely touted both in the popular press and 

academia that a large-scale implementation by schools of programmes to raise self-esteem was 

witnessed.  Self-esteem is discussed further in Section 2.5.3.2.  It will perhaps suffice to say at this point 

that whilst the psychological implications of low self-esteem are wide-ranging and negative, “it is less 

clear that raising people’s self-esteem is the panacea it is often made out to be” (ibid., p.86).  As a 
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result, psychologists have looked to similar psychological constructs that may have benefits akin to 

those of high self-esteem, but without the inherent drawbacks. 

Self-compassion has important links with emotional regulation and is an important component of 

emotional intelligence (Neff, 2009a).  The concept of emotional intelligence was offered by Salovey & 

Mayer (1990) as a set of skills involved both in the recognition of emotions in self and other, and in the 

self-regulation of emotions.  The relationship between self-compassion and emotional intelligence will 

be explored further in Sections 2.7.3 and 2.7.4. 

Self-compassion is closely related to mindfulness, but the terms are not synonymous (Carlson, 2013); 

as discussed in the next section, it is proposed that mindfulness is a component of self-compassion.  

Mindfulness training has been shown to cause an increase in participants’ levels self-compassion, as 

measured using the SCS (e.g. Birnie et al. 2010, Robins et al. 2012).  It should be noted, however, that 

the type of mindfulness referred to as a component of self-compassion is a little narrower than 

mindfulness more generally (Neff and Germer, 2013).  As described earlier in Section 2.1.2, 

mindfulness can be conceptualised as self-regulation of attention together with an orientation of 

curiosity and acceptance towards experience.  The mindfulness component of self-compassion, 

however, as Neff and Germer highlight, refers more simply to the self-regulation of attention, i.e. a 

balanced holding of the experience (thoughts, feelings, sensations etc.) in awareness.  In addition, the 

authors draw attention to the focus of mindfulness on experience rather than the experiencer, whereas 

self-compassion involves directing kindness towards and soothing the ‘self’ or experiencer when 

difficulty is being experienced, as well as recognising that this suffering is part of a common human 

experience.  For clarity, the relationship between self-compassion and different conceptions of 

mindfulness is unpacked further in Section 2.2.2.1. 

It may be interesting to note the contrast in terms of emphasis on relationship with experience vs. 

attitude towards experiencer between well-known mindfulness-based trainings/interventions (MBIs) 

such as Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) and Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) 

and the perhaps somewhat lesser-known MBI upon which this study based – the Mindfulness 

Association’s Mindfulness Based Living Course (MBLC).  The MBLC, which is based on the teachings of 

South-African Buddhist teacher, Rob Nairn, is a mindfulness training that incorporates Nairn’s model 

of undercurrent/observer, where the undercurrent represents the ever-flowing river of experience 

and the observer represents the meta-cognitive element referred to by Neff and Germer as the 

‘experiencer’.  The MBLC includes a practice known as the ‘Attitude of the Observer’ which directs the 

experiencer’s attention first towards the undercurrent (experience) and then reflexively back towards 
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the experiencer with the intention of noticing the attitude of the experiencer.  This explicit focus on 

the experiencer is novel in secular mindfulness trainings, and it is hypothesised that this approach, 

combined with the emphasis of the course on compassionate attitude, may impact beneficially on 

participants’ levels of self-compassion. 

2.2.2 Definition 

Neff proposes that self-compassion consists of three elements – self-kindness, mindfulness and 

common humanity.  Neff offers the opposites of these three elements respectively as being self-

criticism, over-identification and isolation (Neff, 2003a).  The element of self-kindness is described in 

terms of directing warmth and acceptance towards oneself; its opposite, self-criticism, is characterised 

by harsh self-judgment (which may include speaking to oneself harshly and perhaps pointing out flaws 

and weaknesses).  Mindfulness, as defined earlier, is the faculty of present-moment awareness or 

‘seeing things as they really are’; as it relates to self-compassion, it is the holding of a difficult 

experience in an open, curious field of awareness whereas its opposite – over-identification – involves 

being so caught up in the storyline of the suffering that perspective has been lost and the storyline has 

become a dominant part of the sense of self.  The common humanity component of self-compassion 

relates to having a recognition of the universal nature of human suffering and a sense that this 

connects us as human beings.  Its opposite, isolation, refers to suffering with a sense of uniqueness of 

experience and a sense of separation from others.  

The construct of self-compassion invites the interpretation of a difficult inner experience as something 

transient – an experience moving through rather than something solid that damages one’s sense of 

identity and causes re-evaluation of one’s self-worth.  Further, self-compassion invites the emotional 

stance of an open-hearted holding of difficult experience rather than the fight, flight or freeze response 

of resisting it or closing-down to it; feelings of lovingkindness towards oneself are generated by this 

open heart, and a sense of common humanity – the shared suffering of all human beings – promotes 

a social connectedness (Neff et al., 2005).  Neff positions self-compassion as unique in terms of its 

focus on emotional regulation, and because of its focus on emotional regulation and mindfulness as 

core components it can be linked to a large volume of pre-existing academic work on mindfulness and 

emotional intelligence (ibid.): 

“Thus, the seeds of understanding how to increase self-compassion are sown into its 
very definition, with potential developmental pathways already existing in well-
established interventions such as Kabat-Zinn’s (1990) mindfulness-based stress 
reduction programs, or the school-based emotional intelligence programs discussed by 
Goleman (1995)” (Neff et al., 2005, p.266). 
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Calling into question Neff’s operationalisation of her definition of self-compassion as constituting three 

components along with their opposites (i.e. six subscales), recent studies have failed to validate the 

single-factor model utilised by the Neff’s Self-Compassion Scale (SCS), with its six subscales and higher-

order overarching factor of self-compassion and the evidence suggests that rather than measuring a 

single coherent construct of self-compassion, the SCS measures a group of related but distinct 

components (Costa et al. 2015, citing Garcia-Campayo et al. 2014, Petrocchi et al. 2013, Phillipps & 

Ferguson 2012 and Williams et al. 2014).  Brenner et al. (2017), influenced inter alia by the work of 

Gilbert (2005) and Gilbert et al. (2011) provide evidence that the SCS is in fact a bi-factor structure, 

measuring two general factors of self-compassion (with its specific factors of mindfulness, self-

kindness and common humanity) and self-coldness (with its specific factors of isolation, self-judgment 

and over-identification).  They urge researchers to bear this in mind when using the SCS, and caution 

against including self-coldness items in an overall measure of self-compassion.  

A recent critical review of 15 years of self-compassion research using the SCS by Muris and Otgaar 

(2020) argued that the SCS “is contaminated by psychopathological characteristics” and that failure to 

address the growing body of evidence that a one-factor model is not the best fit for the SCS represents 

researcher bias (unconscious or otherwise) and a lack of progress of science due to “personal, 

cognitive, and social mechanisms at work preventing the correction and adjustments of theoretical 

notions” (p.1). 

Following a review of compassion and self-compassion literature, Strauss et al. (2016) put forward a 

new five-element definition of compassion as “a cognitive, affective, and behavioral process” (p.19) 

consisting of the following five elements that refer to both compassion and self-compassion: 

1) A recognition of suffering 

2) A sense of common humanity 

3) A ‘feeling with’, i.e. empathy 

4) A ‘being with’ difficult feelings and remaining open to the experience 

5) A motivation to alleviate the suffering 

Strauss and colleagues argue for a new measure of compassion (for self and other) based on the 

findings of their review.  The maximum quality rating that they awarded to any existing measure of 

compassion was seven out of a maximum possible fourteen, suggesting that, “we cannot be confident 

that existing measures of compassion are measuring this construct accurately and this raises significant 

barriers to scientific progress in the field” (ibid., p.25).  The strongest measures that the authors 
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identified were Neff’s (2003b) Self-Compassion Scale (SCS) and Hacker’s (2008) Relational Compassion 

Scale, but it was felt that neither of these measures encompassed all of the five elements in their 

proposed definition.  They argue that the SCS only encompasses four of the five elements as it does 

not include items specifically relating to being attentive to how one is feeling, but it can be argued that 

this is not the case: item 22 of the SCS, ‘When I'm feeling down I try to approach my feelings with 

curiosity and openness’ directly relates to being attentive to one’s feelings in times of difficulty. 

2.2.2.1 Relationship between Mindfulness and Self-Compassion 

Since most empirical studies exploring self-compassion use Neff’s (2003b) definition and measurement 

scale (Muris and Otgaar, 2020) and Neff’s definition of self-compassion includes mindfulness, it would 

seem that an exploration of the relationship between the two is merited since there are conflicting 

accounts in the literature. 

For Voci, Veneziani, & Fuochi (2018) self-compassion and gratitude (which combined together, they 

propose, may be termed ‘heartfulness’) represent the “warm side of mindfulness” (p.1). Figure 4 

illustrates this relationship. 

 

Figure 4 – Self-compassion as part of the ‘warm side’ of mindfulness, along with gratitude, as 
conceived by Voci, Veneziani, & Fuochi (2018) 

When considered in light of prior discussion of the definition of self-compassion, where self-

compassion includes mindfulness, and Neff & Dahm's (2015) elucidation of the definition of the 

components of self-compassion as distinct but overlapping (see Figure 5) the conflict becomes clear, 

mindfulness

gratitude

self-
compassion
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since ‘self-compassion > mindfulness’ and ‘mindfulness > self-compassion’ cannot both be true.  

Svendsen's (2019) understanding of Neff’s definition is a useful clarification, such that mindfulness 

within the definition “refers to balanced awareness of negative feelings and thoughts, in contrast to 

general mindfulness which may be applied to both positive, neutral and negative situations” (p.28). 

 

Figure 5 – Neff and Dahm's (2015) conception of self-compassion as three distinct but overlapping 
components 

In the Buddhist tradition, mindfulness and compassion are considered to be two wings of the same 

bird (Brach, 2003; Gilbert, 2009; Roeser and Eccles, 2015) – see Figure 6.   

 

Figure 6 – Buddhist conception of relationship between mindfulness and compassion, as reported by 
Brach (2003), Gilbert (2009) and Roeser and Eccles (2015)  

For Neff (2013), Mindfulness (with capital ‘M’) is best conceived of as an umbrella term for 

contemplative practice, the dharma, or “the path of awakening our hearts and minds” (4.18) that 

includes different subsets of it that are also referred to as mindfulness (small ‘M’) which are denoted 

by m1, m2, m3 and m4, where these “four aspects are cumulative and build on each other” (6.37).  
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Figure 7 demonstrates the relationship between the four elements comprising this umbrella term of 

‘Mindfulness’.  The umbrella term of Big ‘M’ Mindfulness (=m1/m2/m3/m4) may be understood as 

Neff’s bid (ibid., 6:37) to capture the nature of the three pillars of Buddhist practice discussed earlier 

in Section 2.1.1. 

 

Figure 7 – Illustration of big ‘M’ Mindfulness as an umbrella term, as conceived by Neff 

Using Figure 7, it is now possible to understand the different definitions of mindfulness discussed 

earlier in Section 2.1.2 as relating to different portions of the pyramid.  Langer’s (‘creative-

mindfulness’) definition of mindfulness is limited to m1 whereas Kabat-Zinn’s (‘meditative-

mindfulness’) clearly relates to m1/m2. 

Section 2.2.1 touched upon difference between MBSR/MBCT and MBLC approaches and it is now 

possible, in light of the preceding unpacking of aspects of contemplative practice, to draw new 

distinctions.  While noting that all four aspects may naturally develop as a result of contemplative 

practice, particularly in long-term practitioners, Neff (ibid.) frames m1/m2 as the primary focus of 

MBSR and MBCT programmes, with self-compassion (an aspect of m3) conveyed implicitly.  Pointing 

out that there are different contemplative practices for each aspect, including lovingkindness practices 

for the cultivation of compassion and insight practices for the cultivation of wisdom, she likens training 

in individual aspects to the development of particular muscles and suggests that “perhaps the muscle 

that is most atrophied of all these aspects is compassion for oneself, especially in our modern, 

competitive, Western culture” (10.05) since “our culture doesn’t really support self-compassion” 

(10.45).  The MBLC, upon which the MBLC-YA is based, can be best represented as m1/m2/m3 since 

self-compassion training is explicit and woven throughout the course. 

m3: relating to 
experiencer with desire 

to alleviate suffering 
(compassion)

m2: relating to experience without 
judgment or resistance

m1: paying attention to present-moment 
experience

m4: understanding nature 
of experience and 

experiencer (wisdom) 
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If nothing else, it is hoped that this section has highlighted the need for greater precision when talking 

about and researching mindfulness.  Neff’s attempt to clarify what is meant by the term in the different 

contexts that it is used is helpful but does not appear to have reached research literature thus far.  It 

is argued that the only way to advance mindfulness and compassion research is to create and 

collectively refine a language that adequately differentiates between these meanings: Neff’s 

differentiation may be a useful starting point. 

2.2.3 Criticisms of Self-Compassion 

While a number of researchers (e.g. Costa et al. 2015; Muris 2016; Muris and Petrocchi 2016; Muris et 

al. 2016, 2018; Strauss et al. 2016; Keen II et al. 2019; Muris and Otgaar 2020) have raised concerns 

regarding the use of the single-factor model of self-compassion and, in Muris’ case, concern that the 

protective effect of self-compassion as a mental health construct is falsely boosted due to the negative 

items of the SCS subscales being more strongly related to psychopathology than the positive items, 

these researchers do not criticize self-compassion per se but rather the method of measuring it. 

Tartakovsky (2012) summarizes the mostly commonly-raised arguments against practising self-

compassion, which Neff (2011a) explains in much greater detail, as follows: 

• self-compassion is self-pitying or egocentric, 

• self-compassion means letting ourselves off the hook and so is self-indulgent, means solely 

seeking pleasure, shirking responsibilities and/or being slothful, and 

• self-criticism is an effective motivator.  

Allen and Leary (2010) suggest that self-compassion is likely to be negatively related to self-pity, since 

the common humanity aspect of self-compassion fosters a sense that suffering is common to all and 

mindfulness brings a sense of perspective rather than being over-identified with difficulties 

experienced.  In addition, self-compassion has been shown to be an effective motivator whereas self-

criticism has quite the opposite effect (Neff 2011a, 2011b); indeed, Gilbert & Irons (2008) describe self-

criticism as having pathogenic qualities that are self-permeating. 

In contrast with mindfulness, there is little backlash against the concept of self-compassion in the 

popular press.  One article in the online magazine Psychology Today (Seltzer, 2014) presents ‘The 

Downside of Compassion’ as being the inevitable feelings of guilt that arise when one has made a 

decision that will result in emotional pain for another.  There are numerous definitions of guilt (see 
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Tilghman-Osborne et al. 2010) and clearly this downside of compassion intimated by Seltzer does not 

apply directly to compassion for self, but given that guilt tends to be defined as a moral transgression 

of some kind (and to a lesser extent may also be defined in terms of transgression of social ‘norms’), 

i.e. as something that violates internal standards, it does not follow that feelings of guilt are inevitable 

if one has made a decision that will cause difficulty for another.  In any case, as Seltzer himself suggests, 

the potential for feelings of guilt to arise in relation to a decision is not a reason to avoid practising 

compassion. 

As discussed earlier in Section 2.2.1, links have been made between individual capacity for self-

compassion and the attachment system.  Since the attachment system can close down due to abuse, 

neglect or emotional conflict, Gilbert et al. (2011) argue that some individuals can find the reactivation 

of the attachment system emotionally painful and so have fears related to receiving compassion 

(feelings of grief perhaps arising due to unmet yearning for unconditional affection from significant 

others) or giving compassion (this involves witnessing distress, which is intolerable for those who have 

developed avoidant strategies, and also may be perceived as being weak).  Gilbert and colleagues 

developed three ‘Fears of Compassion’ scales to measure levels of fear in relation to each of the three 

flows of compassion listed above, and it may be useful to understand criticisms of self-compassion 

within this context – perhaps it is the case that criticisms of self-compassion arise from such fears.   

Perhaps a demonstration of these fears, in his book titled Mindlessness: The corruption of mindfulness 

in a culture of narcissism, Joiner (2017) is overt in his contempt for the notion of self-compassion, 

finding such self-absorption “creepy” (p.154), as eliciting “a sense of unease in the pit of [the] stomach” 

(p.155) and even “masturbatory” (p.157).  He appears to do what he accuses others of, which is to 

conflate self-compassion with hedonism and fail to understand self-compassionate behaviour as that 

which is in alignment with long-term wellbeing rather than fleeting pleasure. 
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2.3 WELLBEING 

The concept of wellbeing is complex and ill-defined (Dodge et al., 2012) and often used as an umbrella 

term that embraces a broad spectrum of different understandings (Spratt 2014, 2015, 2017).  There is 

no consensus amongst philosophers regarding the nature of wellbeing (Fletcher, 2015), and so this 

section attempts to contextualise some of the debate rather than work towards any definite 

conclusions; it is intended that such contextualisation will lay the foundations for later discussion 

concerning adolescent wellbeing and how it might be measured. 

Contrasting theories of wellbeing underpin scrutiny of wellbeing values (Thorburn 2015), and some of 

these are highlighted herein before moving towards possible definitions for adoption in this work.  

Interpretation of wellbeing as it is referenced in Scottish educational policy documents is explored 

further in Section 2.5.3.6. 

2.3.1 Description 

Wellbeing is highly-prized and enthusiastically pursued (Zessin et al., 2015).  It is of international 

concern, and a high priority for Scottish education (Spratt, 2015) however there is little consensus as 

to what it actually is (Ereaut and Whiting, 2008).   

For Ereaut & Whiting (2008), wellbeing is a construct that appears solid upon first glance, but upon 

closer examination is remarkably fragile: “Essentially, wellbeing is a cultural construct and represents 

a shifting set of meanings – wellbeing is no less than what a group or groups of people collectively 

agree makes ‘a good life’” (p.1).  Thus, as a concept, the meaning of wellbeing is unstable – particularly 

in the UK, the authors suggest – but nevertheless universally seen as positive.   

Personal wellbeing may be approached in relation to what affects it; in philosophical terms, things that 

increase an individual’s wellbeing are things that are good for the individual (to be distinguished from 

good simpliciter, i.e. unconditionally good, or good for all simply because they make the world a better 

place), benefit the individual in some way, have reason to be valued by the individual or improve the 

individual’s life in some way (Campbell, 2015).  Things that decrease an individual’s wellbeing are those 

that are bad for the individual, harm or make the individual worse off in some way, or that the 

individual has reason to explicitly disvalue (ibid.).   As Fletcher (2015) notes, “[w]hat is distinctive about 

the philosophy of wellbeing is its focus on the question of which things in and of themselves make 

someone’s life go better or worse for them” (Location 270). 
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Whilst wellbeing as an umbrella-term includes the aspects of both mental and physical wellbeing 

(Spratt, 2015), and there are those who would argue that the two are inextricably linked (e.g. Keyes 

2004; Colton & Manderscheid 2006), the domain of mental wellbeing is more relevant to this work 

since it is the realm of the cognitive and emotional landscapes that training in mindfulness and self-

compassion focuses on. 

Clarke et al. (2010) view the term ‘mental wellbeing’ as a positive term arising directly from concerns 

about mental health; the authors note the broad spectrum covered by various definitions of mental 

wellbeing (a term which they note may be used interchangeably with wellbeing, positive mental 

health, or simply mental health).  Clarke and colleagues discern that most discourse around mental 

wellbeing includes both subjective wellbeing (the hedonic – based on affect and life satisfaction – 

sometimes referred to as ‘SWB’) and psychological wellbeing (the eudaimonic – including positive 

relationships as well as cognitive aspects such as sense of life purpose, sense of mastery, sense of 

control and sense of belonging).  In relation to education, eudaimonic wellbeing has been positively 

associated with educational attainment, although the direction of causality is unclear at this stage 

(Ryff, 2016). 

In terms of the debate regarding the precise nature of wellbeing, Martin Seligman – a leading 

proponent of the positive psychology movement – concurs with the view of Ereaut & Whiting that 

wellbeing is a construct (Seligman, 2011), i.e. not directly observable or measurable, and offers what 

he calls ‘Wellbeing Theory’.  Seligman is well-known for his best-selling book Authentic Happiness 

which branded the field of positive psychology as holding happiness as its highest value and the 

increase of life satisfaction as its ultimate goal in order to promote the greatest happiness.  This theory 

intimately tied the notion of happiness to the subjective measure of life satisfaction which was highly 

susceptible to variation in mood; mood being something considered by the ancients and Seligman 

himself as “vulgar” (Seligman, 2002, Location 272).   

Seligman (2011) rebrands positive psychology, replacing the idol of happiness with the idol of 

wellbeing; wellbeing is now held as its highest value, and increasing flourishing (through increasing the 

five elements subsequently defined in his Wellbeing Theory) its highest goal. Wellbeing Theory defines 

wellbeing as a construct with five elements: the subjective elements of positive affect (the hedonic 

aspect, with the subjective state being in the present) and engagement (or ‘absorption’ or ‘flow’, with 

the subjective state being retrospective), and the elements that may be measured both subjectively 

and objectively – meaning (sense of belonging or sense of higher purpose), accomplishment and 



36 

positive relationships.  Central to this theory is that each of the elements are pursued by many simply 

for their own sake, rather than as a means to an end. 

In Thorburn's (2015) exploration of the theoretical constructs of wellbeing, and implications of these 

for the realm of education, the author notes that in recent years the term ‘wellbeing’ has in moral 

philosophy replaced terms of more ancient origin such as ‘welfare’, ‘happiness’ and ‘utility’.  Thorburn 

discerns five theories of personal wellbeing: subjective-informed theories such as the desire fulfilment 

theory put forward by (Griffin 1988), life-satisfaction theory (Sumner, 1996) and hedonism theory 

(Tiberius, 2013), and objective-based theories such as objective list theory (Parfit, 1984) and nature 

fulfilment theory (Tiberius, 2013).  Nature fulfilment theory may also be known as perfectionism or 

eudaimonism (Bradford, 2015). 

Thorburn (2015) advocates an understanding of wellbeing within education that includes both the 

subjective (based on the pupil’s personal reflections and emotional needs) and the objective – a 

‘hybridisation’.  Further, he calls for considered engagement with wellbeing values, based on recent 

theorising of these, such that “well-being values are integrated with subject knowledge imperatives 

and pupils’ prior learning experiences” (ibid., p.14).   Thorburn’s representation of current theories of 

personal wellbeing (see Figure 8) demonstrates this hybridisation, showing that objective influences 

affect informed desires and informed values which then feed into subjective influences.  Whilst a 

broader discussion of the relative merits of each theory falls outside what is practical and necessary 

herein, in general terms it would appear hard to justify an objective-based theory as a theory of 

personal wellbeing, since determination of what improves one’s life in some way must surely have a 

subjective element.  It seems logical that good simpliciter cannot automatically increase personal 

wellbeing unless that person perceives or has reason to perceive the good as such.   
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Figure 8 – Representation of current theories of personal wellbeing; source taken from Thorburn, 
2015, p.6 

Whilst the hedonic vs. eudaimonic (which may be interpreted as subjectively-influenced vs. 

objectively-influenced or pleasure vs. virtue) debate has continued to divide philosophers, some level 

of consensus has been reached within the realms of psychology: 

“most contemporary psychologists now agree that hedonic and eudaimonic approaches 
each denote important aspects of wellbeing. This has led to integrated wellbeing 
conceptualisations, in which the combined presence of hedonic and eudaimonic 
wellbeing components is referred to as ‘flourishing’. In regard to the attainment of 
wellbeing, research simultaneously investigating hedonic and eudaimonic pathways 
suggests that a life rich in both types of pursuits is associated with the highest degree of 
wellbeing” (Henderson & Knight, 2012, p.196). 

Whereas hedonic psychologists have reached general consensus regarding pathways to wellbeing, and 

its indicators, this same level of consensus has not been achieved amongst psychologists interested in 

the eudaimonic aspect (Henderson and Knight, 2012).  This has resulted in a spectrum of theories and 

accompanying approaches, all of which tend to underscore that wellbeing is an ongoing process rather 

than an outcome or end-goal and all of which consider personal growth, and having reason to consider 

the life lived to be one of meaning and purpose, to be core constructs (Delle Fave et al., 2011). 

Henderson & Knight (2012) note that other constructs associated with the eudaimonic perspective of 

wellbeing within psychology include, “purpose, autonomy, competence, self-realization, mindfulness, 
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self-acceptance, authenticity, values congruence, and social connectedness (Baumeister & Vohs 2002; 

Huta & Ryan 2010; Ryan & Deci 2000)” (p.198). 

2.3.2 Definition 

Wellbeing is understood differently across diverse professional and academic disciplines (Spratt, 

2017); most relevant for this piece of work are the different understandings of wellbeing in psychology 

and wellbeing in education since these two worlds collide when researching a course with 

psychological effects within the realm of education.   

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED online) defines wellbeing as “With reference to a person or 

community: the state of being healthy, happy, or prosperous; physical, psychological, or moral 

welfare”, seemingly concurring with the views of Huppert et al. (2004) and Dodge et al (2012) that 

wellbeing is a state rather than a construct. 

Dodge et al. (2012) consider wellbeing to be a relatively stable state.  They offer what they term a 

‘simple’ and ‘universal in application’ definition of wellbeing as “the balance point between an 

individual’s resource pool and the challenges faced” with stable wellbeing defined as being “when 

individuals have the psychological, social and physical resources they need to meet a particular 

psychological, social and/or physical challenge” (p.230).  Their definition is informed by the dynamic 

equilibrium model proposed by Headey & Wearing (1989) that regards individuals as having an 

equilibrium set-point in relation to subjective wellbeing and life events, which can be predicted on the 

grounds of personality and age.  Headey & Wearing’s research found that subjective wellbeing changed 

only when events deviated from their ‘normal’ range and were unusually adverse or unusually 

favourable.   

Wellbeing is complex and multi-faceted (Pollard and Lee, 2003) and whilst the definition offered by 

Dodge and colleagues may be useful in understanding how the same or similar life events may affect 

individuals in very different ways, it is perhaps too simplistic to encompass the broad spectrum of 

elements implicated in an individual’s wellbeing and their interactions.   

Huppert et al. (2004) put forward a definition of wellbeing as “a positive and sustainable state that 

allows individuals, groups or nations to thrive and flourish” (p.1331) that is more than the absence of 

mental ill-health.  For the purposes of this work, the definition utilised is that of ‘feeling and 

functioning’ that has emerged from some of Huppert’s later work (Huppert and So, 2013).  Influenced 
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considerably inter alia by the work of Seligman and the aforementioned goal of increasing flourishing 

as the highest goal of wellbeing, the authors offer a ten-element conception of wellbeing that includes 

both hedonic and eudaimonic aspects: “competence, emotional stability, engagement, meaning, 

optimism, positive emotion, positive relationships, resilience, self esteem, and vitality” (ibid., p.837). 

2.3.3 Criticisms of Wellbeing 

If, as Ereaut and Whiting (2008) suggest, wellbeing is seen as a universally positive term then it is 

perhaps unsurprising that critiques ostensibly relate not to the term itself – although a “fuzzy and 

intangible concept” (Watson et al., 2012, p.1, citing Humphrey 2011) – but to concerns relating to its 

placement within the remit of education and implementation therein.  Since the discourse relates not 

directly to wellbeing but to its relationship with education, it seems that a more fruitful examination 

may be afforded if it takes place after an exploration of the aims of education – Section 2.4.3 therefore 

addresses the issues. 
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2.4 WHAT IS EDUCATION FOR? 

“The one continuing purpose of education, since ancient times, has been to bring people 
to as full a realization as possible of what it is to be a human being. Other statements of 
educational purpose have also been widely accepted: to develop the intellect, to serve 
social needs, to contribute to the economy, to create an effective work force, to prepare 
students for a job or career, to promote a particular social or political system. These 
purposes offered are undesirably limited in scope, and in some instances they conflict 
with the broad purpose I have indicated; they imply a distorted human existence. The 
broader humanistic purpose includes all of them, and goes beyond them, for it seeks to 
encompass all the dimensions of human experience.” (Foshay, 1991, p.277) 

With some understanding of the concepts of self-compassion and wellbeing, it is possible now to turn 

towards the question of whether there is any role for self-compassion within education.  Firstly, 

however, it is imperative to consider the nature of education and what outcomes, if any, might be 

expected from the education system.   Although the term ‘education’ can be more broadly considered 

to refer to the dispositions conferred to us, “from nature, from men and from things” (Rousseau, 2015, 

p.6), the term as it is used within this thesis refers more specifically to the dispositions and capabilities 

conferred upon a person through schooling.  Whether education should necessarily involve schooling 

is a normative philosophical question, consideration of which is outside the remit of this work. 

This section first looks broadly at what the purpose(s) of education may be, as referred to here in the 

context of schooling, proposing that modern societies have determined there is at least one purpose, 

since the majority of children and adolescents in developed countries are routinely sent to school in 

order to become ‘educated’.  Education, in Biesta's (2010) view, “is by its very nature a process with 

direction and purpose.  That is why the question of good education – the question of what education 

is for – is not optional but always poses itself when we engage in educational activities, practices and 

processes” (p.2, italics added). 

This section examines some of the philosophies of education through the ages, before narrowing the 

area of focus to look more specifically at the purposes and values of Scottish education as pointed to 

by the CfE.  The section concludes by examining some of the views of current leading educationalists 

in the Western world, highlighting that the debate – surrounding what education is actually for and 

what it is that education systems should seek to cultivate in students – is still alive and well. 
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2.4.1 Purpose of Education 

Frankena's (1965) view of educational philosophy is that – as in any philosophical tradition – any 

position taken is underpinned by a worldview; in the case of education this has considerable impact 

on: 

1. what education should seek to cultivate, in terms of dispositions and excellences 

2. why these dispositions or excellences should be cultivated, and  

3. factual premises that support 1 and 2, and also how these dispositions or excellences should 

be cultivated. 

Biesta (2010) laments that questions of what and why have rarely surfaced in recent times: “the 

question of what constitutes good education almost seems to have disappeared from discussions 

about education” (p.1) and that current discourse tends to centre around quality and effectiveness 

without attending to the question of ‘effective for what?’.  Biesta discerns that this change of focus 

may be attributed first and foremost to a lack of language with which to frame modern-day discussions 

of the purpose of education and offers the terms of ‘qualification’ (where education enables a student 

to do something), ‘socialization’ (where education is designed to prepare the individual for successful 

citizenship, i.e. insertion into existing order) and ‘subjectification’ (which can be seen as the opposite 

of socialization, and where education encourages greater autonomy and individuation in thinking and 

acting) as a means of exploring educational purpose.   

Biesta recognises of course that the three domains of qualification, socialization and subjectification – 

that he argues are both functions and aims –  should be considered as having areas of intersection 

rather than existing in isolation; indeed, it is in these areas of intersection, he suggests, lie the most 

interesting questions.  He submits that those seeking to argue a position regarding the purpose(s) of 

education may usefully refer to these domains when positing where emphasis should lie.  The 

discussion herein aims to examine purported purposes of education and makes use of Biesta’s three 

domains where they may be helpful in orienting the discussion. 
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Qualification

• Knowledge

• Skills

• Understandings

• Dispositions

• Forms of judgement

Subjectification

• Independence

• Autonomy

• Critical thinking

• Critical acting

Socialization
Inserts students
into existing social, 
cultural and political
orders

 
Figure 9 – Three functions and aims of education (Biesta 2010)  

The ideas of those who have dared to proffer suggestions as to the purpose of education may be 

thematised broadly into the following categories:  

• education for its own sake, seeking to instil in pupils a love of learning simply because 

knowledge is a good thing (e.g Gibb 2015),  

• education for economic prosperity and creation of an effective labour force (e.g Gibb 2015), 

• education to prepare individuals for a productive life (e.g. Foshay 1991, Gibb 2015), 

• education for wisdom and wise governing (e.g. Plato, as cited by Barrow 1976), 

• education for socialization into existing social, political and cultural order (e.g. Biesta 2010), 

• education for status – since ‘good education’ as evidenced by results from international 

comparative organisations such as PISA can be considered to confer status upon a country (e.g. 

Biesta 2010), 

• education for flourishing/wellbeing (e.g. Aristotle, as cited by Barrow 1976, Seligman 2011), 

and 

• education for enlightenment (e.g. Nakagawa 2009, Jefferies 2015). 

In order to consider a philosophical question such as ‘what is the purpose of education?’, attention is 

turned towards an account of some of the views of individuals who have left a lasting legacy in terms 

of their contribution to thinking about education.   
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Attention is placed first on Ancient Greek philosopher Plato (born circa 428 BCE in the polytheistic era), 

the “founder of the philosophy of education” (Hare, 1970, p.15) and others of his time.  Growing up 

during the Peloponnesian War which ended with the defeat of Athenians and the replacement of 

Athenian democracy with pro-Spartan oligarchs, and in the light of the likely tensions and 

disillusionment relating to the competence of those in the Athenian democratic system, Plato had 

cause to examine what kind of education might cause a man to be properly suited to govern wisely 

and thus better serve society (Barrow, 1976).   

McPherran (2013) cautions that many misunderstand the words of ancient Greek philosophers such 

as Plato and Socrates and, although acknowledging their “ground-breaking contributions to 

educational theory, methods and reform” (p.6), many see their contributions as solely historical rather 

than still relevant today.   For McPherran, the offerings of Plato and Socrates are still relevant to the 

theory and practice of teaching at secondary and post-secondary levels in current times.  Plato’s 

teacher, Socrates, is famously reported by Plato in ‘The Apology’ to have said “the unexamined life is 

not worth living”.  For Socrates, a life without philosophical investigation of fundamental truths 

concerning the nature of reality cannot be considered meaningful.   

Ancient Greek philosophers such as Socrates, Plato and Aristotle (a student of Plato’s), argued that the 

purpose of education was to foster the acquisition and transmission of aretai or excellences (what we 

would now refer to as ‘wellbeing’ or ‘flourishing’ – see, for example, Spratt 2015), but that its ultimate 

aim was the good.   Frankena (1965) reports that, according to Aristotle, the good is “happiness, or 

‘living well’ (eudaimonia)” (p.21) but that Aristotle does not refer to hedonistic pleasures; indeed, 

Aristotle does not infer that the good life is necessary a pleasurable one, but rather the good life is the 

kind of life that may yield pleasure or contentment through excellent activity.  The good life is a journey 

rather than destination; an activity rather than a state.  Aristotle contends that the highest purpose of 

man is that of self-actualization – a realization of human potential through excellent activity.  In 

positive psychology terms, we may refer to this as human flourishing through pursuit of what Seligman 

(2002) refers to as the gratifications rather than the pleasures.  For Seligman (2002) the gratifications 

are eudaimonistic whereas the pleasures are hedonistic.  Gratifications come through developing and 

exercising our strengths and virtues: what Aristotle would term aretai or excellences. 

“Happiness in the present moment consists of very different states from happiness 
about the past and about the future, and itself embraces two very distinct kinds of 
things: pleasures and gratifications.  The pleasures are delights that have clear sensory 
and strong emotional components, what philosophers call “raw feels”: ecstasy, thrills, 
orgasm, delight, mirth, exuberance, and comfort.  They are evanescent, and they involve 
little, if any, thinking.  The gratifications are activities we very much like doing, but they 
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are not necessarily accompanied by any raw feelings at all.  Rather, the gratifications 
engage us fully, we become immersed and absorbed in them, and we lose self-
consciousness.”  (ibid., p.100) 

Because pleasures are fleeting and readily habituated such that increasingly greater stimulus is 

required to achieve the same thrill, Seligman argues, it is not possible to build a life of lasting happiness 

around them; however, it should be noted at this point that more recently Seligman appears to have 

distanced the positive psychology movement from the goal of increasing happiness, hitching its wagon 

instead to the goal of increasing flourishing (or wellbeing) (Seligman, 2011). 

Aristotle and other philosophers of his time would argue that a life built around pleasures would not 

be a desirable one, since it is only activating, developing and utilising our virtuous capacities that is 

consistent with the good life.  Eudaimonia, as noted earlier in Section 2.3.1, is more commonly 

translated in modern times as ‘wellbeing’; as explored later in this work, this is a word that features 

prominently in the CfE.   Citing Vlastos 1991, McPherran notes that it can be argued that the pursuit of 

this ultimate happiness (eudaimonia) “implies the general rule that one ought to take one’s own self-

interests as the overriding guide in one’s moral decision-making” (McPherran, 2013, p.9).  The author 

goes on to note that Socrates would not back this point-of-view.  According to Spratt (2015), citing 

Aristotle’s Nicomachean ethics, Aristotle would also disagree with the egocentric view of eudaimonia: 

“‘Flourishing’ is the contemporary word used in philosophy to capture Aristotle’s (1985) 
concept of eudaimonia. Eudaimonic happiness was achieved through leading a ‘good’ 
life and Aristotle attached importance to the autonomous decisions that allowed 
individuals to decide what for them was ‘the good’. Notably, living a ‘noble’ or ‘virtuous’ 
life was thought to be essential to happiness. Virtue was achieved, in part, through 
contributing to the social good. Hence eudaimonia was based on individual freedom to 
pursue happiness, but this was not achieved simply through personal gratification” 
(Spratt, 2015, p.6). 

Modern-day interest in education for human flourishing (or wellbeing) has spawned organisations such 

as the International Positive Education Network which promotes a ‘double helix’ view of the purpose 

of education being a balance of academics (“[t]he fulfilment of intellectual potential through the 

learning of the best that has been thought and known”) and character/wellbeing (“[t]he development 

of character strengths and wellbeing, which are intrinsically valuable and contribute to a variety of 

positive life outcomes” (IPEN, 2017). 

Frankena (1965) draws attention to the differing views of philosophers as to the types of factual 

premise that are admissible.  Whilst a metaphysical approach to the philosophy of education was not 

uncommon in ancient Greek times, and indeed Aristotle held metaphysical premises to be perfectly 
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acceptable, a time of particularly contrasting culture and thought surrounding education arose in 

northern Europe in the ‘Age of Reason’ which is also known as the Enlightenment. 

The Enlightenment refers to a movement in Europe towards rational thinking during a period of time 

from the late seventeenth century to the early nineteenth century.  Prior to this time, the leading 

sources of authority were the scriptures and the classics which reinforced the notion that a previous 

Golden Age had existed that could be returned to (Hampson, 1990).  During the Enlightenment, the 

realms of science, politics and philosophy were fundamentally reoriented towards more empirical and 

evidence-based approaches in schools of thought (e.g. Hampson 1990, Robinson 2011).  Robinson 

views the invention of the printing press as having paved the way for an Age of Reason and for a belief 

in education; portable books made scholarly pursuits far more accessible to those not previously able 

to engage in such endeavours and power shifted away from the Church as its authority became 

weakened and even replaced by published works of independent thought and reason. 

Enlightenment philosophers and intellectuals throughout Europe challenged traditional authority and 

believed that reason was the key to the advancement of civilization, and this fertile period in history 

gave birth to numerous scientific discoveries and written works as well as wars and revolutions 

(Robinson 2011).  The forces of rationalism and empiricism led to the Industrial Revolution of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and point to the dominance of science over all aspects of life and 

a developing divergence between the schools of thought of the arts and the sciences that had 

previously been barely distinguishable  (ibid.).  Robinson points to science as having firmly gained the 

upper hand in terms of authority and suggests a “heavy price” (ibid., Location 1853) has been paid for 

the dominance of rationalism and the forms of education it has produced.  Scientific knowledge, which 

was ‘out there’ to be discovered, became king. 

The widening schism between science and the arts gave rise to an intellectual movement known as 

Romanticism, Robinson reports.  “In contrast to the rationalists, the Romantics were focused on the 

quality of human experience and on the nature of existence” (Robinson, 2011, p.97). 

A key philosopher of the French Enlightenment, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), was said to have 

been greatly influential in the development of the thinking of Romanticism  (Doyle and Smith, 2007).  

Rousseau saw education as the transformative, child-centred process of turning children into what 

they ‘ought to be’ through play and games, tapping into the natural inclinations and interests of the 

child.  Rousseau’s emphasis, Biesta would surely agree, was on the qualification and subjectification 

aspects of education, rather than socialization into an existing social order – since, for Rousseau, 
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individual freedom and autonomy were of greatest importance and he considered that the existing 

social order created an “artitifical man” “corrupted and made wretched by social institutions” (Viroli 

& Hanson, 2003, p.2). 

Seeing education as coming to us from the three masters of nature, men and things, Rousseau stressed 

the importance of these three masters working in harmony.  Since nature cannot be controlled, and 

things can only partially be controlled, the education by men (which includes schooling) should follow 

the lead of nature so that the scholar will be well-educated and ‘at peace with himself’; inner conflict 

will be avoided (Rousseau, 2015).  Seeing it as impossible to educate a man to be a natural man and to 

be a good citizen, for such an education would create great inner conflict and turn out hypocrites, 

Rousseau argues that it is essential for society to choose one or the other.  His position is that a natural 

man is one educated by nature, men and things to recognise the impermanence of all things, and thus 

to live life with resilience and with every fibre of the being fully engaged: 

“If men were born attached to the soil of our country, if one season lasted all the year 
round, if every man’s fortune were so firmly grasped that he could never lose it, then 
the established method of education would have certain advantages; the child brought 
up to his own calling would never leave it, he could never have to face the difficulties of 
any other condition.  But when we consider the fleeing nature of human affairs, the 
restless and uneasy spirit of our times, when every generation overturns the work of its 
predecessor, can we conceive a more senseless plan than to educate a child as if he 
would never leave his room, as if he would always have his servants about him? … Teach 
him to live rather than to avoid death: life is not breath, but action, the use of our senses, 
our mind, our faculties, every part of ourselves which makes us conscious of our being.  
Life consists less in length of days than in the keen sense of living.  A man maybe buried 
at a hundred and may never have lived at all.” (ibid., Location 161). 

Rousseau’s view of education at the age of secondary-schooling (covered by Books III and IV of 

Rousseau’s novel Émile – described by Doyle & Smith (2007) as the most important work on education 

since Plato’s Republic) is that of harnessing the power of the developing mental faculties of inquiry 

and attention through experiences that are directed towards partially-quenching a young person’s 

natural thirst for understanding the world around him, partially because it is important to keep the 

thirst alive – the young scholar hungry for more. 

Noting that the theme of individualism is common to both the lines of thinking that emerged from the 

Enlightenment and from Romanticism, Robinson (2011) refers to the different worldviews as ‘rational 

individualism’ arising from the Enlightenment, and ‘natural individualism’ arising from Romanticism.  

Table 3 overleaf encapsulates Robinson’s summary of the different worldviews and educational 

philosophies arising from them.  
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Table 3 – Summary of opposing worldviews emerging from Enlightenment and Romanticism, source 
adapted from Robinson (2011), pp.178-180  

Rational Individual Natural Individual 

Child has certain qualities of mind which education should 
cultivate. 

Every child unique, with innate talents, and inclinations 

Focus on logic and deduction as these are the ‘hallmarks 
of independent thought’ 

Focus on imagination, creativity and self-expression as the 
key to an independent individual 

Education knowledge-based Education child-centred 

Knowledge is objective and independent of culture Knowledge is subjective 

Knowledge is independent of personal feelings 
Self-knowledge (knowledge of the inner world, including 
feelings and values) is as important as knowledge of the 

outer world 

Education should focus on processes that promote a 
rational, logical state of mind and develop deductive 

reasoning powers. 

Education should draw out the unique, natural qualities of 
the child rather than impose adult views and ideals. 

Teachers as transmitters of knowledge 
Teachers as midwives, drawing out the unique nature of 

the individual 

Education a form of initiation Education a process of self-realization 

 

Hookway (2016), outlining the work of leading American philosopher and psychologist William James 

(1842-1910), describes James’ view of pragmatism as being the answer to the age-old tensions 

between the scientific and religious/moral approaches – between the ‘tough-minded’ and ‘tender-

minded’, describing the tough-minded as having an, “empiricist commitment to experience and going 

by ‘the facts’” and “normally materialist, pessimistic and irreligious” as well as being “fatalistic” and 

“sceptical”, and the tender-minded as having, “more of a taste for a priori principles which appeal to 

the mind” and tending to be “idealistic, optimistic and religious” as well as being “free-willist” and 

“dogmatic” (para. 5).  The pragmatic view offered by James, Hookway states, is that unless some 

‘practical difference’ arises from one side being incorrect, then the dispute is moot.  In essence, then, 

pragmatism offers a way forward where science, religion and morality need not be in competition.  In 

reality however, pragmatism is essentially empiricism in a slightly less objectionable form (Hookway 

2016, citing James 1907). 

Any precis of the purpose of education as arising from educational philosophy without including the 

views of influential American educator and philosopher, John Dewey, (1859-1952) would perhaps be 

rather incomplete, since Dewey has been referred to as the ‘saviour’ of American education and the 

United Kingdom has not been immune to his influence (Pring, 2013); it is perhaps rare to find a piece 

of work that aspires to cover the history of educational philosophy or purpose without mention of 
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Dewey’s progressive influence.  As Frankena (1965) though highlights, presenting Dewey’s views in 

summary can be problematic, as Dewey’s publications on education span some 65 years.  The author 

suggests that Dewey’s views do not change tremendously during that time, but that his writings are 

“repetitious and unsystematic” and this his “style is not very clear (…) and he seldom states his whole 

meaning on any given point in any one place” (ibid., p.136).  Nevertheless, an attempt shall be made 

to summarize the key aspects of Dewey’s philosophy of education that arguably shifted thinking about 

education onto a new trajectory. 

Dewey was greatly inspired by the work of C. S. Peirce (1839-1914), the “founding father of 

pragmatism” (Pring, 2013, p.267) but perhaps in some part due to having had a very different 

upbringing to that of Rousseau, Dewey’s view of education, whilst child-centred, was that of a method 

for solving the problems of society.  Heavily influenced by Hegelian idealism, pragmatism and Darwin’s 

theory of evolution, Dewey preferred to refer to his educational theory as that of instrumentalism 

rather than pragmatism.  Cachon (2011) notes Dewey’s fierce criticism of mind/body dualism that is 

evident in classical philosophical positions and, citing the work of Nguyen & Larson 2015, highlights 

Dewey’s view that sensory experience is critical to all worthwhile investigation.  For Biesta (2010), this 

emphasis on sensory experience as a way of knowing the world was developed by Dewey to become 

“one of the most powerful and sophisticated ‘practical epistemologies’ available in Western 

philosophy (see Biesta and Burbules 2003)” (p.37).  It is a theory of knowing, rather than a theory of 

knowledge (ibid., citing Biesta 2004c) and does not rely on knowledge of an objective reality but rather 

concerns itself with the very practical matter of the relationship “between our actions and their 

consequences” (ibid., p.39). 

Like Rousseau, Dewey also proposed a child-centred view of education where education should 

proceed from the natural interests and proclivities of the child.  Unlike Rousseau, Dewey saw no 

conflict between the interests of the individual and society (Deans, 1999) since Hegelian idealism 

allowed Dewey to reconcile dualisms such as mind/body and individual/society that had previously 

troubled him, and informed what may be described as an holistic view of education (Strathern, 2013).  

Perhaps this balance between the domains of qualification, subjectification and socialization, and 

Dewey’s ability to reconcile the tensions between them, goes some way towards explaining the broad 

appeal of his work. 

For Strathearn, key contributions of Dewey’s approach related to: 
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• Fallibilism – for Dewey there was no such thing as certain truths, just probabilities.  This moves 

the role of the teacher from disseminator of factual knowledge towards facilitator of enquiry.  

• A reflective paradigm of education as enquiry – enquiry moves us from a problem state, as 

exists in experience, to a more satisfactory state. 

Brazilian educator and philosopher, Paulo Freire (1921-1997), has been described as “the Latin John 

Dewey” by Aronowitz (1993, p.10).  Although many similarities have been noted between the work of 

Dewey and Freire (see Deans 1999), it may be possible to understand the difference between the two 

in terms of Biesta’s three domains of subjectification, socialization and qualification.  Freire argued 

that the socialization aspect of education was largely used as a method to propagate tyranny and 

oppression, and thus placed strong emphasis on subjectification (or individuation) as opposed to 

socialization.   

In his seminal work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire demonstrates the ways in which education may 

be used as a tool of oppression.  He coined the term ‘banking education’ to refer to the model of 

education that many in current times still adhere to (e.g. E.D. Hirsch – see Section 2.4.2).  Banking 

education refers to a worldview where teachers are disseminators of knowledge, which is then 

‘poured’ into students, who are seen as the passive receptacles (Freire, 1970):  

“In the banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who 
consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing.  
Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic of the ideology of 
oppression, negates education and knowledge as processes of inquiry” (ibid., p.45). 

Freire contends that the banking model of education propagates an oppressive society through a 

multiplicity of contradictions that education must seek to remedy.  The banking model views students 

as malleable and mouldable such that students unable to think and question for themselves can be 

inserted into a social order that can only thrive on the ignorance of the majority of its members (ibid.).  

Such a view clearly values socialization over subjectification and relies on disempowerment to 

maintain the existing state of affairs.  The continuation of an oppressive society is dependent, Freire 

contends, upon continuation of this view of teachers as the ‘doers’ (e.g. of teaching, disciplining, 

thinking, choosing) and the students as the receivers (i.e. they are taught, disciplined and receive the 

thoughts and choices of the teacher).  As an alternative to the banking model of education, where 

students and teachers are in opposition – the former utterly ignorant and the justification of the 

teacher’s existence based on their possession of knowledge – Freire offers an alternative that he refers 

to as the ‘problem-posing’ model.   
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The problem-posing model “reconcile[es] the poles of contradiction so that both are simultaneously 

teachers and students” (ibid., p.45).  “Those truly committed to liberation must reject the banking 

concept in its entirety, adopting instead a concept of men and women as conscious beings … [t]hey 

must abandon the educational goal of deposit-making and replace it with the posing of the problems 

of human beings in their relations with the world” (ibid., p.52).  The fundamental essence of problem-

posing education, Freire proposes, is the essence of consciousness itself – intentionality, and whilst 

banking education attempts to confine consciousness, problem-posing education supports its 

emergence.   

Consciousness, aware of itself, knows itself more fully through its interactions in the world: 

“Education as the practice of freedom – as opposed to education as the practice of 
domination – denies that man is abstract, isolated, independent, and unattached to the 
world; it also denies that the world exists as a reality apart from people.  Authentic 
reflection considers neither abstract man nor the world without people, but people in 
their relations with the world.  In these relations consciousness and the world are 
simultaneous: consciousness neither precedes the world nor follows it” (ibid., p.54). 

Whilst Freire was relatively clear on the normative question of the purpose of education, American 

author, educator and cultural critic, Neil Postman, argues strongly that modern-day Western schooling 

systems lack purpose.  In the shift away from education within the context of religious ethos, the gods 

of science, consumership and technology have been placed on high, yet these gods give no moral 

instruction (Postman 1995).  Postman paints a picture of opportunity, when schooling is lifted from 

trivial knowledge-gathering without a unifying narrative to something more purposeful and 

honourable, to school in a way that “… can provide a point of view from which what is can be seen 

clearly, what was as a living present, and what will be as filled with possibility.” (ibid., p.x).  Yet students 

are currently asked to serve the “god of Economic Utility” (ibid., p.27) with the now lacklustre promise 

of riches for those who work hard, get good grades in school and can then become gainfully employed.  

Should students serve this god well, then they will be assured of high self-esteem through the premise 

that the method of making a living is an integral part of self-worth.   

The god of economic utility coupled with the god of consumership may have been inspiring in the 

United Kingdom in the Thatcher years, but the financial crises of 2008 and 2020 have perhaps severely 

injured the god of economic utility and it is arguably the case that those who have followed the god of 

consumership are becoming aware that this may be a false one, as material riches fill a sense of longing 

only temporarily.  In moving to an education system where a subject such as Religious Education is 

simply one of many subjects to be studied rather than a foundational compass by which to navigate 

life, young people of today find themselves without a convincing and inspiring god or gods that speak 
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of how to live in a way that has meaning.  “At its best, schooling can be about how to make a life, which 

is quite different from how to make a living.” (ibid., p.x, italics added).   

The Scottish Government (2016) Education and Training Web page states that “The Scottish 

Government wants to improve life chances for young people, support economic growth and increase 

the number of jobs” and thus may be considered to also be strongly focused on the promotion of 

economic growth.  This reference to economic growth as an aim or purpose of education lends weight 

to the suggestion by Spratt (2014) that, in terms of the language used in the CfE, “rather than a 

philosophical ideal of human flourishing through living a life of value, in the context of democratic 

fellowship … the written policy invites the interpretation of a neo-liberal attempt to build human 

capital by harnessing emotions of children” (p.iv). 

The language of the CfE goes some way towards recognising and promoting a broader view of the 

conditions and experiences which may cause a learner to flourish, and the nuances of the discourse 

around health and wellbeing in the curriculum will be explored further in Sections 2.5.2 and 2.5.3.6.  

In terms of defining the purpose(s) of the education system in Scotland, as presented by the CfE, it is 

perhaps helpful to look to the four capacities set out by the Scottish Executive’s Curriculum Review 

Group that underpin the Curriculum: “Our aspiration is to enable all children to develop their capacities 

as successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and effective contributors to society” 

(Scottish Executive, 2004, p.3).   

The CfE discourse surrounding health and wellbeing, as set out in Curriculum for Excellence: Health and 

wellbeing across learning. Responsibilities of all. Principles and practice, includes the idea that 

“Learning through health and wellbeing promotes confidence, independent thinking and positive 

attitudes and dispositions.  Because of this, it is the responsibility of every teacher to contribute to 

learning and development in this area.” (p.2).  The phrase ‘independent thinking and positive attitudes 

and dispositions’ is perhaps entirely congruous with the thinking of ancient Greek philosophers and it 

may be considered that the purpose of the Scottish education system, as set out by the CfE, is to foster 

the acquisition and transmission of aretai or excellences for the purposes of eudaimonia or human 

flourishing, both individual and societal; whether or not the CfE achieves its lofty aims in practice falls 

outside the scope of this thesis. 
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2.4.2 The Education Debate 

Much has been written about the need for educational reform in school systems around the world 

(Haslam and Khine, 2016) and most would agree that reform is needed.  Furedi (2010), speaking 

generally of the UK situation, notes that “Since the 1980s the doctrine that the system of education 

requires radical alteration has been echoed by leading experts and policymakers” (ibid., p.21).  For 

Furedi, however, this constant call for reform is the cause of many of the woes of the education system 

in that educators struggle to stay afloat in a sea of constant change and that this perpetuates the 

instability of the system.  Furedi suggests that, “Virtually every policy initiative in the domain of 

education is prefaced with the remark that we live in a rapidly changing world” (ibid., p.22) and that, 

“In the worldview of the educational establishment, change has acquired a sacred and divine-like 

character” (ibid., p.23).   In Furedi’s view, the fundamental aspects of education do not change each 

time a technological advance impacts the way that society operates and he submits that the questions 

raised by Greek philosophers and others throughout history are still relevant for students today.   

Pirrie & Lowden (2004) echo Furedi’s assertion that rapid societal change need not require the 

education system to change rapidly to stay apace, and the authors question the underlying belief that 

the education system should help to prepare people for change.  Offering a wide-ranging critique of 

the Scottish Parliament Discussion Paper (SP Paper 533), Pirrie & Lowden suggest that the very 

modernist approach taken in the Paper, concentrating on progress and intimating “that the education 

system is considered to be in semi-permanent disarray and needs to be ‘sorted’” reflects “a world in 

which ‘engaging with ideas’ and developing ‘intellectual capacity’ and ‘higher order thinking skills’ 

play[s] a greater part than getting the tea on the table and worrying about the impact of the shooting 

gallery up the road” (ibid., p.523).  This underlines the view held by many that education systems are 

quite removed from ‘real life’ and its myriad difficulties. 

Frankena (1965), concurring with Furedi’s view in relation to the modern-day relevance of ancient 

Greek philosophy, offers Aristotle’s description of ‘the great debate’ in education, highlighting that the 

statement is as pertinent in modern times as it was in ancient times: 

“At present opinion is divided about the subjects of education.  People do not all take 
the same position about what should be learned by the young, either with a view to 
excellence or with a view to the best life; nor is it clear whether their studies should be 
directed mainly to the intellect or to moral character.  If we look at actual practice, the 
picture is also confusing; and it is not clear whether the proper studies to be pursued 
are those that are useful in life, those that make for excellence, or those that are non-
essential.  Each kind of study gets some support.  Even about those that make for 
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excellence there is no agreement, for men do not all honor the same excellence, and so 
naturally they differ about the proper training for it” (ibid., p.63). 

In a prime example of the type of remark that, in Furedi’s opinion, only seeks to further compound the 

sense of instability in the field of education, Robinson & Aronica (2015) call not for reformation, but 

for transformation: 

“As we face a very uncertain future, the answer is not to do better what we’ve done 
before.  We have to do something else.  The challenge is not to fix this system but to 
change it; not to reform it but to transform it.” (Location 189).   

Postman (1995), commenting on the American education system, reports that the current educational 

landscape is ‘flooded’ with new miraculous methods which claim to change the face of education, but, 

underlining his view that educators are focusing their attentions in the wrong direction (the technical 

details of the method of education rather than the purpose or reason for learning) he laments that 

“There was a time when educators became famous for providing reasons for learning; now they 

become famous for inventing a method” (ibid., p.26).   

Claxton & Lucas (2015) paint a cartoon-like picture of the education debate as being a three-way battle 

between education traditionalists (whom they refer to as 'Trads' and whom Robinson (2011) refers to 

as ‘rationalists’), romantics (whom they refer to as ‘Roms’ and whom Robinson (2011) refers to as 

‘naturalists’) and moderates (whom they refer to as ‘Mods’, clearly including themselves in that camp).  

They compare the Victorian values of the Trads with what they see as the naive romanticism of the 

Roms who, in their view, think children should waft around essentially pleasing themselves and 

learning whatever they feel drawn to learn.  The Mods are portrayed as the very reasonable voice of 

common sense in the debate, recognising (to an extent) the autonomy of the child and wishing to 

move from a standards-based education system that fails an unacceptable proportion of our young 

people towards a more inclusive system of education.  They depict the Trads as fierce advocates of 

discipline, as having tunnel-visioned dedication to the three Rs of reading, writing and arithmetic and 

testing at every opportunity, and refusing to entertain any possibility that a more reasonable, more 

moderate view of education might be considered.  They elevate E.D. Hirsch to the role of “high priest” 

(ibid., p.30) of the Trads, and term the “patron saint” (ibid., p.26) of the Roms to be Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, with a nod also towards Rudolf Steiner and Maria Montessori.  Trads are defined as being 

absolutely certain in knowing that they have the right answers, whereas Mods are content to not have 

all the answers right away but to tinker and explore the landscape as they move closer towards 

answers. 
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There is a growing number of voices expressing concern at the pressure young people are put under 

in our schooling system through our focus on measuring academic attainment through testing (e.g. 

Miller 2007, Robinson and Aronica 2015; Hepburn 2016).  Whilst the different camps of the education 

debate may have opposing views in relation to testing student performance, Huppert & Johnson (2010) 

suggest there is growing consensus that schools should concern themselves with the wellbeing of the 

child rather than simply focusing on educational attainment, and that this concern should be directed 

towards all children rather than those who are experiencing mental health difficulties and exhibiting 

problem behaviours.   

In summary, this section has attempted to describe the landscape of the education debate, including 

some of the landmarks.  “The old industrial order is crumbling … Yet we are not sure what is replacing 

it” (Miller, 2007, p.4).  As technology changes the way we live our lives in ways that are impossible to 

accurately predict, and matters such as global heating, the rapidly increasing world population, the 

current Covid-19 pandemic and likelihood of future pandemics, all make for a particularly uncertain 

future.  Moving to an ecologically-based education system that considers the child as a whole (and 

part of an interconnected bigger whole), and is founded on principles of connectedness, inclusion and 

balance – the principles of a holistic education system as described by  Miller – may be the 

transformation that is needed in the face of a future which we cannot predict and which will challenge 

humanity to its limits. 
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2.4.3 Wellbeing in Education 

Wellbeing in education tends to appear under the banner of ‘social and emotional learning’ (SEL) or 

‘social and emotional wellbeing’ (SEWB), some of which are informed by positive psychological models 

and some of which are deficit-based which seek to ameliorate a variety of problems that are relevant 

to public health, such as depression and anxiety (Watson et al., 2012).  Emotional wellbeing is often 

used synonymously with other terms such as mental health, happiness, life satisfaction (Seedhouse, 

1995) and so is unhelpfully broad (Carlisle and Hanlon, 2008). 

For libertarian Furedi (2004), founder and former leader of the Revolutionary Communist Party – a 

group formed in the United Kingdom in the late 1970s – the inclusion of social and emotional learning 

in curricula is a blatant intervention by the State into territory over which it should have no jurisdiction 

and represents a move by the State to reinforce and further develop the individual sense of 

vulnerability, dressed up as empowerment.  The State is cast in the role of therapist, the individual 

dependent on the therapist.  Citing a learning intention of the English curriculum, reported by the 

Guardian on 10th September 2002, “to recognise, name and deal with feelings in a positive way”, Furedi 

questions, 

“what right does the curriculum have to impose its version of dealing positively with 
feelings? Sometimes children have very good reasons for dealing ‘negatively’ with 
emotional issues. Indeed, not naming feelings may be an appropriate way of dealing 
with individual circumstances” (ibid., p.197).    

Affect labelling, a part of mindful awareness of present-moment experience (Creswell et al., 2007) has 

long been held by scientific research to be helpful in the management of negative emotional 

experiences (Lieberman et al., 2007) and studies such as those by Creswell et al. (2007) and Lieberman 

et al. (2007) point to the mechanism by which naming of emotions is helpful in managing difficult 

experiences – mindful awareness of emotions, which includes recognition of emotions, fosters greater 

activation of the pre-frontal cortex and diminished activity in the amygdalae.  Furedi’s argument 

perhaps ignores the increasing body of scientific evidence relating to positive psychology – the study 

of human flourishing.  Further, his supposition that human beings were doing perfectly well 

psychologically before therapeutic culture crept into the realm of policymaking does not seem to be 

supported by historical events.  The twentieth century saw two world wars and the twenty-first century 

thus far is marked by civil wars, international tensions, rising levels of extremism, two financial crises 

and a worsening climate crisis where scientific evidence has long been ignored where convenient: this 

may surely be interpreted as compelling evidence of human psychological dysfunction.   
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Even the current Covid-19 pandemic bears the hallmarks of human dysfunction; scientists have been 

warning for decades of the dire consequences of the effects of ecological disturbance on prevalence 

of infectious disease (see, for example, Chapman et al. 2005).  Population expansion and economic 

development has driven the destruction of habitats and disruption of ecosystems; such disruption may 

have cost us dear and continue to do so unless and until we learn to live in greater harmony with 

ourselves and others, and ultimately the planet with which we are so intimately connected. 

Emotions, for Furedi, are a relic of evolutionary past that require no attention, but there are many who 

would argue that it is the very denial of emotions that causes human beings to project their feelings 

onto others and to lash out, acting out their feelings with little awareness of the forces that drive them 

to behave this way (e.g. Tolle 2004, Germer 2009, Kolts & Chodron 2013).  For Scheff (2018), theorising 

that all human interaction is rooted in the creation, maintenance, repair or injury to the social bond, 

in his book Bloody revenge: Emotions, nationalism, and war: 

“Shame is a basic cause of the escalation of conflict. When not acknowledged, shame 
leads directly to anger, insult, and aggression” (p.3), 

thus emotions are ignored at our peril.  Where Furedi arguably has a point is in relation to the dangers 

of ‘therapeutisation’ of education – a side-effect, perhaps, of the broader “medicalization of 

education” discerned by Biesta (2010) such that the process of education is seen as mechanical and 

students are seen in terms of deficit.  Gillies (2011) rightly draws attention to and offers critique of the 

therapeutic model underlying SEL in schools: the agenda behind learning about emotions is closely 

aligned with a medical model of diagnosis, cure and prevention and as such, risks pathologising 

emotion and particular pupils whose emotional experience falls outside of the myopically determined 

norms – myopic since there will of course be individual, social and cultural difference.  Problems of 

society are reframed as problems of the individual.   

For Ecclestone and Hayes (2009) the “cultural ‘therapeutic ethos’ … offers a deeply diminished view of 

the human subject” and such a view “intensifies a deeper political and philosophical attack on a view 

that humans can be active agents who want to find ways to control their world” (p.372).  The authors 

argue against the erosion of liberal humanist education with humanistic interventions (such as the 

training proposed herein – the MBLC-YA) since they endeavour to bring the State into territory which 

is not its province and are complicit in the “therapeutic turn in education” which they define as 

“emphasising of the emotional, of feelings over the intellectual” (ibid., p.380, italics added).   
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Returning to the three functions and aims of education posited by Biesta (2010) (see Figure 9) that 

were used to orient discussion in Section 2.4.1, it seems here that those such as Furedi, Ecclestone and 

Hayes are proposing that the type of formal education that happens in schools should essentially 

concern itself only with the domain of qualification – should the role of the State encroach on the 

domains of socialization and subjectification then this can be seen as “an attack on human subjectivity” 

(Ecclestone and Hayes, 2009, p.381); the assumption here is of course that human beings, left to their 

own devices, will naturally develop the insights by which to free themselves from the oppression of 

fellow ‘man’.  It is argued here that this is not the case.  Further discussion of the obvious tensions 

between the State and the individual has been explored elsewhere (for example by Gillies (2013a) in 

relation to the Scottish situation) but it will perhaps suffice to say that it is argued here that certain 

conditions are necessary for the flourishing of human beings – just like the flourishing of any other 

organism – and that the family situations in which a great many young people find themselves  are not 

conducive conditions to the development of a mind that is able to see past the limits of its conditioning.   

In his book, The Way of Mindful Education: Cultivating Wellbeing in Teachers and Students, 

Rechtschaffen (2014) recognises that many in the field of education seek to use mindfulness within 

the deficit model to ameliorate the dysfunction of today's youth.  Speaking of the wide-ranging issues 

affecting young people in educational environments, he reports “Obesity, autism, attention deficit 

disorder, anxiety, depression, bullying—whether it is social, psychological, or physical, the trends are 

moving in an unsettling direction.” (p.11).  For Rechtschaffen, Goleman’s work on emotional 

intelligence (e.g. Goleman, 2011) has shifted educational dialogue away from the traditional 

Intelligence Quotient (IQ) towards the Emotional Quotient (EQ), and this should be seen as a widely 

positive shift.   

Although the agenda behind learning about and attending to emotions in SEL programmes may be 

misguided in its limited conception of human beings, it does not necessarily follow that it is misguided 

to place a high degree of import on emotional experience. Emotions drive attention, motivation and 

consequently education, since we learn about whatever it is we attend to and we tend to remember 

that which is encoded with emotional charge (LeBlanc et al. 2015; Tyng et al. 2017).  Recent advances 

in neuroscience paint, “a picture of emotions as actively involved in many areas of the human brain 

and tightly interwoven with structures of memory, attention and decision-making” (LeBlanc et al., 

2015, p.268).   

Once again, it is the kind of attention that is placed within schools on the affective domain that is 

important, not simply the attending to it, and this brings us back to a question of philosophy – what is 
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the purpose of educating our young?  If it is to neatly package and prune a young mind such that it 

(they) become(s) a predictable and productive economic unit, then the therapeutic model within a 

medicalised education system seems a reasonable way forward.  If the purpose of education is more 

about unlocking human potential then emotion might be better conceived as the heart of education, 

powering the ship towards the open waters of uncharted territories (i.e. towards growth and 

enhancement of the organism) and away from the rocks (or that which limits growth).   Clearly this is 

a humanistic perspective that is being advocated, and one – it is argued – that aligns better with the 

complexity of human, social beings who are constantly in process rather than economic engines that 

need to be built, tuned and repaired. 
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2.5 SCOTTISH EDUCATION 

Having examined the purpose(s) of education and having looked at some of the wider topics of debate 

in the current field of education, the aim of this section is to drill down more specifically to the context 

of education in Scotland.  The section begins by presenting a brief synopsis of the history of education 

in Scotland, highlighting key dates and documents.  Having looked at the emergence of the CfE and the 

significance of this document in Scottish educational history, attention is then turned to themes that 

are currently prominent within the Scottish educational landscape and those that it is theorized may 

be particularly pertinent in relation to possible roles for mindfulness and self-compassion training. 

2.5.1 The History of Education in Scotland 

The Scottish Reformation, part of a wider European Reformation that occurred in the sixteenth 

century, led to significant changes in Scottish education.  Breaking from the Papacy, Scotland became 

a Protestant country.  Within the Reformed Scottish Church, there was recognition that education 

should be a national priority, both for its inherent value but also to ensure that the Bible could be read 

by all.  Anderson (2013) notes that the leaders of the Scottish Reformation “had an unusually clear 

vision of the role of education in creating a godly society” (p.241) and suggests that by the end of the 

seventeenth century there was a relatively complete network of parish schools in the lowlands.  

Attempts to create schools in the highlands were hampered by difficult economic and geographic 

circumstances, but by the late nineteenth century the more prosperous parts of the highlands and 

islands had largely caught-up with the lowlands (although usually with more limited resources, 

Anderson reports). 

In 1707, following the Act of Union between Scotland and England which saw the dissolution of the 

Scottish Parliament and the formation of the United Kingdom, Anderson frames the distinctness of 

Scottish education as, “a mark of national identity to be defended against assimilation with England, 

and its supposed superiority has been a point of national pride” (ibid., p.241).  Key achievements of 

the Scottish education system that are reported to have led to this sense of superiority are, “early 

arrival of universal or near-universal literacy, and a precociously developed university system; on these 

was founded the ‘democratic’ myth of Scottish education” (ibid., p.241).   

According to Nixon (2012, p.25) citing the work of Osborne 1968: 

“Three traditions are key to understanding changes in Scottish education. These are the 
academic tradition which has led to the persistence of a broad liberal curriculum (also 
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posited by Walker 1994, Paterson 2008b); the democratic voice (which has sought to 
ensure an egalitarianism of access to education) (also posited by Davie 1961), and the 
transmission of culture.”  

Nixon goes on to state that, according to Paterson, the origins of these traditions can ultimately be 

traced back to the Reformation. 

Paterson (2003) sets out a timeline in Scottish educational history that tracks key moments from the 

nineteenth century onwards.  Elementary schooling in Scotland became statutory following the 

Education (Scotland) Act of 1872 which saw increased intervention by the State as a movement 

towards a more secular form of public education.   

Speaking of the Education (Scotland) Act of 1918, Paterson quotes the Advisory Council on Education 

in Scotland as having reported the Act to be “the largest single advance in the history of secondary 

education in Scotland”, with one of the notable aspirations being a proper secondary education for all.  

The Education (Scotland) Act of 1936 resulted in bringing about this aim, but Knox (2000) notes that 

the meritocratic system that had developed in the 19th century led to a division of secondary schools 

into junior and senior levels; a significant proportion of students left school after completion of the 

junior level which offered no qualification. 

Paterson summarizes the three prominent recommendations of the 1947 Report for the Scottish 

Education Department (SED) by the Advisory Council as follows: 

1. A system of comprehensive or ‘omnibus’ secondary schools was proposed, whereby all pupils 

from a particular area would be educated together. 

2. A leaving certificate, set and marked by teachers within the school rather than externally, 

should be the normal termination point of secondary school education.  According to Paterson, 

the Report argued that external examination, “becomes, instead of the means to educational 

progress, the end itself” (op. cit., p.2). 

3. The Council set forth their vision of what was later to become known as ‘child-centred 

education’, noting that the nature of the child is inherently social and that educational thinking 

should consider the child as well as the society that education creates. 

The debate that centred around establishment of a comprehensive system commenced in the 1930s, 

according to Priestley (2013).  Although the Advisory Council had proposed a system of comprehensive 

schooling in their 1947 Report, Priestley comments that the election of a Labour government in 1964 
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was a notable catalyst for widespread expansion of comprehensive schooling, both in Scotland and 

elsewhere in the United Kingdom (UK).  Paterson (2003) indicates that popularity in Scotland for 

comprehensive schooling was particularly strong, resulting in Scotland comprehensivising more 

thoroughly than England.  The most politically sensitive issue during much of the twentieth century for 

Scottish education was the organisation of secondary schooling and its relationship with primary 

schools, but primary schooling had its own upheaval following the end of World War II with a rising 

birth rate and redistribution of the population towards suburbs and new towns requiring a 

considerable programme of expansion, both in terms of new schools and new teachers (Anderson, 

2013).  Anderson notes that this was also a time of “more child-centred educational methods, and that 

the SED’s Memorandum Primary Education in Scotland (aka Primary Memorandum) of 1965 gave these 

official sanction” (ibid., p.249).  Paterson, as cited by Nixon (2012), points to the Primary Memorandum 

as being a document that reflected educational research at that time and a progressive and democratic 

philosophy that stemmed from the belief that education should harness a child’s natural enthusiasm 

for learning that which interests them and commence from there. 

The Scottish educational landscape was to be changed significantly by two key events in 1979: the 

failure of the Scottish Referendum in March of that year, followed by the Conservatives coming into 

power under the leadership of Margaret Thatcher in the general election of June of 1979 (Gillies, 

2013b).  This heralded the start of just under 18 years of rule under the Conservative party which, in 

the words of Gillies, “fundamentally and irrevocably transformed the United Kingdom in terms of both 

its economic structure and its political outlook” (ibid., p.251).  Referring to the Conservative party as a 

“broad coalition” (ibid., p.253) Gillies reports that the dichotomy of views could be quite striking; he 

cites in point the differences between the views of Keith Joseph (Secretary of State for Education and 

Science, 1981-1986) who strongly resisted moves towards a national curriculum in England, and 

Kenneth Baker (succeeding Keith Joseph as the Secretary of State for Education, 1986-1989) who 

espoused setting out prescriptively what pupils should study, and for how long, and who introduced 

the National Curriculum for England in 1988. 

The reinstatement of the Scottish Parliament in 1999 was a further significant catalyst for change 

(Paterson, 2000); tied up so closely with national identity, which is reflected by the Parliament, 

education cannot be untouched by the coming of a new Parliament.   

“Education is seen as a vital component of Scottish identity, representing not only a 
means of personal fulfilment for individuals, but also an expression of those social values 
often summed up in the phrase ‘the democratic intellect’” (Humes, 2013, p.98) 
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Humes (2013) paints a picture of devolution as a time of hope; the principles of Scottish education 

could more closely reflect its social values and a new era of openness would be ushered in as the 

Scottish Parliament, which had signalled its intent to prioritise education, would offer transparency in 

its policy-making and seek greater engagement with the wider community.  To this end, one of the 

first acts of the new parliament was the Standards in Scotland’s Schools etc. Act 2000 (Scottish 

Executive, 2000) which was preceded by “perhaps the most extensive consultative exercise ever 

undertaken” (Humes, 2013, p.98).   

Consultation has featured prominently in the legislative process of education, which can be seen as 

indicative of a more transparent and democratic style of politics referred to by Humes and also Brown 

(2000).  In 2002, the Scottish Executive Education Department (SEED) orchestrated a national debate 

to examine the purposes of education in Scotland, in which an estimated 20,000 people took part 

(Munn et al., 2004).  The debate raised a number of concerns relating to secondary education, which 

included excessive emphasis on assessment, insufficient flexibility in preparing all students for life after 

schooling and a perceived lack of choice (Drew, 2013).  For Humes, the size and scope of the national 

debate were such that its initial democratic aims were not fully realised; “initial enthusiasm for 

democratic engagement diminished as the need to reach closure and determine action, and the 

impossibility of satisfying all stakeholders, became apparent” (2013, p.98).  Humes suggests that it was 

a ‘retreat’ to a more traditional style of political governance, i.e. top-down decision-making, that saw 

the CfE come into existence through the response to the Scottish Executive’s document A Curriculum 

for Excellence; the curriculum review group (Scottish Executive, 2004). 

In 2007, Alex Salmond, leader of the Scottish National Party (SNP) from 1990 to 2000 and subsequently 

from 2004 to 2014, led the Party to return in minority government with Salmond becoming Scotland’s 

fourth First Minister.  A rebranding saw the ‘Scottish Executive’ become the ‘Scottish Government’.  

Bryce and Humes (2013) report that immediate changes to education were indicated by this new 

government, such as a reduction in class sizes.  In addition, the authors note that further changes in 

relation to the future of examination and certification strategy for secondary school pupils were 

anticipated to result from a consultation on the subject; these did not, however, transpire.    

The financial crisis precipitated by the banking sector in 2008 affected all economies in the developed 

world and brought with it numerous challenges that are still being faced as economies are yet to 

recover; specific effects on the realm of education in Scotland to-date have included pay freezes and 

significant restructuring which has led to the loss of many staff in supporting roles and at university-

level has resulted in “a massive loss of experience and expertise across the seven institutions 
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concerned with initial teacher education” (ibid., p.7).  Arguably, the current Covid-19 health crisis has 

been made far worse by the austerity measures relating to the 2008 financial crisis such that there is 

insufficient resilience within health systems to cope adequately, and the economic shock of the current 

crisis is already far greater than that of 2008: the ramifications of the current crisis reach into almost 

every area of society and will be dealt with for years to come (OECD, 2020).   

Schools have already been under huge pressure to both raise levels of educational attainment and 

reduce the attainment gap, whilst operating with reduced levels of staff and expertise: with the advent 

of the current health crisis and all Scottish schools currently closed, the challenge has entered a new 

level of magnitude. 

2.5.2 The Curriculum for Excellence 

The Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) was first broadly set out in a discussion paper titled A Curriculum 

for Excellence: The Curriculum Review Group.  Policymakers heralded this as a “new dawn for Scottish 

education” (Drew, 2013, p.502).  Holding that the disparate curricula (curriculum for 3 to 5-year-olds, 

the 5-14 curriculum, Standard Grades and National Qualifications) were no longer able to offer the 

foundation of an excellent education for every pupil, the document put forward a vision of a cohesive 

system of Scottish education from 3 - 18 that reflects the National Priorities for Education and takes 

into account the views expressed during the National Debate on Education as well as current research 

and issues such as globalisation (Scottish Executive 2004).  The document states:  “The Education 

(Scotland) Act 2000 provides that ‘education should be directed to the development of the personality, 

talents and mental and physical abilities of the child or young person to their fullest potential’” (ibid., 

p.6).  Furthermore, “The Act also makes provision for the five National Priorities for Education: 

Achievement and Attainment; Framework for Learning; Inclusion and Equality; Values and Citizenship; 

and Learning for Life” (ibid., p.6).   

Priestley (2013) notes that the language of the paper reflects a move from a more traditional ‘aims 

and objectives’ model to a more novel approach based on values and purposes and the ‘values’ section 

of the document commences with, “Wisdom, justice, compassion and integrity: the words which are 

inscribed on the mace of the Scottish Parliament have helped to define values for our democracy.” 

(ibid., p.11).  Links between these values and the virtues or dispositions that mindfulness and 

compassion training seek to cultivate are discussed in Section 2.7.5. 

Priestley (2010) cites the CfE as “a good example of a new breed of national curriculum; a curricular 

model that seeks to combine top-down government prescription with bottom-up school-based 
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curriculum development by teaching professionals” (p.23).  Curriculum architects claim to give central 

guidance whilst allowing schools the flexibility to design and implement specific curricula that satisfy 

local needs, but teachers are poorly equipped for such a task given that the subject of curriculum 

studies has been “relatively moribund” (ibid., p.24) in the UK, as compared to elsewhere, since the 

introduction of the English National Curriculum in 1988 (ibid., citing the work of Moore 2008 and 

Priestley & Humes in press).   

Philosophers such as Aristotle, Rousseau and Dewey, among many others, saw the development of 

character as a central role of education, but until relatively recently the focus of modern education 

systems has been on knowledge-gathering and the development of cognitive abilities, particularly in 

relation to reading, writing and arithmetic, rather than on psychosocial skills  (Lipnevich et al., 2016).  

It can be suggested that, in terms of intention at least, the CfE goes some way towards moving the 

emphasis from traditional knowledge-acquisition towards a more holistic view of the development of 

a child with its emphasis on health and wellbeing as well as the development of the personality of the 

child.  The curriculum has a somewhat confused identity, being “an uneasy mixture of the three 

archetypal models” (Priestley & Humes, 2010, p.358) and the degree to which the CfE succeeds in its 

aims is both contentious (see Priestley 2010) and outside the scope of this work; intent is most relevant 

to this thesis since it can then be considered whether the inclusion of mindfulness and self-compassion 

training in schools is in alignment with this intent. 

There is a strong emphasis within the CfE on the social aspects of learning.   Drawing attention to the 

four capacities placed at the heart of learning (‘Successful Learners’, ‘Confident Individuals’, 

‘Responsible Citizens’ and ‘Effective Contributors’), Soltysek (2013) suggests that the inclusion of the 

latter two capacities indicate socialisation of students has “become a central plank” of the curriculum 

by “expressly placing critical reflection, self-reliance, personal responsibility and collaboration at the 

heart of what and how pupils learn in school” (p.404). 

Notably, the A Curriculum for Excellence: The Curriculum Review Group report of 2004 was endorsed 

by the Scottish Executive immediately and all recommendations accepted without traditional 

deliberation by teaching professionals; for Drew (2013) this has meant that teachers have not fully 

engaged with the curriculum and this is the reason behind the failure of the full impact of the 

curriculum to be felt by the time of writing.  The new curriculum was required to be implemented in 

Scottish schools, up to and including S1, by the end of the 2010-2011 school year (Priestley, 2013). 
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2.5.3 Current Themes in the Scottish Educational Landscape 

Having discussed the context of 3-18 education in Scotland, this section now examines popular and 

important themes within the current education landscape that are deemed to be pertinent in relation 

to mindfulness and self-compassion.   

Section 2.5.3.1 explores the possible role for self-compassion in relation to growth mindset, framing 

its potential in terms of resilience and coping with difficulties.  The growing evidence for neural 

plasticity – the ability of the brain to grow and change throughout the entire human lifespan – has had 

significant ramifications for the realm of education, and growth mindset (comprising attitude toward, 

and effort put into, learning) has been described by Boaler (2013) as a “revolution that is reshaping 

education” (p.143). 

A section on self-esteem has been included since (Neff, 2003a) has positioned self-compassion as a 

healthier way to relate to oneself than self-esteem and this claim seems to merit closer inspection; 

Section 2.7.3 offers further discussion on this topic.  

Subsequent sections deal with the issues of inclusion, social justice and citizenship respectively, which 

are featured prominently in Scottish Education, Fourth Edition: Referendum where citizenship 

education is presented in the contents section of as part of the historical and cultural context of 

Scottish education; social justice (under the heading of ‘Poverty and Schooling in Scotland’) and 

inclusion feature as significant challenges in the agenda of ‘education for all’.  It is posited that the role 

for self-compassion within the issues of inclusion, social justice and citizenship lies in the recognition 

that compassion is incomplete if it does not include the self (Kornfield, 1996) and that, “If you don't 

love yourself, you cannot love others. You will not be able to love others. If you have no compassion 

for yourself then you are not able of developing compassion for others” (Dalai Lama, n.d.).  It seems 

clear that issues of inclusion, social justice and citizenship arise, at least in part, from a wish for 

communities to be supportive and equitable and that such concerns arise from a place of care or – to 

use Buddhist terminology – a sense of lovingkindness directed towards the difficulties of others.   

The final explorations in this section relate to the themes of health and wellbeing, which has achieved 

prominence in Scottish educational discourse since it has been positioned by the Scottish Government 

as central to learning and has “become a major focus for the nation’s policy makers and leaders” 

(Porciani,  2013, p.567), and the debate that surrounds the topics of assessment and attainment – a 

topic which merits discussion across four chapters in Scottish Education, Fourth Edition: Referendum. 
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2.5.3.1 Growth Mindset 

“Perhaps the most important single cause of a person's success or failure educationally 
has to do with the question of what he believes about himself.” (Arthur Combs, U.S. 
educational psychologist) 

Analysing the works of the ancient Greek philosopher Plato (circa 428 B.C. to circa 347 B.C.) in relation 

to education and art, Kamtekar (2009) notes that “Plato focusses not on the truth of statements but 

rather on the truth or falsehood of the beliefs that people form on the basis of statements, for it is 

beliefs that influence actions and form characters, virtuous or vicious” (pp.18-19).  If, as Plato 

recognised, our beliefs shape our behaviour and form our character, then beliefs concerning abilities 

will potentially affect how we learn and how well we learn.  Educational traditionalists, according to 

Claxton & Lucas (2015) view intelligence as innate and largely unchangeable – a view that arguably 

strips of motivation in the educational arena those who see themselves as naturally less endowed and 

a view that may also foster shame, since failure then reflects on the identity of an individual rather 

than simply on performance in a particular task.     

The view of fixed intelligence is in stark contrast to the work and views of Dweck (2012) and Feuerstein, 

Feuerstein and Falik (2010) where it is argued that intelligence is plastic and can be modified through 

experience.  The concept of neuroplasticity, described by Gilbert (2010) as the ability of the brain to 

change throughout our lives in response to experience; a phrase commonly used to describe this 

phenomenon is, ‘neurons that fire together wire together’.  This concept is relatively new in terms of 

scientific understanding and contrary to previously-held beliefs concerning the fixed nature of the 

mature adult brain  (Dobkin and Hassed, 2016).  It is also now known that in addition to the capacity 

to make new connections, the brain also has the capacity to make new neurons – a process known as 

neurogenesis; Dobkin and Hassed frame mindfulness as leading this research. 

Dweck brings what could be described as a new brush to the canvas of education – one where attitude 

or character rather than ability is what counts – and presents the dichotomy of fixed mindset vs growth 

mindset.  She describes in detail how a fixed mindset entails a world view where intelligence is innate 

and, essentially, pupils either have it or they don’t, whereas a growth mindset entails a world view 

“based on the belief in change” (op. cit., p.213) where each of us can get better, and perhaps even 

excel, at anything we put our minds to.  Effort put in determines the outcome.  This applies to all areas 

of our lives, whether it be academic pursuits, sporting pursuits, relationships, business.  Those with a 

fixed mindset see difficulties and failures as a reflection on who they are.  Those with a growth mindset 

see difficulties and failures as a reflection on their performance rather than on who they are and push 

themselves to learn from challenges and to practise more or use a better strategy next time.   
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Dweck’s research suggests that it is possible to have a growth mindset in some areas of our lives, and 

a fixed mindset in others, and also that it is possible to move from a fixed mindset to a growth mindset, 

often simply by learning about the growth mindset and the results that can be achieved when a change 

in belief is made.  In support of Dweck’s growth mindset work, Claxton and Lucas (2015) view it as 

making “a huge difference to how well children learn, in school and out” (p.39).   Neff, in her book Self-

Compassion: stop beating yourself up and leave insecurity behind (Neff, 2011b) highlights Dweck’s 

contribution to the understanding of learning goals vs. performance goals – those with learning goals 

being motivated intrinsically (wishing to engage in a task for its inherent satisfaction) and those with 

performance goals being motivated extrinsically (wishing to either defend or enhance their self-

esteem, or both) .  Neff notes, “Research shows that in the long run, learning goals are more effective 

than performance goals” since people “try harder for longer” and are more willing to “ask for the help 

and guidance they need” (ibid., p.169). 

A more malleable view of intelligence, i.e. incremental or ‘implicit theories of intelligence’ (ITI) has 

been found to be associated with greater academic engagement (Martin et al., 2013), achievement 

(Burnette et al., 2013) ability to overcome domain-specific deficits (Alesi et al., 2016) and higher writing 

motivation and interest in receiving feedback (Waller and Papi, 2017).  Not all studies have found 

support for Dweck’s theory, however, with Bråten et al. (2017) finding positive correlation between 

fixed or ‘entity theory’ of intelligence and performance in a logical thinking task by Norwegian male 

students.  This result emerges from their second experiment which was carried out with a sample of 

230 undergraduates (20% male, i.e. 46 students).  When the same experiment was then carried out 

with undergraduate students from southeast USA, the result was not replicated and thus 

demonstrates the potential influence of cultural context.  

A meta-analysis conducted by Costa and Faria (2018) explored 46 studies with data from 412,022 

students and found ITI to have a low-to-moderate positive association with academic achievement, 

with interesting geographical differences: for example, in North America there was negative 

correlation between fixed mindset and achievement, whereas this correlation was positive in Europe. 

Indeed, in Europe, there was no significant association between ITI and student achievement, however 

the meta-analysis included only one study conducted in the UK – that of Müllensiefen et al. (2015) – 

which illustrated that, at least in terms of growth mindset, the UK may be culturally more aligned with 

North America than Europe.  This suggestion should be understood as highly tentative since it is a 

single study with a highly specific demographic: the study explored the potential links between beliefs 

about musical talent and development of musical ability in 313 female secondary school students (Mage 

= 14.14, SD = 1.92) from an independent girls’ school and found that “self-theories of intelligence and 

musicality are closely related” (p.1) and that, as postulated by Dweck, “an incremental theory of 
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intelligence is indirectly associated with academic achievement through conscientiousness and effort” 

(p.11). 

Chivers (2017), writing for the popular press, highlights that growth mindset has its detractors and 

suggests that wholesale enthusiasm within schools to teach growth mindset may be misplaced since  

Dweck’s initial research contains ‘worrying’ statistical errors.  Further, he notes that researchers have 

so far struggled to replicate Dweck’s findings.  Dweck has acknowledged errors in her reported findings 

and has made every effort to correct these, Chivers reports, and suggests that researchers have been 

unable to replicate her findings because growth mindset interventions have not faithfully and 

accurately replicated her ideas in the learning environment as she had intended.  The critique of 

growth mindset work is clearly related to the reported measurable benefit to students and there may 

be some traction in this argument, however it would perhaps be difficult to argue that growth mindset 

itself is undesirable. 

In relation to fostering growth mindset, Dweck is reported by Severs (2020) as characterising the 

failings in implementation as falling into two categories – (1) teacher misconception that teaching 

growth mindset is simply a didactic exercise and (2) teacher misconception that growth mindset simply 

requires praising of effort.  Dweck is quick to absolve teachers of blame: “This is not teachers' fault… I 

did not realise the obstacles either” (ibid., para. 19) but suggests that information alone is insufficient 

– classroom culture also needs to change, and this is not a simple matter. 

Claxton and Lucas (2015) call for an education system that focuses on the seven Cs of confidence, 

curiosity, collaboration, communication, creativity, commitment and craftsmanship and emphasise 

the development of student character, with students taking a very active role in learning, over the 

traditionalist prioritisation of the teacher as the disseminator of facts and the student as passive 

receptacle.  In light of attributes that constitute the character proposed by Dweck as desirable to 

cultivate and in light of all that growth mindset contributes to education, an argument could be made 

to expand these seven Cs to ten by adding the three Cs of: 

• courage: to move toward and face that which is difficult, 

• compassion: so that students are kind to themselves rather than self-critical when they fail 

and thus are more resilient, and through the mindfulness component of compassion they can 

hold greater perspective on the situation in which they find themselves, and  
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• connection: such that students are aware of the interconnectedness and interdependence of 

all things and have a sense of common humanity – the shared predicament of being human in 

a world and a body that offers challenges on a constant basis.   

Connection is highlighted here because, as John Dewey and so many other educationalists have 

recognised, nature shows the way.  Nature demonstrates quite profoundly the interconnectedness of 

all things, from the interactions and relationships between atoms, to the interactions and relationships 

between individual members of a bee colony, to the effect of parenting and peer relationships on 

human development, Western philosophies from ancient times to recent have highlighted the 

importance of seeing ourselves as interconnected beings (Gilbert and Choden, 2013).  A sense of self 

is dependent on others and society is co-created through the relationships between these individual 

selves (ibid.).  A sense of connection to others and fundamental sameness causes individuals to behave 

in ways that are more considerate of the needs of others and fosters more inclusive attitudes; a sense 

of connection to the environment encourages responsibility for protecting it (Bai, 2001).  A sense of 

connection is a basic human need (Rechtschaffen, 2014); too often pupils feel disconnected in an 

“education system [that] is static and fragmented” which “promotes alienation and suffering.  But if 

we can align the institutions with this interconnection and dynamism, then the possibilities for human 

fulfilment increase greatly” (Miller, 2007, p.5). 

Interviewed for an article for the Times Educational Supplement (Wiggins, 2016), Dweck suggests that 

growth mindset is even more important following Britain’s vote in 2016 to leave the European Union.  

In these times of uncertainty and turbulence – deeply exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic – the 

need is greater to cultivate in students the attitude of being able to approach difficult problems with 

tenacity.  Wiggins reports that, “Dweck argues pupils should learn the general skill of saying: ‘Here’s a 

worthwhile problem – it’s messy, it’s complicated. How do I stick with it? How do I come back from 

dead ends?’”  In Dweck’s view, schools should build lessons around social issues that are relevant, 

teaching growth mindset and a willingness to approach complex challenges.  This, she argues, speaks 

to the issue of motivation:  

“A growth mindset makes [pupils] feel they can learn and that they’re capable of taking 
advantage of education to the fullest, that they have a future in the education system 
that will lead to a future in society … The whole emphasis on solving problems in the 
world makes the point of school clearer, because many of the students we need to 
nurture towards university are not seeing the point” (Wiggins, 2016). 

Whilst growth mindset has achieved some prominence in the current educational landscape, there are 

those who suggest that a bigger picture is being missed with this focus on learners’ attitude.  Not a 
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criticism of growth mindset per se, Kohn (2015) in his article titled, The perils of “Growth Mindset” 

education: Why we’re trying to fix our kids when we should be fixing the system, suggests that the focus 

on ‘fixing’ the mindset of students detracts from the quality of the curriculum and pedagogy.  As 

evidence that there are circumstances in which growth mindset does not help students, Kohn cites the 

study conducted by Niiya et al. (2016) which reveals certain conditions under which growth mindset 

students (referred to as ‘incremental students’ in the study) may self-handicap in order to protect the 

ego from a drop in self-esteem in the event that they experience academic failure that cannot be 

explained by lack of effort or poor strategies employed.  The main thrust of Kohn’s criticisms of growth 

mindset education in his article centre around the use of praise, as advocated by Dweck, which is 

arguably not a central theme of Dweck’s growth mindset work. 

2.5.3.2 Self-Esteem 

As introduced in Section 2.2.1, self-esteem is a psychological construct; a commonly quoted definition 

for the construct is one given by Coopersmith (1967): “self-esteem is a personal judgement of 

worthiness that is expressed in the attitudes an individual holds towards himself” (p. 4).  “[Self-esteem] 

has been defined in different ways, but it usually refers to an evaluation or judgement about oneself. 

It is how you feel about the picture you have of yourself” (Miller and Moran, 2012, p.37). 

Reichel (2015), in an article asking whether self-compassion is the new and improved self-esteem, 

describes the self-esteem movement as having been unintentionally sparked by bestselling book titled 

The Psychology of Self-Esteem by Canadian psychotherapist Nathaniel Branden.  She suggests that his 

indictment of low self-esteem as the source of dysfunction in individuals and, therefore essentially also 

the cause of most societal ills, was so compelling that by the 1980s policymakers had seen fit to weave 

self-esteem theory into almost every aspect of policy making.  Erickson (1987) makes reference to the 

widespread usage of the concept of self-esteem in the classroom; Neff (2003a) highlights the large-

scale adoption of self-esteem-enhancement programmes by schools, citing the example of the 

California Task Force to Promote Self-Esteem.   

There is general consensus that low self-esteem is problematic (Neff 2009b; Miller and Moran 2012; 

Marshall et al. 2015).  Miller and Moran, whilst recognising that many of the beliefs in relation to self-

esteem are now contentious and that there has been a self-esteem backlash, cite the general 

consensus that low self-esteem leads to underachievement and a variety of personal and societal 

troubles as adequate reason to “target self-esteem as an educational goal” (op. cit., p.5).  If low self-

esteem is problematic, what was unexpected (given the logical conclusion that seeking to raise it is a 

beneficial aim) was that raising it is also problematic.  Firstly, it is difficult to raise self-esteem because 
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it has been shown to be greatly resistant to change (Swann Jr, 1996) – individuals are invested in 

preserving their sense of identity, whether positive or negative, and those with low self-esteem will 

often seek to bring others to the same negative view that they have of themselves.  Secondly, high 

self-esteem is not associated with all of the benefits that were once thought.  Neff (2003a), citing the 

work of Damon and also Seligman, notes that “some psychologists argue that an over-emphasis on 

evaluating and liking the self may lead to narcissism, self-absorption, self-centeredness, and a lack of 

concern for others” (p.86).  

Baumeister, Heatherton, & Tice (1993) caution that individuals with high self-esteem, when in a 

situation that threatens their ego, will potentially set risky goals that are far beyond their capabilities; 

the need to protect high self-esteem inhibits an accurate assessment of ability and thus high self-

esteem can hinder self-knowledge.  When self-esteem (which is part of the constructed identity of an 

individual) is threatened, Vignoles et al. (2006) state that the potential damage to identity will often 

cause an individual to experience negative affect or distortions in thinking in order to protect the sense 

of identity; sometimes even responding with violence or hostility towards the threat.  The authors 

suggest that, “One of the least contested claims in social psychology is that people are generally 

motivated to protect and enhance their self-esteem” (ibid., p.308).   

Although awareness of the difficulties, and indeed perils (e.g. Erickson 1987; Baumeister, Smart and 

Boden 1996; Baumeister et al. 2003;  Twenge 2006; Twenge and Campbell 2010) of raising self-esteem 

is evident, self-esteem enhancement is still a very current theme in education (Miller and Moran, 

2012).   

While the views espoused by Miller and Moran appear to be more cautious than those that emerged 

on the back of Nathaniel Branden’s work on self-esteem in that they acknowledge readers may be 

sceptical about offering praise too easily or inauthentically, there remains the raison d'être of their 

work of helping teachers to engage in practices to enhance student self-esteem for the purpose of 

improving academic performance and helping young people to lead more fulfilling lives.  The authors 

suggest that, “Although the links between overall self-esteem and school performance are neither 

strong nor consistent, there is clear evidence of a relationship between more specific aspects of self-

esteem and the related areas of academic performance.” (ibid., p.3).  In contrast, (Baumeister et al., 

2003) argue that high self-esteem is a result of good academic performance rather than a cause and 

that efforts to increase self-esteem in students have not been shown to improve academic 

performance.  They also suggest that such efforts to manipulate the effect rather than the cause may 
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be problematic – for example, praise given too easily and not related to effort can have a demotivating 

effect. 

Miller and Moran suggest that “sound knowledge about the structure of self-esteem and the processes 

of enhancement” will “help children to develop a healthy and realistic sense of self” (op. cit., p.6) but 

the work of those such as Baumeister, Heatherton and Tice (1993) and Vignoles et al. (2006) would 

seem to argue otherwise; that the very desire to protect and enhance self-esteem is a hindrance to 

having a healthy and realistic sense of self.  All would appear to agree that having a healthy and realistic 

sense of self is desirable, however perhaps for many years educators have been encouraged to chase 

the dancing light, little realising that it was reflection from a mirror.  

2.5.3.3 Inclusion 

The term ‘integration’ was introduced in the Warnock Report (Department of Education, 1978) and 

was subsequently replaced by ‘inclusion’ in the 1990s; integration had received criticism for its 

emphasis on placing children with special educational needs in mainstream schools without due regard 

for the quality of their experiences in those schools (Allan, 2013).  In 1994, over 300 participants 

representing 92 governments and 25 international organizations met in Salamanca, Spain, to consider 

the basic policy changes needed to promote inclusive education; the Salamanca Statement 1994 

founded a broad international movement to include children with special educational needs in 

mainstream education (Inclusion Press, 2016).  The Statement to an extent mandated inclusion and, 

along with the enthusiasm of the newly elected New Labour administration (coming to power in 1997) 

for encouraging the inclusion of a variety of marginalised groups in society as a whole, was responsible 

for bringing the subject of inclusion to the forefront of political and social priority (Gillies, 2013b).  

Inclusion has “been adopted as a key educational policy in Scotland” (Allan, 2013, p.787) but Allan 

notes that much uncertainty and confusion exists around what it actually means to include. 

Barton (1997), citing Booth 1996, highlights the importance of considering inclusion in education as 

encompassing two processes – increasing participation in mainstream schools as well as removing 

barriers (environmental, structural and attitudinal) to increasing participation.  Barton suggests that 

the emphasis on participation “raises issues about the right to be included, the value of diversity and 

the recognition that to be excluded is to be disempowered, to be constituted as 'other' and outside of 

a 'normal' frame of reference” (1997, p.232).  For Barton, the issue of inclusion speaks directly to the 

question of what kind of society we wish to live in; the community of a school is a microcosm of wider 

society.  Inclusion is not the call for specially-trained teachers to teach pupils with ‘special’ needs in 
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mainstream schools, but rather “it is about how, where and why, and with what consequences, we 

educate all pupils” (ibid., p.234).   

Inclusion places considerable additional demands on teachers as well as schools as a whole; teaching 

professionals are required to be significantly more adaptable and understanding, with an enhanced 

skill set; school leaders and teaching staff are responsible for creating an ethos of inclusivity where 

diversity is celebrated in a dignified way (Allan 2013; Gillies 2013b) but policy demands appear to be 

conflicting – Allan (2013) notes that shifts in policy context facilitated by a raft of concerns focusing 

inter alia on economic need, a drive for rapid reform, attainment (as evidenced by PISA league tables 

and others), and increased belief in the value of input from businesses in the matter of state schooling 

have perhaps unintentionally introduced barriers to inclusion.  Some teachers take the view that the 

policy of inclusion has had a detrimental effect on classroom behaviour and academic standards and, 

in line with the characterisation of a ‘feral’ section of youth as being without morals – perhaps 

augmented and solidified in part by the media – see such students as unsuitable for mainstreaming 

(Soltysek, 2013). 

Specific challenges to inclusion noted by Allan, citing Watson 2009 and McNary et al. 2005 are: 

• the use of deficit-oriented language in Scotland, 

• an overtly medical model of additional support needs – children and parents seen as recipients 

of provision rather than partners, and  

• commercially and governmentally prepared packages of advice and support ostensibly offer 

solutions to the ‘problem’ of inclusion. 

These challenges demonstrate that the current approach towards inclusion where children are labelled 

and categorized in terms of requiring ‘additional support needs’ is problematic because the inference 

is that they are not ‘normal’ and there is a shortfall that can be overcome through implementation of 

certain specific measures.  It could be argued that in this approach the child is little other than an 

economic commodity to be transformed through the application of certain mathematical formulae 

into a more valuable commodity. 

Allan goes on to note that although there are shifts in policy that appear to be subverting inclusion, 

there are also some influential legal frameworks in place that protect the rights of children to be 

included.  The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which came into force 

on 2nd September 1990 and which at the time of writing has been ratified by all countries except for 
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the United States (United Nations, 2016), is the most widely ratified human rights treaty in history 

(Unicef, 2016).   

Article 12, which addresses the issue of participation, states: 

“Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right 
to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child 
being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child” (United 
Nations, 1990). 

Lee (1999) asserts that this statement, whilst holding the bold intention of mandating greater inclusion 

for children in its first half, is potentially rendered rather toothless by the latter half with respect to 

what it feeds into, i.e. the ambiguity of the place of a child within adult institutions.  Children have the 

right to make decisions for themselves, depending on their ability to do so.  Positing that this ambiguity 

is necessary in order to marry the general with the particular so that the Article could be something 

that can be applied to all and enforceable as a policy directive, Lee argues that the Article manages to 

allow for contrasting views, without becoming self-contradictory, by deferring to individual nations the 

future decision-making surrounding the point at which a particular child is able to represent 

themselves. 

The European Convention on Human Rights exists to protect human rights in Europe and Article 14 of 

this Convention has successfully been used to challenge exclusion (Allan, 2013), but at the time of 

writing, the United Kingdom has chosen to leave the European Union.  The European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) is a human rights body of the Council of Europe and an 

organisation that has drawn attention to an attitude of increasing xenophobia and intolerance, both 

in the media and in political discourse, surrounding the British EU Referendum (ECRI, 2016).   The 

leader of the Catholic church in England and Wales, Cardinal Nichols, laments that with politicians and 

the media “almost trading in fear” in discourse related to immigration, a culture of “them and us” has 

arisen that “denies our common humanity” (BBC News, 2016). The challenges of fostering inclusive 

attitudes in pupils, teachers and school leaders within a society that appears to be intolerant of anyone 

‘different’ are apparent. 

2.5.3.4 Social Justice 

In 1999, the Scottish Executive published a document titled, Social justice – a Scotland where everyone 

matters (Scottish Executive 1999) setting out a vision for “defeating child poverty” (p.2) and tackling 

social injustices.  Currently, a quarter of Scottish children live in poverty (Sime, 2013) which has a 
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“devastating effect on children’s wellbeing, education and life chances” (p.860).  Sime cites 

Townsend’s (1979) widely used definition of poverty: 

“Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty when 
they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in activities and have the 
living conditions and amenities which are customary, or at least widely encouraged and 
approved, in the societies in which they belong” (op. cit., p.31). 

It is clear that poverty is not defined in absolute terms by a lack of monetary resources, although such 

a lack clearly impacts directly on the food and accommodation that can be secured and access to 

services – in particular, leisure services – but Townsend’s definition of poverty also serves to prompt 

consideration of poverty in relative terms, i.e. in terms of the gap between living conditions and 

services that are customary to have access to and those which people living in poverty have access to.  

As Sime points out, this means that what constitutes poverty may be different in each country. 

In the PISA 2012 results (which focused on mathematics) for Scotland, as stated in the OECD Report 

Improving Schools in Scotland: An OECD Perspective, the standard deviation in mathematics scores at 

86 compares favourably with the OECD average of 92.  The gap between high and low performers was 

222 points, as compared with an OECD average of 239.  The Report indicates that, since 2003, Scotland 

has been amongst the countries with the narrowest distribution of scores in mathematics and that the 

distribution has remained quite consistent. 

Whilst these results are positive in comparison to other countries, and positive in terms of 

demonstrating that the level of inequality has remained fairly constant, it still remains that those living 

in poverty are more likely to educationally underachieve and more likely to leave school early with 

little or no qualifications, thus propagating poverty over subsequent generations (Sime, 2013). 

Bradshaw (2011) presents the Scottish Government’s Growing Up in Scotland study as finding gaps in 

the cognitive abilities of children from different social backgrounds from as young as age 3.  The OECD 

(2015) summarizes the results of the Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy (SSLN) (see Scottish 

Government, 2014, 2015a) in terms of a worsening achievement gap in both literacy and numeracy 

compared to earlier rounds of the SSLN.  Figure 2.12 (OECD, 2015, p.69)  demonstrates, inter alia, an 

alarming gap in performance in literacy of 27 percentage points between the most deprived and least 

deprived students at secondary school year two (S2) level. 

Gorski (2008) lists common myths, and then offers evidence to debunk those myths, that view low-

income pupils as being: 
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• lacking in motivation and having a poor work ethic, 

• parented by those who do not see the value of education, 

• deficient linguistically, and  

• more prone to substance misuse. 

These myths form part of the ‘culture of poverty’ concept that was first presented by Oscar Lewis in 

his book The Children of Sanchez (Lewis, 1961).  For Gorski, lower teacher expectations of low-income 

students are responsible for the attainment gap, rather than pupils living in poverty having lower 

expectations for success, or suffering from limiting beliefs about what they can achieve.  Jensen (2013), 

speaking to the issue of how poverty affects classroom management, concedes that there are many 

overlapping values between those on low incomes and those who are more affluent, such as seeing 

the value of education and having a strong work ethic, but argues that “if poor people were exactly 

the same cognitively, socially, emotionally, and behaviorally as those from the middle class, then the 

exact same teaching provided to both middle-class students and students from poverty would bring 

the exact same results” (p.24).  Jensen argues that teacher expectations and attitudes play a part, but 

that these are not by any means the full picture. 

Jensen frames the attainment gap as related to seven crucial differences between those of low 

socioeconomic status (SES) and those of higher SES: 

1. Health and nutrition – students from poorer families are less likely to have access to good-

quality nutrition which can affect behaviour.  

2. Vocabulary – citing the work of Walker, Greenwood, Hart & Carta 1994, Jensen notes that 

children of low-SES tend to have more limited vocabulary than those of higher SES, hearing 

only a fraction of the proportion of words that children of higher SES hear during their 

formative years. 

3. Effort – teachers often believe that poorer students are simply lazy and so do not put as much 

effort into engaging with learning.  For Jensen, lack of effort in poorer students may be a 

symptom of learned helplessness.  The relationship between pupil and teacher can do much 

to change this, Jensen suggests, since pupils will work harder and be more engaged with the 

subject-matter when they like and respect the teacher.  “Effort can be taught”, Jensen 

reminds, “and strong teachers do this every day” (ibid., p.2). 

4. Hope and Growth Mindset – the plasticity of the brain and the understanding that intelligence 

is not fixed, when communicated to students, can do much to raise expectations in relation to 

future success.  The student’s attitude towards learning is a significant factor in outcomes. 
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5. Cognition – pupils of low-SES tend to perform less well academically than those of higher SES 

and also do not perform as well in tests of intelligence.  There are links between poor cognitive 

skills, academic achievement and behaviour. 

6. Relationships – children of low-SES tend to have experienced relationships at home that are 

less positive than those of higher SES, and therefore such children often lack strong role 

models and support systems.  Such students may not have learned appropriate social and 

emotional responses. 

7. Stress/Distress – children living in poverty experience more chronic stress as a by-product of 

living in close proximity with a parent or caregiver who is generally experiencing greater day-

to-day stress than more affluent parents.  Stress has been shown to impair working memory 

(Jensen cites Evans & Schamberg 2009). 

Notable in Jensen’s ‘cognition’ difference (no.5) is that the author cites Alloway, Gathercole, Kirkwood 

& Elliott (2009) as evidence that children of low-SES “show cognitive problems, including short 

attention spans, high levels of distractibility, difficulty monitoring the quality of their work, and 

difficulty generation new solutions to problems” (p.4).  Further, “[t]hese issues can make school harder 

for children from impoverished backgrounds” (p.4) but the work of Alloway et al. (2009) is a study 

investigating the cognitive and behavioural characteristics of children with low working memory, 

which states that “children with working memory problems … have an extremely high risk of making 

poor academic progress and have a highly distinctive profile of inattentive behavior and forgetting that 

disrupts their classroom functioning” (p.619) but that “[working memory] does appear to be 

unaffected by environmental influences such as parental educational level and financial background” 

(p.618, italics added).  Citing the work of Kremen et al. 2007, the authors point to strong evidence that 

working memory is an inherited characteristic which, rather than being fixed, it is suggested (citing the 

work of Klingbert et al. 2005) can be increased through training. 

Whilst the study distinguishes those with poor working memory as having poor attentional control and 

a strong tendency towards distraction, and demonstrates a strong link between poor working memory 

and poor educational attainment, it makes no link between poor working memory and low-income 

background.  Arguably, however, Jensen may have theorised that, since poor educational attainment 

often results in lower earnings (see, for example, Ranchin & Valle 2014), the study of Alloway and 

colleagues does indirectly make this link.  Aside from this argument, the link between working memory 

and educational attainment is clearly relevant to social justice, since there is something that can be 

done to increase equity, if poor working memory and poor attentional control are indeed issues that 

can be addressed through training. 
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The current Covid-19 pandemic is surely a worrying risk to any progress that has been made in 

addressing educational disadvantage, since “the Covid-19 epidemic and measures to counteract it are 

likely to disproportionally affect poorer people” (OECD, 2020, p.5): the need for social justice to be at 

the forefront of education policy has perhaps never been greater. 

2.5.3.5 Citizenship 

Biesta (2013) contends that citizenship has moved in recent times to a central position in policy in 

many countries around the world, citing the reasons for this as firstly arising from concern for citizens 

to be able to participate in a meaningful way to the process of democracy, and secondly arising from 

concern about the rise in anti-social behaviour.  For Biesta, the breadth of this spectrum of concerns 

encompasses areas of discourse that are not always compatible, which inevitably results in tensions. 

In 2002, Citizenship Education became a part of the English National Curriculum and became a 

compulsory subject in secondary schools in England.  Andrews & Mycock (2007), citing Crick 2000, link 

this to the notion of ‘fixing’ antisocial behaviour created by New Labour policies and suggest that the 

mandating of citizenship education in England had the effect of encouraging in the other ‘Home 

Nations’ a nationally distinct flavour of citizenship within educational provision.  In Scotland, 

citizenship education has been seen as a central element that should filter through the entire 

curriculum rather than something that should be taught as a separate subject and accordingly, 

‘responsible citizenship’ is one of the four capacities at the heart of the CfE (Biesta, 2013). 

According to Biesta, there was fresh impetus for citizenship education after devolution in 1997 and the 

formation of the new Scottish Parliament in 1999, and his analysis of citizenship within the CfE can be 

summarized as suggesting that citizenship currently centres on increasing knowledge of individual 

rights and pro-social behaviour rather than empowering young people with the knowledge and skills 

to effect change politically.  The CfE’s capacity-based framework of citizenship and language of 

discourse highlight the “strong individualistic tendency in the conception of citizenship and citizenship 

education” (ibid., p.329); this is mitigated, says Biesta, by the CfE’s commitment to experiential 

learning about citizenship. 

Any further discussion of the motives behind citizenship education in the CfE or whether the 

implementation of citizenship education in schools meets the intentions of the curriculum is clearly 

outside the remit of this work, and whilst the details can be contended it will suffice to say that 

citizenship education is generally viewed a laudable endeavour (ibid.).  Perhaps most pertinent to this 
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thesis is Biesta’s view that citizenship education is dependent on economic, cultural, political and (most 

relevant to this work) social literacy.   

2.5.3.6 Health and Wellbeing 

The subject of wellbeing is now essentially “‘taken-for-granted’ in our considerations of childhood, and 

schools have been called upon to shoulder some responsibility” (Spratt, 2015, p.1).  Spratt (2014, 2017) 

unpacks the ‘taken for granted’ notion of wellbeing, identifying five main themes in discourses of 

wellbeing in education – physical health promotion, social and emotional literacy, care (in terms of the 

provision of care by adults for the child), philosophical discourse of flourishing (with an emphasis on 

eudaimonic happiness rather than hedonic happiness) and sustainability (recognising that human 

happiness is “deeply entangled with the way in which we care for the environment” (p.55)).   

The CfE appears to place health and wellbeing at the heart of Scottish education by making it a 

responsibility of all and part of the purpose of education: 

“The statements of experiences and outcomes in health and wellbeing reflect a holistic 
approach to promoting the health and wellbeing of all children and young people. They 
are consistent with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which sets 
out the right for all children and young people to have access to appropriate health 
services and to have their health and wellbeing promoted. They build on the 
considerable work of Health Promoting Schools and the publication of Being Well, Doing 
Well which underlines the importance of a ‘health enhancing’ school ethos – one 
characterised by care, respect, participation, responsibility and fairness for all. The 
framework complements the duty in the Schools (Health Promotion and Nutrition) 
(Scotland) Act 2007 for Scottish Ministers and local authorities to endeavour to ensure 
that all schools are health promoting.” (Scottish Government, n.d.) 

The word, ‘wellbeing’, always appearing alongside ‘health’ as in ‘health and wellbeing’ as a singular 

term, appears 215 times in the CfE, and the four capacities are themselves placed at the heart of the 

‘health and wellbeing’ wheel that appears in Curriculum for Excellence: Health and wellbeing across 

learning. Responsibilities of all. Principles and practice (Scottish Government, n.d., p.2). 

According to Spratt (2015), “Scottish policy portrays wellbeing as personal skills of self-management 

(discourses of health promotion, and of social and emotional literacy) fostered through a caring 

environment” (p.1).  In earlier work, Spratt (2014) notes that critical examination of the discourse of 

the CfE may invite the interpretation of health and wellbeing solely being a platform from which to 

support learning, but that through interviews with policy actors and teachers, the conclusion may be 

drawn that the discourse of the CfE does allow room for the interpretation of learning for health and 

wellbeing to promote human flourishing and not just studying health and wellbeing to make better 
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learners and more productive members of the economy.  It is this wider interpretation that perhaps 

offers greater scope for this thesis. 

2.5.3.7 Assessment/Attainment 

“The conflict between remaining recognisably human and meeting performance 
standards begins early now in many schools, for we are told that Britain’s very survival 
as a strong competitor in the world’s markets depends on her citizens attaining an ever 
higher level of educational achievement. Testing and constant surveillance seem 
increasingly to be the central planks of educational practice even at the primary stage, 
while the rigorously enforced national curriculum can threaten creativity, spontaneity 
and the relaxed social discourse between adult and child on which the developing 
person depends for affirmation and a sense of relatedness” (Mearns and Thorne, 2000, 
p.5). 

Whilst there is arguably a place for assessment within schools for a variety of purposes (for example, 

so that pupils can receive good-quality feedback that can feed forward into their future learning and 

performance) and the Assessment is for Learning (AifL) initiative was useful in promoting best practice 

in relation to formative assessment, considerable tensions remain between formative and summative 

assessment, particularly given the focus of formative assessment in the early years of secondary 

education which then rather abruptly moves to summative assessment in S4 (Bryce, 2013).   

Early CfE documents illustrated a concern that assessment should not drive the implementation of the 

curriculum, but subsequent documents demonstrate a shift in emphasis whereby Experiences and 

Outcomes (Es & Os) are to be used as standards to be assessed against (Priestley, 2013).  For Priestley, 

this reveals a “continued preoccupation with assessment” (p.32) that not only burdens teachers with 

increased workload but also limits the ability of schools to innovate.   

“The attainment agenda has played a major role in shaping the first four years of the secondary 

curriculum as schools attempted to raise pupils’ performance in high stakes examinations over recent 

years” (Drew, 2013, p.505).  Within the Scottish education system, Gillies (2013b) suggests that 

assessment “has developed exponentially.  All children, pupils and students can now expect to have 

the full range of their educational activities assessed regularly and repeatedly in both formal and 

informal contexts, and in a much more nationally uniform manner” (ibid., p.255).  The CfE states that 

every child should receive a broad general education from pre-school to the end of S3; in secondary 

school terms, years S1 to S3 are working at the third and fourth levels of the curriculum (Drew, 2013).  

Drew frames the requirement for schools to now embed assessment in this phase as a “matter of 

considerable consternation for teachers and schools” (ibid., p.505) and such preoccupation with 

assessment as having led to the practice of ‘teaching to the test’ which now permeates numerous 
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secondary schools (Drew 2013; Gillies 2013b).  Such focus on assessment clearly has the potential to 

narrow the students’ educational experiences rather than furnish them with the ‘broad general 

education’ to which the CfE deems all pupils to be entitled (Gillies, 2013b). 

A recent Times Educational Supplement (TES) article online  (Hepburn, 2016), titled Scotland's pupils 

'drowning' under weight of assessment draws attention to research by the Scottish Qualifications 

Authority (SQA).  The article highlights that the SQA, which canvassed views in two separate online 

surveys of more than 3,000 and 337 teachers respectively for its reports, identified “a huge concern 

about the volume of unit assessment” across all subjects, with teachers’ comments including “there is 

never an escape” and “assessment is never-ending” (para 4).  More damningly, the article reports that 

most teachers did not think that unit assessments improved either teaching or learning. 

Whilst teachers undoubtedly feel the pressures of the additional burden placed on them by 

assessment, Scottish pupils, as mentioned earlier, are feeling increasingly pressured by schoolwork:  

“Perceived pressure from schoolwork has been measured since 1994. The proportion of 
adolescents who felt some or a lot of pressure from schoolwork has been increasing 
since 2006 and levels in 2018 are the highest seen since 1994” (Inchley et al., 2020, 
p.24).  

Such information must surely prompt consideration of how to best ameliorate this heightened 

perception of pressure, addressing both the causes and the symptoms.  

Schools in Scotland were closed due to the Covid-19 pandemic on 20th March 2020, and since that 

date most school children have been expected to study from home.  The effects of the pandemic 

are likely to affect nearly every area of governmental policy-making for the foreseeable future and 

it remains to be seen how or indeed if the citizens of the world will choose to re-envision 

economies and the education systems that fuel them, however what seems clear is the potential 

for school closures to widen the attainment gap (Montacute, 2020) since there are “significant 

socio-economic inequalities in the home learning environment, which can negatively impact 

families’ access and ability to support children’s learning” (Outhwaite, 2020, p.1). 

2.5.4 Conclusion 

Education has remained a high priority on the Scottish political agenda since devolution (Munn et al. 

2004; Humes 2013) and this section has explored, to the degree practical, some relevant landmarks in 

this educational landscape.  It is argued that there is space within the interpretation of each of the 
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selected themes that lends itself to the consideration of possible roles for mindfulness and self-

compassion, either directly or indirectly, and potential links will be explored later in this thesis in 

Section 2.7. 
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2.6 SECONDARY EDUCATION  

Having looked at the purposes of education, both generally and more specifically as set out by the CfE 

in Scotland, and having looked more closely at the history and context of the Scottish education 

system, this section now seeks to examine secondary education and concerns within the sector more 

closely with a view to identifying potential roles for mindfulness and self-compassion training for pupils 

in the Scottish secondary school environment and where, practically, such a training may fit within a 

school’s curriculum.  In general terms, the role of Scottish secondary education is to educate 

adolescents until they reach school-leaving age or, following that, complete their fifth or sixth year of 

secondary education studies.  This section begins therefore by looking at the nature of adolescence, 

drawing from the realms of cognitive, social, behavioural and positive psychology, neurobiology and 

philosophy before focusing more specifically on the personal and social education of adolescents. 

2.6.1 The Nature of Adolescence 

Dumontheil (2016) defines adolescence as “the period of transition from childhood to adulthood” 

(p.39) and suggests that the start of adolescence is a biological one that is characterised by the onset 

of puberty, while the end of adolescence is the socially constructed event of the individual reaching 

independence.   

Santrock (2010) traces the origins of the concept of ‘adolescence’ back to the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries and describes G. Stanley Hall’s two-volume work titled Adolescence, published in 

1904, as being pioneering in studying adolescence and restructuring the concept.  There are numerous 

theories surrounding what the period of life referred to as ‘adolescence’ actually is and what it means 

for those experiencing it, some of which will be explored here.  There is a broad spectrum of theories 

of adolescence, from those that view adolescence as primarily a period of biological development, to 

those that view it as a period influenced both by biology as well as social and cultural forces, to those 

that view the basic nature of adolescence as sociocultural (Mead and Boas 1973; Santrock 2010; 

Coleman 2011; Hendry and Kloep 2012).  Coleman (2011) suggests that biological changes as well as 

the shaping of adolescent development by social and cultural forces must be considered in any 

rounded view of this period of life, but also cautions against disregarding an often-overlooked 

dimension to the period of adolescence which is that adolescents construct their own adolescence.  

This possibility that part of adolescence is a self-constructed reality, and that this construction, 

according to Coleman, may arguably play as big a part in adolescent development as any other, merits 

closer attendance to the self-reported direct experience of adolescents. 
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Coleman argues that social change has significantly impacted on the lives of adolescents; changing 

family structure with a higher incidence of single-parent families and blended families makes the 

parenting of adolescents more challenging – parenting is likely to be less cohesive and adolescents 

may have reduced opportunity to experience the balancing influence of two parents working together 

in a mutually supportive way. 

Seeing adolescence as essentially being controlled by an individual’s biology, G. Stanley Hall’s view was 

much influenced by the work of Charles Darwin and Hall is known for his ‘Storm-and-Stress’ view of 

adolescence as being a “turbulent time charged with conflict and mood swings” (Santrock, 2010, p.5).  

In stark contrast, Santrock describes the opposing view of American cultural anthropologist, Margaret 

Mead (born 1901).  He reports that Mead found little evidence in Samoan adolescents of storm-and-

stress, reporting that their lives were relatively free of turmoil, and she concluded that the basic nature 

of adolescence is sociocultural rather than biological.  Santrock also describes the inventionist view of 

adolescence, which recognises both biological and sociocultural bases of adolescence and goes further 

to suggest that adolescence is a “sociohistorical creation” (ibid., p.6).   

Hendry and Kloep (2012) compare key ‘stages of development’ theories that attempt to map the 

developmental stages of the human lifetime.  Focusing on views of the period of adolescence, the 

theory of German-born psychoanalyst Erik Erikson (born 1902) places an emphasis on the demands of 

society shaping the adolescent who, whilst experiencing considerable physical change, is seeking a new 

understanding of their identity that is perhaps more outward-focused (social, sexual and 

occupational).  In contrast, the authors summarize the view of psychiatrist Roger Gould (born 1935) as 

that of key life stages being driven by internal forces, largely unseen, which include internalization of 

parental voice as well as fears, beliefs and assumptions.  Gould, according to Hendry and Kloep, 

proposes a theory of transformations, commencing in the mid-adolescent years (ages 16 to 22), based 

on recognising and releasing false assumptions and whereby adolescents come to the realization that 

their complete trust in their parents to protect them, nurture them and meet their every need, has 

been misplaced.  Adolescents then are thrust into constructing a new sense of identity as they are 

required to make decisions for themselves and step out from the shadows of their parents.  Further 

false assumptions, which adolescents labour under and which are to be recognised at later stages of 

development, include a simplistic and logical view of life as well as placing undue importance solely on 

rationality at the expense of understanding the truer nature of being human which is to experience 

the deeper and sometimes-conflicted self where emotions contradict rationality. 
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Hendry and Kloep contrast the views of Erikson and Gould with those of psychologist, Daniel Levinson 

(born 1920), who instead of framing stages of development in terms of ‘success’ and ‘failure’ (with 

consequences attached to each) saw the stages of life as being similar to the seasons of the year – 

simply following in succession and cyclical in nature.  Levinson’s studies were arguably rather 

incomplete given that his theory was developed through his focus solely on males (Hendry and Kloep 

cite Levinson 1978), at least until his inclusion of female subjects in his studies nearly twenty years 

later (Hendry and Kloep cite Levinson 1996).  Levinson saw the stages of life as being characterised by 

long periods of stability interspersed with pivotal transitionary periods which were believed to 

potentially be times of turmoil and stress.  Hendry and Kloep note that that the views of Erikson, Gould 

and Levinson could be seen as ethnocentric, quickly outdated through societal change and did not 

offer a satisfactory model of human development anywhere other than the Western world.  In light of 

the limitations of stage theories, the authors go on to present ecological views of development, 

summarized in the table overleaf: 
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Table 4 – Comparison of Ecological Theories of Human Development, source adapted from Hendry & 
Kloep (2012), pp.19-34 

Model / 
Theorist 

Description 

Urie 
Bronfenbrenner 

Development takes place in the context of systems, much like ecosystems   
Development dependent on relationships formed, both direct and indirect, which are 
two-way in terms of their effect.  Relationships comprise roles, rules and boundaries, 
norms and expectations 
Society has a powerful influence on all parts of the system 
Development as an interactive, dynamic process where the influences are multi-
directional between sub-systems 

Glen Elder Context of historical time and place in which an individual’s life occurs shapes the 
development of that life 
Developmental impact of a life event or series of life events is dependent on when in 
the individual’s life they occur 
Influence of relationships is multi-directional and flows both ways 
Human agency – individuals shape their own lives through their decisions and actions, 
and such decisions and actions have consequences 

Paul Baltes Development continues throughout the lifespan 
Historical context is, as in Elder’s theory, important in shaping development 
Events can have significant impact at any time in lifespan (slight priority of early 
events in impact) 
Multi-directionality and multi-finality – the same event can have many different 
outcomes, and completely different events in a person’s life can lead to very similar 
outcomes 
Slow and continuous or fast and discontinuous processes occur in development; 
reconciliation of stage and anti-stage theories  

Dynamic 
Systems Theory 

Principle of self-organization; organization happens through the interactions between 
the elements of the system themselves, rather than via some organizing force 
A human being is comprised of, and exists within, many different systems, all of which 
are in flux.  When something changes, equilibrium is lost and reorganization must take 
place until it is regained 
Not possible to construct a general description of development that holds true for all 

Integration 
Model (Hendry 
and Kloep’s 
Lifespan Model 
of 
Developmental 
Change) 

Three types of developmental shifts – ‘maturational shifts’ (biological), ‘normative-
social shifts’ (cultural) and ‘non-normative shifts’ (caused by circumstances that are 
unique to the individual) 
‘Resource system’ comprising innate resources and learned resources; resources are 
gained and lost during a lifetime 
Dealing with a challenge can add to or drain resources 

 

The transition from childhood to adolescence is a time of rapid neurobiological development that 

affects self-identity and emotional regulation (Gilbert & Irons 2008, citing Schore 1994) and is 

“accompanied by an elevated focus on peer-group relationships, sense of belonging, and acceptance”, 

(p.195).   

Allen & Sheeber (2008) characterise adolescence, inter alia, as a time when: 
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• affective systems are undergoing huge changes, resulting in significant increases in negative 

emotionality, 

• relationships are inherently unstable, 

• social interaction is of significantly greater importance to the adolescent, 

• reward-seeking behaviour is exhibited, and 

• core executive and self-regulatory skills are maturing, but on a different trajectory to affective 

development.  These differing timetables of maturation make mid-adolescence a time of 

significant vulnerability to risk-taking behaviour (Steinberg, 2008). 

Allen & Sheeber posit that, “While these changes promote the skills necessary for greater 

independence from the family and the establishment of developmentally important peer and romantic 

relationships, they are also hypothesized to create greater vulnerability to emotional and behavioral 

dysregulation (Spear 2000; Steinberg 2005)” (ibid., p.2).  Barry et al. (2015) warn that, at a time when 

connectedness to others (particularly peers) is of particular importance, “High levels of 

overidentification and isolation may be particularly problematic in adolescents” (p.122) and may relate 

to issues such as anxiety and depression. 

Bluth & Blanton (2015), citing the work of Elkind, describe the phenomena of ‘personal fable’ and 

‘imaginary audience’ arising during the adolescent stage of development.  The phenomenon of 

‘imaginary audience’ essentially describes the sense for the adolescent that their life is being played 

out on a stage, and this elicits a corresponding fixation on what other people think of them, resulting 

in thought streams relating to predicting the thoughts of others.  Concern with what others think of us 

is linked to heightened self-criticism (Gilbert, 2009).  ‘Personal fable’ relates to a skewed sense of 

perspective where the adolescent views their life experience to be unique to them; it is therefore 

impossible for anyone to understand what they’re going through because no-one else has experienced 

what they’re experiencing.  Personal fable then is closely implicated in fostering a sense of isolation, 

and therefore meta-cognitive awareness of these potentially unhelpful thought-streams may be highly 

beneficial. 

Adolescence, then, is universally recognised as a time of change and therefore potentially a time of 

vulnerability; the extent of that vulnerability is perhaps related to sociocultural influences and supports 

– supports which are arguably lacking in Western civilisation at present. 
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2.6.2 The History and Development of Personal and Social Education (PSE) 

It is perhaps relevant at this point to explore the manner in which schools have traditionally supported 

the personal and social needs and education of pupils.  ‘Guidance’, of which PSE is a part, originated in 

Scottish secondary schools in the 1950s and became formalised, Wilson et al. (2004) report, through 

Guidance in Scottish Secondary Schools (SED, 1968), The Structure of Promoted Posts in Secondary 

Schools in Scotland (SED, 1971) and More Than Feelings of Concern (Scottish Central Committee on 

Guidance, 1986).  The impetus for the formalisation of guidance through Guidance in Scottish 

Secondary Schools was the move during the 1960s to a comprehensive system of secondary education; 

the formation of large secondary schools with a mix of pupils from a wide range of socioeconomic 

backgrounds brought into sharp focus the need for a system of support (McLaren 2013) although as 

McLaren notes, “The problem of how to accommodate pupil needs was as contentious then as it is 

now” (p.423, italics added).   

From 1971 until the issue of the agreement reached following the publication of A Teaching Profession 

for the 21st Century (McCrone, 2000) (known as The McCrone Report), guidance teachers held the posts 

of assistant principal teacher, principal teacher, and assistant head-teacher levels (Howieson and 

Semple, 1996).  The agreement reached (SEED, 2001) involved the elimination of the assistant principal 

teacher, senior teacher and assistant headteacher roles which had commonly been held by many 

guidance staff.  This restructuring whilst endeavouring to maintain service provision proved 

challenging for local authorities, according to Wilson et al. (2004), and the authors outline additional 

challenges that include the relationship between counselling, discipline and guidance. 

Watts & Kidd (2000) frame guidance as drawing on the two separate traditions of career guidance and 

guidance as an educational concept.  The authors draw attention to the “somewhat problematic 

interface with counselling” (ibid., p.485) and identify numerous ‘fault lines’ in the territory of guidance.  

Wilson et al. (2004), additionally citing the work of Kann 1988, depict these fault lines in diagrammatic 

form (see Figure 10 overleaf) which is perhaps helpful in demonstrating the context of professional 

tensions that Watts & Kidd refer to as well as the conceptual setting within which PSE operates. 
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Figure 10 – Fault lines diagram; source taken from Wilson et al. (2004) p.17 

The purpose of the guidance system is to ensure that each pupil is known to a meaningful degree by 

at least one staff member and the task of pupil support/guidance work is to hold responsibility for 

guidance in personal, educational and vocational matters (Howieson and Semple 1996; Wilson, Schad 

and Hanlon 2004).  Furthermore, guidance may be subdivided into reactive work (for example, dealing 

with pupil behaviour or offering support in dealing with home life issues) or proactive work (such as 

provision of Personal and Social Education lessons) (Wilson et al., 2004).  The subject of PSE then is 

part of the guidance role – a proactive part that seeks to positively influence pupils’ health and 

wellbeing – and so is perhaps the most natural place for a mindfulness and self-compassion training to 

sit.   
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McLaren (2013) draws attention to the Scottish Consultative Council on the Curriculum’s (SCCC’s) The 

Heart of the Matter which sets out the view that personal and social education is concerned with 

“developing certain qualities and dispositions which will help them to make sense of an increasingly 

complex world and to respond in a pro-social way to the diversity of circumstances, systems and 

working environments they face in their lives.” (SCCC, 1995, p.1) 

Responding in a pro-social way to challenges, with strength of character, may be considered to be the 

essence of Emotional Intelligence, “a powerful model for education in the form of social/emotional 

learning” (Goleman, 2011, Location 16). 

A 2005 review of support provision in Scottish schools, Happy, Safe and Achieving their Potential 

(Scottish Executive, 2005) reframed Guidance as ‘Personal Support’, although the term has not been 

universally adopted and many schools still use the term Guidance (McLaren, 2013).  McLaren highlights 

that in Scotland, confusingly, numerous terms are in use to refer to Guidance/Personal Support: such 

terms include Pupil Support, Pupil Support/Pastoral Care (PSPC) and Pastoral Care.  Personal and Social 

Education (PSE), notes McLaren, has suffered from similar confusion over terminology and has been 

known variously as Education for Personal and Social Development (EPSD), Personal and Social 

Development (PSD) and Personal, Social and Health Education (PSHE).  The identity of PSE has also 

been somewhat unclear – some schools have chosen to implement timetabled PSE whilst others have 

chosen a permeation model where PSE-related issues are dealt with through recognised school 

subjects (ibid.).  Whilst admirable in intent, McLaren cautions that this latter approach is certainly more 

problematic to implement in a well-structured and coherent way. 

Now incorporated under the ‘Health and Wellbeing’ (HWB) mantle of the CfE, the challenges for PSE 

noted by McLaren can be summarised in terms of: 

• competing “demands of every pressure group, political or otherwise” (ibid., p.429) which 

schools have traditionally accommodated within the PSE programme, 

• CfE developments prompting the need for debate concerning how to best manage a coherent 

implementation of policy that “avoids fragmentation and a patchwork of expectations and 

outcomes” (ibid., p.429), 

• the CfE HWB area being ‘heavily dominated’ by Physical Education and Health Education at the 

expense of other areas such as ‘Interpersonal Skills’ and ‘Choices and Changes’ 
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• “whether ‘personal and social’ elements of a pupil’s experience should be outcomes-driven” 

(ibid., p.430) as they are currently represented in CfE, or whether such learning is better 

considered to be process-oriented, and 

• training and development requirements for guidance staff, given the ongoing nature of 

development of the CfE in this area. 

In the Scottish education system, guidance teachers retain a subject-teaching role; although 

qualifications relevant to guidance teachers are available, these are not mandatory (Howieson and 

Semple, 1996).  McLaren’s (2013) call to consider the training needs of guidance staff should arguably 

therefore be of considerable priority to policymakers.   

2.6.3  Current Concerns within Secondary Education 

Attention is now turned to current concerns within secondary education which, it is theorised, may 

have relevance in terms of a role for mindfulness and self-compassion in schools. 

2.6.3.1 Behaviour 

Furedi (2010) appears to lay the blame for most of society’s ills, as well as ills within the realm of 

education, on lack of adult authority and the therapeutisation of the educational domain – which, from 

his libertarian viewpoint, is entirely unwarranted intervention by the State.  In contrast, Ginott (1972) 

attributes most unwanted behaviour in classrooms to pupils not feeling heard and respected, 

particularly in terms of feelings, and thus wishing to exact revenge on their teachers in varied and 

interesting ways.  Sometimes fear of trying and then being shot down will cause pupils to misbehave, 

Ginott suggests; preferring to be told off for bad behaviour than be called ‘dumb’.  For Ginott, the 

teacher-child relationship is perhaps the most important aspect of successful learning.   

Langer (2016) blames problems with behaviour on the preoccupation of current education systems 

with evaluation, suggesting that, “For a child judged harshly, the only way to get any attention or 

notoriety may seem to be through bullying or major misdeeds.  All of us at one time or another seek 

to be noticed and admired (at least by a few peers).  The behaviour makes sense.  For someone too 

timid to misbehave, depression could be the result.” (ibid., Location 147).  Noting that schools are 

rather judgmental places, Jensen (2013) echoes Ginott’s views and offers additional reasons why pupils 

may ‘act out’ – for example: 

• poor nutrition and insufficient exercise can affect behaviour, 
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• poor vocabulary can engender a fear of appearing ‘stupid’ and so students may disengage and 

feel that school is not for them, 

• limiting beliefs and a fixed mindset can feed into learned helplessness; those who feel there is no 

point in putting in effort and that school is essentially irrelevant for them will potentially 

demonstrate resistant attitudes, and 

• many children do not have a home life that is stable or one that teaches skilful social and 

emotional responses – students who are unskilled in dealing with emotions that are more 

challenging to experience may lash out rather than choose more helpful responses to their 

difficulty.  

2.6.3.2 Motivation 

Ginott’s work discussed in the previous section speaks to the issue of motivation – an issue that still 

remains highly pertinent to education (e.g. Furedi 2010) – and suggests that engendering a love of 

learning may be dependent on developing love and respect for the teacher him/herself.    He argues 

that if a teacher uses sarcasm and criticism of character rather than focusing attention on behaviour 

and/or the quality of a particular piece of work, then self-esteem is lowered which is demotivating.  

This confusion between character and behaviour on the part of the teacher can be problematic if this 

is understood in the context of work such as that of Gilbert & Irons (2008) and Brown (2013) –  if when 

performing poorly on a task then a student views failure as part of their identity, i.e. part of who they 

think they are, then feelings of shame are likely to arise.  The authors cite shame as being one of the 

most damaging emotions in term of our ability to flourish, and an emotion that commonly leads to 

depression and addiction.   

The potential symbiosis between the work of Neff & McGehee (2010) that explores the relationship 

between self-compassion and psychological resilience and Dweck's (2012) mindset work is notable and 

such work relates directly to the issue of motivation.  If a student believes that failure is who they are, 

they will lack motivation as there will seem little point in trying.  If, however, a student is able to 

recognise and accept the difficult feelings that accompany perceived failure and maintain a balanced 

view of the experience as something that is transient and experienced by all human beings at times, 

they are more likely to recover quickly from the setback (Neff and McGehee, 2010).  A student who 

believes that success is related to effort rather than innate ability, as Dweck (2012) suggests, is likely 

to be considerably more motivated than one who does not share this belief.  Further, they are less 

likely to become identified with failure and more likely to see failure as an opportunity for learning and 

growth (ibid.). 
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Dweck (2012) frames pupil motivation as being related to purpose as well as teacher attitude – “When 

teachers are judging them, students will sabotage the teacher by not trying.  But when students 

understand that school is for them – a way to grow their minds – they do not insist on sabotaging 

themselves.” (ibid., p.201).   

Furedi (2010) has a different view of motivation: whilst concurring that it is indeed a fundamental 

problem within education, he seeks to ‘let teachers off the hook’ by suggesting that the education 

system, and wider society, have become so ‘anti adult authority’ that it is very difficult for teachers to 

stamp their authority on the classroom.  In his view, students should do their best simply because they 

are compelled to respect and follow the wishes of the adult.  He considers that teachers should be 

allowed to be uninspiring and that it is misguided to rely on lessons being interesting to motivate the 

children.  While it seems likely to be the case that there will be subject matter that society may deem 

it pertinent for students to learn about that may not immediately capture the interest of the young 

person, the argument that will be developed here is that motivation is key to learning and so it is 

necessary to give reasons for learning such material, since fear of adult authority seems unlikely to be 

a good motivator.  Is it more desirable that the reason for learning be a vision of how to live life, 

inspired by a teacher who embodies qualities that are aspired to and who demonstrates their attitude 

and character through the quality of relationship with each student, or is it more desirable that children 

simply accept that schooling involves learning many things that appear to have no relevance to any 

future life they will lead, and knuckle-down through a ‘toeing the line’ mentality?  Teachers and schools 

adopting the latter view are killing creativity, posit Robinson & Aronica (2015).   

Furedi has been an outspoken critic of the self-esteem movement in education, suggesting that the 

therapeutisation of the realm of education has infantilised it; removing competition has devalued the 

recognition that pupils used to strive for (Furedi, 2004).   Furedi’s view is that pupils are desensitized 

to praise since it is given all-too-easily, and he characterises motivation as a “temporary psychic event 

in which curiosity is aroused and attention is focused” (ibid., p.4).  He suggests that this should not be 

confused with a reason to sit in a classroom and pay attention to a teacher, to sit examinations, do 

homework, even when not motivated to do so.  Adult authority, Furedi argues, is the lacking ingredient, 

and motivation is over-rated. 

Ryan and Deci (2000) would certainly disagree with Furedi on this point since his view is founded on 

extrinsic (or external) motivation whereas their theory of motivation – self-determination theory (SDT) 

– places intrinsic motivation (“the inherent tendency to seek out novelty and challenges, to extend and 

exercise one's capacities, to explore, and to learn” (p.70) at the heart of wellbeing and actualisation of 
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human potential.  SDT explores “people’s inherent growth tendencies and innate psychological needs” 

and is proposed to rest upon three needs of autonomy, relatedness and competence which are 

identified as “essential for facilitating optimal functioning of the natural propensities for growth and 

integration, as well as for constructive social development and person well-being” (p.68).  At a person’s 

best, “they are agentic and inspired, striving to learn; extend themselves; master new skills; and apply 

their talents responsibly” (p.68) and what fosters a person’s best is a sense of autonomy in choosing 

to engage in tasks that hold meaning and value for them.  Organismic Integration Theory (OIT) is a sub-

theory of SDT that proposes individuals may also find value in tasks or behaviours that are prompted 

by extrinsic motivation, but the degree to which such motivation is internalised is dependent, say Ryan 

& Deci, on the degree to which a person understands the meaning and reasoning behind the task and 

feels competent to perform it (competence), a sense of connectedness with others (relatedness) and 

a sense of volition, i.e. does not feel excessively pressured to comply (autonomy).  Complete 

internalisation of a new behaviour relies on the individual being able to comprehend and synthesize 

its meaning in relation to already-held values and goals.   

The implications for education of this theory are that learning is best facilitated through natural 

interest and enjoyment that arises from engagement in activities and tasks that feel meaningful to an 

individual, and if it is deemed desirable to promote behaviours that are not already valued and acted 

out by an individual – as indeed society (and this holds for a school ‘society’) might wish – then these 

societal values will be most successfully internalised by the individual if they are privy to and 

understand the reasons why this behaviour is desirable, feel connected to the society that values this 

behaviour, and feel a sense of autonomy in choosing to adopt this societal value: the societal value 

then becomes a personally-held value.  Imposition of classroom control that does not align with 

intrinsic values can foster a feeling of lack of competence, lack of agency and a sense of disconnection, 

and can thus be detrimental to an individual’s wellbeing (ibid.). 

OIT focuses on contextual influences that either support or inhibit the internalisation of extrinsically 

motivated behaviour, and so SDT is highly relevant when designing a training with youth that aims to 

cultivate behavioural change (Beattie and Salo, 2016). 

A number of researchers have proposed that mindfulness enhances intrinsic motivation (e.g. Ryan et 

al. 2008; Ruffault et al. 2016; Ennis 2017) since mindfulness is characterised by curiosity (Bishop et al., 

2006), and curiosity and intrinsic motivation go hand-in-hand (Ryan and Deci, 2000).   Possibly via more 

than one mechanism – since self-compassion counts mindfulness (and thus curiosity) as a core element 

in its construct, but also invites a certain kind of attitude that lessens fear of  failure and enhances 
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perception of competence (Neff et al., 2005) – there may also be a link between self-compassion and 

intrinsic motivation: Neff et al. (ibid.), in a study of 222 undergraduate students, found positive 

correlation (p < .01). 

2.6.3.3 Disaffection, School Connectedness and School Climate 

Citing the work of Farrington 1997 which links poor educational outcomes with subsequent economic 

disadvantage as well as substance abuse, Hilton (2006) suggests that an awareness of such links has 

brought the issue of disaffection to a more central position within policy-making in Scotland and has 

prompted keen interest in reducing exclusion.  ‘Disaffection’ in Scottish schools is another term that is 

notoriously difficult to define, and statistics on exclusions and unauthorised absences have historically 

been used in Scotland as indicators of the level of disaffection (Head, 2013); when considered in such 

terms, such statistics demonstrate only a subset of a much wider problem of ‘not liking’ school if the 

term disaffection is interpreted as including those who dislike or who feel disengaged from schooling.   

Rechtschaffen (2014) states that, most commonly, students do not like school.  Whilst the issue of 

students disliking school is close to the issue of lacking motivation, there are perhaps some subtle 

differences here.  Motivation can be defined by having a purpose, or reason, for learning.  Without a 

good reason to learn, students will not be motivated and enjoyment of school will be reduced, but 

reasons for disaffection with schooling are perhaps more complex and numerous.  Langer (2016), as 

mentioned earlier, cites the culture of judgement and evaluation as a cause of stress which no doubt 

contributes to lack of enjoyment.  Langer also points to the preoccupation with knowledge-acquisition 

and evaluation as being problematic in other ways – those whose brains work in more fluid ways are 

stifled by fixed views of the world and the way it works.   

The research by Hilton (2006), which analysed semi-structured interviews with 40 students within the 

Scottish education system between the ages of 13 and 17 who had been excluded, backs the view that 

the strongly academic orientation of schoolwork combined with the pressures of assessment 

contributes significantly to a lack of enjoyment; a theme emerging from Hilton’s work was one of 

resentment at the perceived inculcation of previously enjoyable practical subjects with academically-

focused work that rendered the lessons far less enjoyable and, perhaps it can be inferred, feeling less 

relevant to the students. 

The reasons presented by Hilton for student disaffection with schooling fall into three broad themes: 
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• challenges with the nature of schoolwork, 

• a perceived lack of sufficient support with these challenges, and 

• difficult relationships within school, particularly pupil-teacher relationships. 

Difficulties within pupil-teacher relationships commonly centre around a student not feeling liked by 

a teacher or students expected to behave badly by the teacher and so living up to those expectations.  

Noted by Hilton is that many participants “were commonly frustrated by the rigidity of their teachers 

in dealing with their bad behaviour—and felt that there was a defensive tendency to overreact” and 

that narrow and inflexible application of school rules “was believed to demonstrate that their teachers 

were not interested in the wider, and for pupils more important, dynamics of school life” (ibid., p.305).  

Common to each of the themes, upon examination of interviewees’ comments presented in Hilton’s 

paper, is a sense of not feeling seen, felt, heard or respected.  As Hilton suggests, students’ perception 

of disinterest on the part of teachers feeds into a wider debate about the kind of culture that exists 

within individual schools. 

Scrutinizing the experience of adolescents in Scotland and elsewhere, Improving Schools in Scotland: 

An OECD Perspective (OECD, 2015) highlights that in Scotland in the PISA results of 2012, 76% of 15 

year-olds reported feeling a sense of belonging at school;  this is considerably below the OECD average 

of 81% and 10 percentage points below the figure reported for Scotland in the PISA 2003 results.  

Whilst 76% represents a significant majority, it is impossible to ignore the fact that 24% of 15 year-olds 

did not feel a sense of belonging at school; such statistics would appear to back Hilton's view (Hilton 

2006) that inclusion policies in Scotland are not working, despite the considerable budget allocation 

for countering disaffection and disruption in Scottish schools.   

Figure 11 represents the HBSC 2018 data presented by Inchley et al. (2020) in relation to liking school.  

The data clearly suggest that the secondary school environment is one that adolescents enjoy 

decreasingly with age.   Whilst Furedi (2010) along with other educational traditionalists would view 

such data as entirely irrelevant and indeed Furedi’s position is that adults spend far too much time and 

effort pandering to the whims of youth, there are those who interpret such statistics as indicative as a 

wider problem with secondary education (e.g. Robinson & Aronica 2015) – a disengagement of 

adolescents from learning as schools fail to inspire students. 
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Figure 11 – % of students who report that they like school a lot; source adapted from  

Inchley et al. (2020)  

The foregoing discussion clearly relates closely to the notion of school connectedness, which has 

assumed various guises such as school attachment, school climate, perception of teacher support and 

school bonding (Whitlock, 2006).  Scottish reports on HBSC data – produced every 4 years and 

discussed in Section 1.1 – can be seen as attempting to capture a measure of it by attending to matters 

such as how much respondents like school, the level of perception of teacher and peer support.  School 

connectedness has been conceptualised by Whitlock (ibid.) as: 

“a psychological state of belonging in which individual youth perceive that they and 
other youth are cared for, trusted, and respected by collections of adults that they 
believe hold the power to make institutional and policy decisions.  Moreover, 
connectedness is conceptualized as something not merely received (e.g., “To what 
extent do you feel cared for?”) but reciprocated as well (e.g. “To what extent do you 
care about your school?”)” (p.15). 

Adolescents spend a considerable proportion of their waking day in school and school environments 

vary considerably in terms of academic, physical, social resources (Loukas, 2007), however researchers 

have tended to focus primarily on the role of family and peers on adolescent adjustment (Steinberg 

and Morris, 2001) even though the school climate – which Loukas defines as “the feelings and attitudes 

that are elicited by a school’s environment” (op. cit., p.1) – may have an important role to play (Kasen 

et al., 1990). 

Almost all researchers agree that school climate is shaped by at least four main aspects of external 

environment, relationships, teaching and learning, and safety (Cohen et al., 2009) and in contrast with 

the view of some commentators that school climate is an objective feature of school life, for Cohen et 

al. (ibid.): 
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“school climate refers to the quality and character of school life. School climate is based 
on patterns of people’s experiences of school life and reflects norms, goals, values, 
interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational 
structures. A sustainable, positive school climate fosters youth development and learn 
ing necessary for a productive, contributive, and satisfying life in a democratic society. 
This climate includes norms, values, and expectations that support people feeling 
socially, emotionally, and physically safe. People are engaged and respected. Students, 
families, and educators work together to develop, live, and contribute to a shared school 
vision. Educators model and nurture an attitude that emphasizes the benefits of, and 
satisfaction from, learning. Each person contributes to the operations of the school and 
the care of the physical environment.2  However, school climate is more than individual 
experience: It is a group phenomenon that is larger than any one person’s experience. 
School climate, or the character of the school, refers to spheres of school life (e.g., 
safety, relationships, teaching and learning, the environment) and larger organizational 
patterns (e.g., from fragmented to cohesive or “shared” vision, healthy or unhealthy, 
conscious or unrecognized)” (p.182). 

While cautioning that there is insufficient evidence that the school environment has a major impact 

on the mental health of adolescents, Kidger et al.'s (2012) meta-analysis concluded that “student 

perceptions of teacher support and school connectedness are associated with better emotional 

health” (p.925).  Pate et al. (2017), using data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 

Health (an ongoing longitudinal study in the United States using a nationally-representative sample) in 

their study of 7276 adolescents who were aged 13-16 at the start of the study, found that emotional 

distress negatively correlated with perceptions of belonging to school, which, they posited, may affect 

educational achievement since emotional distress predicted lower levels of educational achievement 

in their mediation analyses. It can thus be concluded that researchers, educators and policymakers 

should not lose sight of this issue. 

2.6.3.4 The Influence of Technology 

“Technology is the knack of so arranging the world that we do not experience it.”  
Postman (1995, p.10), citing Frisch. 

Technology has clearly changed the way that human beings experience life on this planet to an 

extraordinary degree, from the way that food arrives on the table to the ways that individuals 

communicate and interact with each other and even the way that young people think and learn  

(Oblinger and Oblinger, 2005).  Prensky (2001) coined the term, ‘Digital Native’ to refer to a person 

who has grown up with digital technologies and is completely at ease with them, i.e. a ‘native speaker’ 

of the digital language. Other names for Digital Natives are ‘Net gens’ or ‘N-gens’ (those of the Internet 

generation) and D-gens (those of the digital generation).  Those who are not Digital Natives are 

referred to by Prensky as ‘Digital Immigrants’.   
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Speaking of the U.S. situation, which can arguably be extended to include that of the United Kingdom, 

Prensky (2001) points to a fundamental issue – technology, rather than simply being a tool to serve 

the needs of mankind, has changed our children and young people: “Our students have changed 

radically. Today’s students are no longer the people our educational system was designed to teach” 

(p.1).  Digital Natives are essentially taught by Digital Immigrants in an education system that has not 

been designed for Digital Natives. 

Whilst the benefits brought by technology are too numerous to mention, in recent years there has 

been a small but growing number of voices expressing concern in relation to the ways in which 

technology may be adversely affecting young minds (e.g. Greenfield 2015, Twenge & Campbell 2010).  

Baroness Greenfield raised her concerns at a UK Parliament House of Lords debate in 2009 on website 

regulation, particularly in relation to safeguarding the wellbeing of children, based on the premise that 

the brain changes in response to its environment (neuroplasticity) and the environment (due to digital 

technology) is rapidly changing in an unprecedented fashion, ergo the brain may also be altering in an 

unparalleled way due to these technologies.  Her argument, although arguably logical and chiming 

with the views of those such as Prensky (2001), met with considerable criticism and animosity, 

suggestive of the strength of feeling (and perhaps fears) surrounding this issue. 

Apprehensions relating to the use of digital technologies, as noted by those such as Barnes et al. (2007), 

Small & Vorgan (2009), Twenge & Campbell (2010) and Greenfield (2015), tend to centre around: 

• Social media promoting narcissism and impacting on social skills (see Carpenter (2012) and 

Ong et al. (2011) for example studies relating to narcissism; studies such as that of Bourgeois 

et al. (2014) have shown that social media may promote social and emotional wellbeing rather 

than reduce it) 

• Computer games leading to more impulsive and aggressive behaviour, and detachment from 

reality (e.g. Hartmann and Vorderer 2010, Nije Bijvank et al. 2012) 

• Omni-present availability of an almost endless stream of different sources of entertainment 

has led to a shortened attention-span and a desire for immediate gratification (e.g. Microsoft 

Canada 2015) 

• Reduction in physical activity because of increased time spent in front of screens (e.g. 

Vandelanotte et al. 2009) 

Each year the market research company CHILDWISE surveys circa 2,000 children between the ages of 

5 and 16 and its 2019 report (CHILDWISE, 2019) found inter alia that: 
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• the average time spent online has risen to 3hrs per day, 

• the average amount of video content watched is now 2.8hrs per day, with most of that usage 

facilitated by connected devices rather than a traditional TV set, 

• the number of children who reported that they would use their connected devices all day if 

they were able to has risen to 29% from 22% in the previous year, 

• the number of children who report feeling lonely has risen since the previous year, 

• secondary school-aged children are “far less likely than in previous years to feel university is 

the golden ticket to a great future” (p.2), 

• 29% of children report sometimes missing out on sleep because they’ve used their devices for 

too long, a 5% increase from the previous year, and 

• the number of 9-16 year-olds who wanted to spend less time on their connected devices had 

risen to 26% from 22% the previous year. 

A debate in 2011 in the House of Lords on the effect of digital technologies on the mind (House of 

Lords, 2011) concluded that there was insufficient evidence that the “sensible and proportionate use 

of technology” causes negative impact.  This does not seem an unreasonable conclusion, however the 

argument is surely that – and increasingly so nearly 10 years following this debate – evidence 

alarmingly points to the fact that a great many (and growing proportion of) young people are using 

connected devices to a degree that must challenge any possible definition of sensible and 

proportionate.  If young people are increasingly unable to ‘disconnect’ from the digital world and sleep 

is being lost, then this use of technology has worrying implications for public health. 

An article in the BBC News Health section (Maybin, 2017) attempted to debunk the attention span 

‘myth’ by rejecting a widely-quoted statistic from the Microsoft Canada (2015) Consumer Insights 

Report that suggested the human attention span is now less than that of a goldfish.  This statistic is 

cited by Microsoft as having been sourced from Statistic Brain and evidence is offered by Maybin to 

reject its validity.  The statistic, whilst seductive to news agencies, was arguably not the main thrust of 

Microsoft’s report.  The main thrust of the document was to report on their survey of 2,000 Canadians 

and the results of studying the brain activity of 112 people as they undertook a variety tasks.  Microsoft 

highlighted its finding of negative correlation between ability to sustain focus on a single task and (1) 

adoption of technology, (2) the amount of media usage, (3) social media usage and (4) tendency to 

multi-screen.  They also reported that each of these behaviours was highly intercorrelated. 

Further strengthening the case that the rise of digital technology has affected the minds of the young 

in adverse as well as positive ways, a New York Times article (Ritchell, 2012) drew attention to two 
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recent surveys undertaken by the Pew Internet American Life Project (Purcell et al., 2012) and 

Common Sense Media (Common Sense Media, 2012).  American business magazine, Forbes, referring 

to the New York Times article, offers the label of ‘The Distracted Generation’ for the children of today 

(Barret, 2012).  The first study referred to by Ritchell presented results from an online survey 

completed by over 2,000 middle and high school teachers, who overwhelmingly (87%) felt that digital 

technologies are creating an “easily distracted generation with short attention spans” and whilst many 

teachers felt that Internet use had fostered greater research skills in students, a significant majority 

(64%) believed that such technologies “do more to distract students than to help them academically” 

(op. cit., p.2).  The second study also looked at teachers’ views of how at-home use of digital 

technologies was affecting the academic abilities of studies, and also their social skills.  Surveying 685 

primary and secondary (i.e. K12) teachers, the results were cause for concern.  Figure 12 presents the 

percentages of teachers recorded who felt that media use by students was harming various aspects of 

their functioning. 

 

Figure 12 – Media use affecting students; source adapted from Common Sense Media (2012) p.7 

While such studies are clearly subjective, the views of such a large number of teachers, whilst taken 

alongside other evidence, must surely be seen as cause for further research as a matter of priority. 

For Lipton & Bhaerman (2009), technology has precipitated global crises such that we stand at the 

point of realizing that our current worldview needs urgent revision, “Unfortunately, the glamour of 

technology has eclipsed humanity’s connection with Nature, and the pursuit of technological 

advancement has contributed to disharmony, imbalance, and global crises.  Our arrow of progress has 

become an out-of-control rocket careening from one catastrophe to the next” (ibid, p.47). 
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“We are moving from a world where computing power was scarce to a place where it 
now is almost limitless, and where the true scarce commodity is increasingly human 
attention” – Satya Nadella (Microsoft Canada, 2015) 

Microsoft Canada (2015) frames it as good news that increasingly digital lifestyles have led to an 

increased susceptibility to distraction: “Multi-screening trains consumers to be less effective at filtering 

out distractions – they are increasingly hungry for something new. This means more opportunities to 

hijack attention” (p.4).  Such comment may be perceived as somewhat disheartening and 

demonstrates the need to protect young minds from forces that view them as ‘neuro-capital’. 

The news is certainly not all bad: while for many digital immigrants the notion of greater relationship 

quality being related to more social media usage might be surprising, Charmaraman et al. (2018) 

reported just that and, citing the work of Davis 2013, the authors note that online communication with 

friends has been found to be associated with greater quality of friendship which in turn has been linked 

to greater clarity of self-concept. 

It has not been the aim within this section to argue for a return to a pre-technological era, even if such 

a thing was possible, but to highlight that adoption of technology has perhaps outpaced other aspects 

of human evolution and to urge reflection on how best to counter the undesirable effects that 

unbridled embrace of technological change may bring.  The degree to which schools have a role to play 

here is a matter for debate that is outside the scope of this thesis, but it should be noted that education 

could play its part, most obviously by helping pupils to counteract the increasing tendency towards 

distraction. 

2.6.4 Conclusion 

This section has perhaps highlighted some of the difficulties that teachers face in the classroom every 

day: distracted, disengaged, disaffected pupils who are experiencing considerable developmental 

shifts caused by biological as well as sociocultural forces.  It may be considered that there is a role for 

mindfulness and self-compassion in supporting teachers in the difficulties they face.  Furthermore, 

since the CfE frames health and wellbeing as the responsibility of all teachers and a foundation of 

learning, such training would potentially create more inclusive, compassionate classrooms that would 

arguably strengthen such foundation.   

The suggestion that adolescence is a partially self-constructed phenomenon invites closer attention to 

adolescent perception.  Mindfulness affords greater awareness of the filters (or stories, beliefs, 

assumptions and expectations) through which experience is perceived and meaning constructed, and 
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can foster a greater sense of perspective.  Self-compassion invites the experiencer to hold themselves 

and their experience in a gaze of awareness that is warm and accepting, rather than harsh and self-

critical, and in the context of the school environment may help to foster a greater sense of connection 

between community members and a greater sense of engagement, if the individual feels a valuable 

part of that community. 

This section sought to examine the nature of secondary education and concerns within the sector more 

closely with a view to exploring the nature of educating adolescents and to opening avenues of 

possibility in relation to whether a mindfulness and self-compassion training may ameliorate some of 

the issues currently facing teachers and pupils within the sector.  It is theorised that such avenues of 

possibility may lie in the direction of engagement, relationships, and quality of attention.  Further, it is 

posited that there may be a much broader role that relates to human flourishing.  Focus is now  placed 

on exploration of these varied avenues. 
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2.7 THE CASE FOR MINDFULNESS AND SELF-COMPASSION IN SCOTTISH SCHOOLS 

“…whether the attention come by grace of genius or dint of will, the longer one does 
attend to a topic the more mastery of it one has. And the faculty of voluntarily bringing 
back a wandering attention over and over again is the very root of judgment, character, 
and will. […] And education which should improve this faculty would be the education 
par excellence.” – William James, The Principles of Psychology (1890)  

This section aims to bring together some of the themes previously addressed in this literature review, 

initially summarising (to the degree feasible) the body of mindfulness research both in adults and 

youth.  Attention is then focused upon self-compassion research to-date, before moving to explore 

explicitly where mindfulness and self-compassion training might fit within the school curriculum. 

The case for teaching mindfulness in schools is growing in strength through the studies of those such 

as Huppert and Johnson (2010), Burnett (2011), Hennelly (2011), Sibinga et al. (2013), Stone (2014), 

Weare (2013, 2014) and Bluth et al. (2015, 2016), and the work of educators calling for mindfulness in 

school education (e.g. Orr 2005; Rechtschaffen 2014; Morris 2015; Langer 2016).  Educational 

philosopher Oren Ergas has made an important contribution to the landscape of education with his 

works on the necessary centrality of mindfulness to the field (see Ergas 2014a, 2014b, 2016, 2017a, 

2017b, 2019a, 2019b) in a way that goes beyond ‘intervention’ (mindfulness in education) or indeed a 

‘whole-school approach’ (mindfulness as education) in order to “shed light on some of its less known 

emerging potentials for education” (Ergas, 2019a, p.3). 

Although mindfulness interventions have been adopted relatively enthusiastically by schools in recent 

years (Schmidt 2016; Ergas 2019a), there remain unanswered questions relating to whether 

mindfulness in schools is beneficial for all concerned – for example, are there pupils who might even 

experience psychological harm from such mind-training?  Certainly, not all agree that the eager 

adoption of mindfulness into many schools is something to be encouraged, and this section explores 

some dissenting voices before arriving at the research questions posed.   

2.7.1 Mindfulness in Adult Samples 

Prior to examining the evidence for mindfulness and self-compassion with youths/adolescents both in 

and out of school settings, this section will explore some of the ways in which mindfulness has been 

shown to be of potential benefit in adult populations in both correlational and experimental research. 
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Table 4 presents a sample of correlational studies for the reader’s attention, drawn primarily from the 

meta-analyses of Brown, Ryan and Creswell (2007), Keng et al. (2011) and Carlson (2013).  
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Table 5 – Evidence of benefits of trait mindfulness demonstrated by correlational studies 

 Concept Example Studies 

positive 
correlation 

with 

Academic self-efficacy Keye & Pidgeon (2013) 

Active listening Jones et al. (2016) 

Attention Schmertz et al. (2009) 

Agreeableness Thompson & Waltz (2007) 

Competence Brown & Ryan (2003) 

Conscientiousness Thompson & Waltz (2007); Giluk (2009)  

Ecologically responsible behaviour Brown & Kasser (2005) 

Emotion identification and 
communication 

Wachs & Cordova (2007) 

Emotion regulation Creswell et al. (2007); Wachs & Cordova (2007); Hill & Updegraff 
(2012) 

Empathy Beitel et al. (2005); Dekeyser et al. (2008); Jones et al. (2016) 

Life satisfaction Brown & Ryan (2003) 

Optimism Brown & Ryan (2003) 

Persistence Evans et al. (2009) 

Pleasant/positive affect Brown & Ryan (2003) 

Relationship enhancement Wachs & Cordova (2007) 

Resilience Keye & Pidgeon (2013) 

Self-esteem Brown & Ryan (2003); Rasmussen & Pidgeon (2011) 

Sense of autonomy Brown & Ryan (2003) 

Social connectedness Brown & Kasser (2005) 

Vitality Brown & Ryan (2003) 

negative 
correlation 

with 

Absent-mindedness Herndon (2008) 

Anxiety Brown et al. (2012)  

Cognitive reactivity Eifert & Heffner (2003); Levitt et al. (2004); Raes et al. (2009) 

Depression Brown & Ryan (2003); Cash & Whittingham (2010) 

Difficulties with emotion regulation Arch & Craske (2006); Baer et al. (2006); Hill & Updegraff (2012) 

Dissociation Baer (2006); Walach et al. (2006) 

Experiential avoidance Baer et al. (2004) 

Neuroticism Baer et al. (2006); Dekeyser et al. (2008); Giluk (2009) 

Perceived stress Shapiro et al. (2007) 

Rumination Raes & Williams (2010);  

Social anxiety Brown & Ryan (2003); Dekeyser et al. (2008); Rasmussen & 
Pidgeon (2011) 

Stress symptoms Brown et al. (2012) 

 

In addition to the association of trait mindfulness with self-report measures of psychological health, 

Creswell et al. (2007) provide evidence of a potential pathway by which MBIs are associated with 

reduced negative effect and improved psychological health. In a small study (N=27), participants 

completed the self-report Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS) and then undertook an affect 

labelling task while undergoing functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI); those with higher trait 

mindfulness were found to have greater prefrontal cortical regulation during the affect labelling task, 

as well as reduced bilateral amygdala activation, which suggests that mindfulness may promote 
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emotional regulation through awareness of (and in this case, verbally labelling) affective stimuli which 

inhibits limbic responses. 

2.7.1.1 Mindfulness Based Trainings 

The main adult MBTs that involve regular mindfulness meditation practice are Mindfulness Based 

Stress Reduction (MBSR) which was created for adults with a wide range of medical diagnoses, 

including chronic pain, by Kabat-Zinn (1990), Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) which 

combines MBSR with Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) and was developed by Segal, Williams and 

Teasdale (2002) to specifically meet the needs of patients with clinical recurrent depression and 

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT; Hayes, Strosahl and Wilson, 1999).   

Subsequent programmes that are targeted more at non-clinical adult populations include the Mindful 

Self-Compassion (MSC) programme developed by Neff & Germer (2013), the Mindfulness Association’s 

Mindfulness Based Living Course (MBLC) and the Breathworks mindfulness courses. 

All the approaches listed above are entirely secular with a central aim of enhancing mindfulness, all 

except for ACT have a strong experiential component which includes core meditative practice, all 

encourage meta-cognitive awareness of present-moment experience (thoughts, feelings, sensory 

perceptions) and all have an attitudinal component where the intention is held to cultivate acceptance 

of internal experience.  The MSC and MBLC programmes are explicit in their additional central aim of 

enhancing self-compassion (and thus cultivation of a warm and accepting attitude toward the 

experiencer) and in ACT the enhancement of mindfulness is one of several key aims.  All programmes 

have origins in eastern philosophy and its psychological underpinnings but some distance themselves 

more than others from this heritage (Brown, Ryan & Creswell, 2007).  

MBSR, MBCT, MSC, MBLC and Breathworks mindfulness courses are delivered as group-based trainings 

consisting of a 2-3hr session once per week for 8-10 weeks, plus a retreat day towards the end of the 

course.  ACT is delivered in a variety of settings and formats, in individual as well as group settings and 

with a duration of 1 day to 16 weeks or even longer. 

2.7.1.2 Evidence for Mindfulness Based Trainings with Adults 

Citing Baer (2006), Weare (2013) reports that, “There is reasonable certainty that mindfulness 

demonstrably helps participants to feel a greater sense of calm, happiness, wellbeing, and engagement 



108 

with others and systematic reviews are generally concluding that mindfulness techniques with adults 

are a least ‘promising’ across a wide range of contexts and conditions” (p.8). 

In their review of the ‘theoretical underpinnings’ of mindfulness and its beneficial effects, including 

those of interventions designed to enhance mindfulness, Brown, Ryan and Creswell (2007) focus on 

RCT findings in relation to the main adult training programmes.  The authors cite a number of RCT 

studies with both clinical and non-clinical populations that show MBSR to be effective in reducing self-

reported distress, symptoms of stress and mood disturbance, as well as improving emotional 

regulation and increasing trait mindfulness, but call for greater methodological rigour. They noted that 

whilst there is “a growing convergence of findings across multiple methodologies, all of which point to 

the provisional conclusion that mindfulness and its cultivation support healthy, adaptive human 

functioning” (ibid., p.227), the field of study is still relatively undeveloped and suffers from 

methodological limitations that include small simple sizes, immature measures of mindfulness, 

infrequent use of active control conditions and inadequate follow-up assessment in some studies. 

As evidenced by meta-analyses provided by Baer (2003) and Grossman et al. (2004) there is a 

significant body of evidence that supports the efficacy of mindfulness training with clinical populations 

for a broad spectrum of conditions (Anderson et al., 2007); the remainder of this section considers 

intervention studies conducted solely with non-clinical populations since adolescents in a non-clinical 

setting are the focus of this thesis. 

The table overleaf includes prospective-controlled or randomized-controlled studies that have been 

conducted solely with non-clinical populations and have selected primarily from the meta-analyses of 

Brown, Ryan and Creswell (2007), Chiesa & Serretti (2009), Chiesa et al. (2011), Keng et al. (2011), 

Eberth & Sedlmeier (2012), Carlson (2013) and (Khoury et al., 2015).  
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Table 6 – Evidence for benefits of mindfulness training 

 Concept Example Studies 

intervention  
positively 
associated 

with  

Ability to sustain attention Polak 2009; Zeidan et al. 2010 

Emotion regulation Delgado et al. 2010 

Emotional meta-cognition Delgado et al. 2010 

Empathy Shapiro et al. 1998 

Goal attainment Spence et al. 2008 

Immune function Davidson et al. 2003    

Life satisfaction Shapiro et al. 2005 

Mindfulness Anderson et al. 2007; Shapiro et al. 2008; Robins et al. 2012; Song and 
Lindquist 2015 

Optimism Carson et al. 2004 

Physiological regulation Delgado et al. 2010 

Positive affect Anderson et al. 2007; Jain et al. 2007; Shapiro et al. 2007 

Reduction in systolic and 
diastolic blood pressure 

Nyklíček et al. 2013 

Relationship enhancement Carson et al. 2004 

Self-compassion Shapiro et al. 2005; Shapiro et al. 2007; Robins et al. 2012 

Subjective wellbeing De Vibe et al. 2013 

Verbal fluency Zeidan et al. 2010 

Working memory Zeidan et al. 2010; Mrazek et al. 2013  

intervention  
negatively 
associated 

with 

Absent-mindedness Robins et al. 2012 

Anger, aggressive anger 
expression and/or anger 
suppression 

Anderson et al. 2007; Robins et al. 2012 

Anxiety Shapiro et al. 1998; Anderson et al. 2007; Shapiro et al. 2007; Vieten 
and Astin 2008; Song and Lindquist 2015 

Depression Shapiro et al. 1998; Anderson et al. 2007; Song and Lindquist 2015 

Difficulty in regulating 
emotion 

Robins et al. 2012 

Distraction Jain et al. 2007 

Fear of emotions Robins et al. 2012 

Impulsivity Papies et al. 2012 

Negative affect Shapiro et al. 2007; Vieten and Astin 2008 

Rumination Anderson et al. 2007; Jain et al. 2007; Shapiro et al. 2007; Robins et al. 
2012 

Self-reported stress/distress Astin 1997; Shapiro et al. 1998; Williams et al. 2001; Carson et al. 2004; 
Shapiro et al. 2005; Monti et al. 2006; Jain et al. 2007; De Vibe et al. 
2013; Song and Lindquist 2015 

Worry Robins et al. 2012 

All studies included in the table are peer-reviewed prospective controlled or randomized controlled 
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Whilst the research into the effects of mindfulness meditation in adult populations has been broadly 

positive, as outlined above, the need for more qualitative research is highlighted by the small 

phenomenological study (N=13) undertaken by Burrows (2016) which gave voice to some difficult 

experiences of mindfulness meditation reported by vulnerable American community college students 

after their attendance at a ‘Mindful Communication’ course of 10 weeks’ duration.  Burrows noted the 

complex background of some of the students and listed in broad terms the kinds of meditations 

included in the course attended by the students, but further detail concerning the intervention was 

not given, making it difficult to assess whether the intervention may have differed very significantly 

from more recognisable MBIs.  Specifically, Burrows reported the difficult experiences to be: 

“heightened anxiety; a sense of panic; my heart beating madly; like my body is on auto 
pilot and its acting on its own accord; as though I need to find a way to maintain my 
sense of self; as if I am not actually present; as if I am watching myself; hyper aware; as 
though I am checking out; like zoning out; as if I am losing spontaneity and second 
guessing myself; increased self-talk; numbness; as if I am on mute; as if I have left my 
body; that my body is freaking out; and seeing light spots that float around.” (p.285). 

Limitations of quantitative mindfulness studies, both correlational and intervention-based, include the 

reliance on self-report measures which, as argued by Grossman (2008), are based on the intrinsically-

flawed concept of asking individuals to use their self-awareness to report on their level of self-

awareness.  Although, as Garland & Gaylord (2009) point out, self-report measures are inherently open 

to attacks on validity relating to issues such as respondents misunderstanding scale items, social 

desirability biases, researcher expectations and incomplete or inadequate exposition of constructs (the 

authors cite Shadish, Cook, & Campbell 2002), self-report measurement of mindfulness would appear 

to particularly subject to flawed results.  An individual low in self-awareness may rate themselves as 

highly self-aware; a highly self-aware individual may rate themselves as lower in self-awareness than 

a relatively unaware individual, and Garland & Gaylord call for performance-based measures of 

mindfulness to be implemented to complement self-report measures and to enable contemporary 

mindfulness research to more accurately measure what it intends to measure.   

In addition, Grossman (2008) notes, whilst there is obvious overlap between the different definitions 

and operationalisations of mindfulness in that each contains an element of attending to present 

moment experience, there remain some significant differences and these are reflected in the various 

scales used to measure mindfulness.  The “serious conceptual difficulties and differences, even among 

experts, in a common understanding of just what mindfulness is” represent one of several intractable 

issues, that if not addressed could “seriously compromise progress in mindfulness research” (ibid., 

p.405). 
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Further, in addition to the necessary exclusion of many meditative interventions from meta-analyses 

due to their comprising a mixture of techniques that include mindfulness such that the effect of 

mindfulness cannot be isolated, many of the intervention studies suffer from methodological 

weaknesses which include, as intimated earlier: small sample sizes, limited follow-up assessment (Baer 

2003; Grossman et al. 2004; Brown, Ryan and Creswell 2007); lack of randomized control groups 

(Chiesa & Serretti 2009; Chiesa et al. 2011); poorly-designed or no active control condition (Baer 2003; 

Grossman et al. 2004; Brown, Ryan and Creswell 2007); and insufficient attention to the quality of 

mindfulness teaching and fidelity of MBI implementation as an influencing factor in predicting 

outcomes and consideration of factors affecting dropout rates (Baer 2003, Grossman et al. 2004). 

In their meta-analysis of empirical studies, Keng et al. (2011) conclude that “[d]espite existing 

methodological limitations within each body of literature, there is a clear convergence of findings from 

correlational studies, clinical intervention studies, and laboratory-based, experimental studies of 

mindfulness—all of which suggest that mindfulness is positively associated with psychological health” 

(p.17), but in line with concerns raised by Grossman, draw attention to the need for more unified 

definition and operationalisation of the construct of mindfulness as well as enhanced measures.  The 

authors also suggest that a fertile avenue of enquiry for future research rests in the direction of seeking 

to understand the mechanisms and specificity of effects of MBIs. 

2.7.2 Mindfulness with Youth/Adolescents 

Since the late 1990s, numerous mindfulness-based programmes for children and adolescents have 

been developed and implemented worldwide (Meiklejohn et al., 2012).  In the United States these 

include such programmes as MindUP, Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction for Teens (MBSR-T), 

Mindfulness Education (ME), The Inner Resilience Program, Learning to BREATHE, South Burlington 

Wellness and Resilience Program, Mindful Schools, Still Quiet Place, Stressed Teens, and Wellness 

Works in Schools; there is also a Mindful Self-Compassion programme for adolescents called Making 

Friends with Yourself (MFY).  Currently available curricula that have been developed in the United 

Kingdom are Connected-with-Myself and Connected-with-Others, a 2-module programme developed 

by education charity Mind with Heart, the Mindfulness in Schools Project ‘.b’ programme developed 

in England by schoolteachers Richard Burnett and Chris Cullen, the Mindfulness in Schools Project 

‘Paws b’ programme developed in Wales by schoolteachers Tabitha Sawyer and Rhian Roxburgh in 

conjunction with Sarah Silverton of Bangor University, and the Youth Mindfulness programmes 

developed by Michael Bready. 
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Table 7 summarizes the available MBTs with established curricula for young people that have been 

developed in the United Kingdom. 

  



113 

Table 7 – UK Mindfulness Based Trainings for Children and Adolescents 

Programme Ages Description Website 

Mind with Heart  
 

 

10-18 

 
11-18 

A 2-module programme designed to 
develop mindfulness and compassion in 
adolescents. 

Connected-with-Myself is a 10-session 
module intending to develop mindfulness 

Connected-with-Others is a 9-session 
module introducing students to empathy 
and compassion 

mindwithheart.org 

 

Mindfulness in Schools 
Project ‘.b’ 

11-18 10-week course, based on MBCT principles, 
each session lasts approximately 40 mins.  
Focused on cultivating mindfulness and 
includes one session on gratitude.  No 
explicit kindness exercises included. 

mindfulnessinschools.org 

Mindfulness in Schools 
Project ‘Paws b’ 

7-11 6 x 1hr sessions or 12 x 30 min lessons. 
Focused on combining neuroscience with 
experiential mindfulness exercises; final 
session explores self-nurturing, gratitude 
and happiness. 

mindfulnessinschools.org 

Youth Mindfulness 
SOMA Programme 

12-21 A set of themes and activities that are 
trauma-informed and designed to be 
delivered flexibly depending on the needs 
of participants, from 6 x 45 mins up to a 
total of 30hrs. 

youthmindfulness.org 

Youth Mindfulness 
Kids Programme 

7-11 16 x 1hr sessions intended to explore and 
cultivate mindfulness, gratitude and 
kindness for others and self. 

youthmindfulness.org 

 

2.7.2.1 Why Teach Children and Adolescents Mindfulness, and Why in School? 

“Mindfulness and education are beautifully interwoven.  Mindfulness is about being 
present with and to your inner experience as well as your outer environment, including 
other people.  When teachers are fully present they teach better.  When students are 
fully present, the quality of their learning is better” (Schoeberlein and Sheth, 2009, p.xi). 

This section considers the role for mindfulness not solely as a preventative measure or even more 

broadly in terms of how wellbeing of children may be increased in the school context: it will be 

considered here that the potential role may be even broader and deeper even than this.  This and the 

following section will present some empirical evidence that teaching mindfulness in schools can 

support educational aims, but more than that, this section will argue that mindfulness has a place in 

schools because it is inseparable from the business of learning and teaching – science may deal with 

questions of “what works?” in relation to a given aim, but only philosophy can wrestle with issues such 

as “what is desirable?”.   

http://www.mindwithheart.org/
file:///C:/Users/Heather/AppData/Roaming/Microsoft/Word/mindfulnessinschools.org
file:///C:/Users/Heather/AppData/Roaming/Microsoft/Word/mindfulnessinschools.org
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Rechtschaffen (2014, p.10) notes, “Students are told to pay attention a thousand times in school, but 

rarely are they taught how”; if for no other reason then, it can be argued that pupils should be taught 

mindfulness – the how of cultivating the ability to focus and sustain attention.  More than this, 

however, “schools have struggled to find ways to support students’ overall wellbeing” (Maynard et al., 

2014, p.3) and the growing interest in the use of mindfulness practices in schools can be attributed to 

educators viewing mindfulness training as a means to provide this support (ibid.).  As highlighted 

earlier in Section 2.5.3.6, there is strong focus in the Scottish education system on promoting health 

and wellbeing, particularly in relation to health and wellbeing as a foundation for learning, but also 

learning to promote health and wellbeing, or human flourishing.   

“Adolescent-appropriate interventions that provide coping skills may help adolescents to successfully 

navigate the challenges confronted during adolescence and set individuals on a healthy path for life.” 

(Bluth et al., 2016b, p.480).  Given the proportion of time spent by adolescents in the school 

environment, this may well be a favourable place to learn such life skills as preventative measures 

(Zenner et al., 2014).  If the reasoning behind teaching mindfulness in schools was to centre solely on 

preventing adolescent onset of mental health disorders, then it could be argued that this is an overkill 

solution to a more pointed problem.  There is evidence, however, to suggest that teaching mindfulness 

to young people improves their academic attainment record and fosters enhanced social and 

emotional functioning (Holland, 2012) and thus, far from being solely a preventative measure, 

mindfulness and self-compassion potentially have much to offer all students.  In their systematic 

review and meta-analysis of mindfulness-based interventions in schools, Zenner and colleagues note 

this broad applicability: “Mindfulness can be understood as the foundation and basic pre-condition for 

education. Children need to learn to stop their mind wandering and regulate attention and emotions, 

to deal with feelings of frustration, and to self-motivate.” (op. cit., p.2).    

At surface level, such a statement from Zenner et al. seems relatively uncontroversial, but upon closer 

examination it highlights the potential for mindfulness to be used as a technology to deal with feelings 

of frustration and lack of motivation that are quite justifiable – the responsibility for calm, steady and 

rational engagement placed fully on the student. 

Rechtschaffen (2014) suggests that most students experience high levels of stress and generally do not 

enjoy school, and highlights that stress is not conducive to learning.  He asks that instead of “creating 

an atmosphere of stress, competition and punishment, we create an atmosphere of acceptance, care, 

and encouragement.  We start by honouring children exactly as they are; when they receive this type 
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of attention, children can grow to their fullest human potential.  As any teacher knows, when a student 

feels safe, relaxed, and attentive, learning comes naturally” (ibid., p.13).   

School-based mindfulness interventions are numerous and increasing in number.  Maynard et al. 

(2014) suggest that the growing interest of schools in the US and UK in incorporating mindfulness 

programmes is driven by evidence of efficacy of MBIs with adult populations and it has become 

‘trendy’; “policy makers are calling for more mindfulness in education policy” (p.6) but the authors 

suggest this enthusiasm may outweigh the evidence and tends to be based on the assumption that the 

purported benefits for adult populations are applicable with youth populations. It could be considered 

that the enthusiasm for implementing mindfulness programmes in schools may also stem from the 

beneficial effects experienced by teachers who have learned mindfulness.  A teacher’s personal 

experience – in this case of relating to life in a more skilful way and the resultant effects of this – can 

perhaps be more powerful than empirical evidence (Andrews & Lemons 2015). 

Section 2.6.3.4, discussing the influence of technology, highlighted concerns relating to increasing 

distractedness which is often cited as a reason for the introduction of mindfulness training in schools. 

Reveley (2015b), using the work of French philosopher Bernard Stiegler as his framework and with his 

views echoed by Forbes (2015), makes his key argument that,  

“as a way of as a neuro-enhancement regimen, school-based mindfulness training is 
congruent with an economic system—digital capitalism—that exploits creativity, prizes 
well-being, and seeks to forestall social pathologies that emanate from within the 
system itself. Making this connection, between mindfulness and capitalism, helps to 
contextualise the claims of scholars and practitioners—discussed below—who justify 
the provision of mindfulness training in schools by reference to digital mediatisation’s 
attention fragmenting effects” (ibid., p.806). 

This argument does not speak directly to the issue of whether mindfulness training is beneficial for 

students, but rather the motives of those behind the implementation of such trainings within the 

education system.  The stated purpose of Reveley’s paper is to determine whether mindfulness 

training is empowering for students and liberatory, and Reveley suggests that the answer to this 

question “depends on whether young people can use the Internet’s political potentialities to mitigate 

the exploitation of their unpaid online labour time. That is, on whether the exploitative ‘digital 

pharmakon’—the capitalistic Web —can at the same time be socio-politically curative” (ibid., p.804).  

It may be considered, however, that this is a somewhat narrow view upon which the usefulness of 

mindfulness training hinges and risks the proverbial throwing out of the baby with the bathwater. 
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The first study to provide a meta-analysis of mindfulness interventions with youth was conducted by 

Zoogman et al. (2014) who report a “strong national movement in the United States to implement 

mindfulness interventions with youth” (p.290).  Including only peer-reviewed journal articles in their 

study, where participants were under 18 years old and where the description in the methods section 

gave mindfulness as the primary element of intervention, the authors state that “mindfulness 

interventions with youth overall were found to be helpful and not to carry iatrogenic harm” and 

concluded that “Mindfulness appears to be a promising intervention modality for youth” (ibid., p.290).  

Most interventions in the included studies were delivered in schools, most involved non-clinical 

populations, and the results were most strongly significant in reducing symptoms of psychopathology 

with a weaker effect on other measures.  The meta-analysis supported the results of individual studies 

in finding that mindfulness trainings with youth directly increase mindfulness and attention.  

For Langer (2016), speaking of the situation in the United States, the education system is looking in the 

wrong direction: seeing mindfulness as based on paying attention to variability, she decries the folly 

of teaching absolute facts such as one plus one equals two.  For example, one piece of chewing gum 

plus another could simply be viewed as one large piece of gum.  Langer echoes Rechtschaffen’s views 

but is perhaps more damning in her indictment of schools as being the source of all manner of personal 

and societal mindlessness; “Our schools are the problem.  They unintentionally teach us to be 

mindless.  Schools do this in at least two ways.  They teach us to evaluate each other and ourselves, 

and they teach us to seek or accept information as if it were absolute and independent of human 

creation” (ibid., Location 116).   

As highlighted earlier in Section 2.4.3, those arguing against the wellbeing in education movement cite 

the therapeutisation of education as a prime example of a ‘wrong turn’.  In his call to attend to oft-

overlooked aspects of MBIs, Hyland (2016b), using Peters' (1966) criteria to assess whether activities 

can justifiably be considered educational, concludes that therapeutic activities – most specifically 

mindfulness-based strategies – conceptually align rather well:  

“MBIs can have a potential impact on both the means and ends of education.  Not only 
do they provide the foundations for productive learning, but also offer a blueprint to 
guide the direction of that learning” (op. cit., p.386), 

however, in relation to implementation in schools, “the process has tended to fall some way short of 

the worthwhileness criteria outlined by Peters and advocates of liberal education and learner 

autonomy” (p. 389).  The argument then is that mindfulness conceptually fits well, but that its 

implementation leaves something to be desired. 
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Discerning two narratives that sit at the “gateway of education” (p.4), Ergas (2019a) distils these to 

mindfulness as path vs. mindfulness as tool and notes the parallels between educational theory and 

practice (education as path of moral living vs. education as a “vehicle of economic progress” (p.6)).  

Ergas (ibid.) explores three roles for mindfulness in relation to education: mindfulness in education 

refers to mindfulness interventions in schools and aligns with the mindfulness as tool narrative.  The 

remaining two roles fall within the mindfulness as path narrative: mindfulness as education refers to 

integration of “’the mindfulness language’ into school life” (p.11) such that mindfulness practice is an 

intrinsically valuable activity that cultivates virtue; mindfulness of education goes further even than 

this to propose the enhancement of critical engagement with educational theory and pedagogy since: 

“the critical stance that mindfulness practice introduces, steps away from an ‘I’ that 
reflects on ‘his’ thoughts” and “reflects scepticism applied toward the mind of the 
sceptic him/herself.  It is a critical stance that moves away from the thoughts one has, 
the schemes that bring them about, and the power that these have on our formation, 
views and ways of critique” (p.13).   

There is a “growing call for a socially engaged mindfulness” that – rather than simply slotting neatly 

into a neoliberal capitalist system – critically engages with social context such that “mindfulness is 

utilized as a practice of freedom (Freire 1976; Hooks 1994) rather than a technology of compliance” 

(Cannon, 2016, p.397) but the mindfulness of education of which Ergas speaks, and which has been 

the exhortation of Forbes' (2019) work, refers to something even more radical: the extension of critical 

pedagogy to engage directly with the mind that has been shaped and in some sense made by social, 

cultural and political forces in the name of ‘education’. 

2.7.2.2 Evidence for Mindfulness Based Trainings with Youth 

Mindfulness trainings with youth in schools have been shown inter alia to be associated with 

improvements in: 

• ability to sustain attention (Holland 2012; Black and Fernando 2014; Wisner 2014),  

• academic attainment/performance (Franco Justo et al. 2011; Bennett and Dorjee 2016; Harpin 

et al. 2016), 

• acceptance (Hennelly 2011; Milligan et al. 2016),  

• awareness of emotions (Hennelly 2011; van de Weijer-Bergsma et al. 2014; Ager et al. 2015; 

Dariotis et al. 2015), 

• awareness of self and others (Hennelly 2011; Wisner 2014; Ager et al. 2015; Dariotis et al. 

2015), 

• body-awareness (van de Weijer-Bergsma et al. 2014; Ager et al. 2015), 
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• calmness (Wisner 2014; Ager et al. 2015; Dariotis et al. 2015), 

• caring/respect for others (Black and Fernando 2014), 

• concentration (Ricarte et al. 2015), 

• emotion regulation (Franco Justo et al. 2011; Hennelly 2011; Metz et al. 2013; Wisner 2014; 

Dariotis et al. 2015; Schonert-Reichl et al. 2015; Harpin et al. 2016; Waldemar et al. 2016; de 

Carvalho et al. 2017), 

• emotional awareness/emotional clarity (Metz et al. 2013), 

• empathy (Ager et al. 2015; Schonert-Reichl et al. 2015), clarity (Hennelly 2011; Ager et al. 

2015), 

• executive functioning (Parker et al. 2014), 

• feelings of wellbeing (Huppert & Johnson 2010; Kuyken et al. 2013; Wisner 2014; Ager et al. 

2015), 

• immediate auditory-verbal memory (Ricarte et al. 2015), 

• inclusive attitude (Hennelly 2011), 

• mindfulness (Hennelly 2011; Raveepatarakul et al. 2014; Ager et al. 2015; Edwards et al. 2015; 

Schonert-Reichl et al. 2015; Viafora et al. 2015; Bernay et al. 2016; Bluth, Campo et al. 2016),   

• mood state (Ricarte et al. 2015), 

• optimism (Schonert-Reichl et al. 2015), 

• participation in activities (Black and Fernando 2014), 

• peer relations (Terjestam et al. 2016; Waldemar et al. 2016), 

• perception of personal growth and self-realization (Franco Justo, de la Fuente Arias, et al. 

2011), 

• perception of school climate (Wisner 2014), 

• positive affect (de Carvalho et al. 2017), 

• prosocial behaviour (Harpin et al. 2016; Waldemar et al. 2016), 

• resilience (Holland 2012),  

• school-related self-efficacy (Gouda et al. 2016), 

• self-compassion (Edwards et al. 2014; de Carvalho et al. 2017),  

• self-control (Black and Fernando 2014; Parker et al. 2014; Terjestam et al. 2016), 

• self-regulation (Gouda et al. 2016), 

• sense of coherence (van de Weijer-Bergsma et al. 2014),  

• social and emotional competence (Schonert-Reichl & Lawlor 2010; Schonert-Reichl et al. 

2015), 

• social connectedness (Bluth, Campo et al. 2016),  

• stress management (Holland 2012; Wisner 2014; Schonert-Reichl et al. 2015),  
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• wellbeing (Bernay et al. 2016; Terjestam et al. 2016), 

• willingness to express emotion and verbal sharing of emotions (van de Weijer-Bergsma et al. 

2014), and 

• working memory capacity (WMC) (Quach et al. 2016). 

Such trainings have also been associated with reduced levels of: 

• angry/aggressive/hostile behaviour (Parker et al. 2014; van de Weijer-Bergsma 2014; 

Schonert-Reichl et al. 2015; Sibinga et al. 2016),  

• anxiety (Franco Justo et al. 2011; Sibinga et al. 2013; Parker et al. 2014; van de Weijer-Bergsma 

2014; Bennett and Dorjee 2016; Bluth, Campo et al. 2016; Langer et al. 2017),  

• attention problems (Semple et al. 2010), 

• behaviour problems (Semple et al. 2010), 

• cognitive errors (Milligan et al. 2016),  

• depression (Joyce et al. 2010; Feagans Gould et al. 2012; Kuyken et al. 2013; Edwards et al. 

2014; Raes et al. 2014; Raveepatarakul et al. 2014; Bennett and Dorjee 2016; Schonert-Reichl 

et al. 2015; Bluth, Campo et al. 2016; Sibinga et al. 2016; Langer et al. 2017),  

• eating disorder symptoms (Atkinson & Wade 2015), 

• general symptomatology (Langer et al. 2017), 

• hostility (Wright et al. 2011), 

• interpersonal problems (Gouda et al. 2016), 

• negative affect (Sibinga et al. 2016; de Carvalho et al. 2017),  

• perceived stress (Metz et al. 2013; Edwards et al. 2014; Dariotis et al. 2015; Bluth, Campo et 

al. 2016; Gouda et al. 2016), 

• psychosocial impairment (Atkinson and Wade 2015), 

• psychosomatic complaints (Metz et al. 2013), 

• reactivity (Dariotis et al. 2015),  

• rumination (Mendelson et al. 2010; Sibinga et al. 2013; van de Weijer-Bergsma 2014; Milligan 

et al. 2016; Sibinga et al. 2016), 

• suicidal ideation and thoughts of self-harm (Britton et al. 2014), 

• thin-ideal internalisation (Atkinson and Wade 2015), and 

• weight/shape concerns (Atkinson and Wade 2015). 

Table 8 details the studies listed above as well as studies that have demonstrated no benefit.  The table 

is not intended to represent all extant literature but rather those studies that: (1) have met the 
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inclusion criteria for meta-analyses listed later in this section, (2) have been conducted within the past 

ten years (i.e. since 2010), (3) that have been conducted with non-self-selecting pupils from non-

clinical groups within schools, (4) include outcome measures of cognitive, emotional, and/or 

behavioural factors, i.e. those that have focused solely on physiological change (such as blood 

pressure) have been omitted, and (5) include at last some pupils of a minimum of ten years old.  

Further, studies were excluded if the mindfulness intervention was described in terms of ‘mindful yoga’ 

or ‘mindful colouring’. 
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Table 8 – Evidence of benefits of mindfulness interventions with non-clinical populations of youth in 
schools 

Study Population Type of 
Study 

Intervention Findings 

Ager et al. 
(2015) 

N=38  
Ages 6-10 

Qualitative 
research 
review 

Meditation Capsules: 
A Mindfulness 
Program for 
Children. 
Delivered in school. 

Greater awareness of mind, body and 
emotions.  Enhanced mental focus and 
clarity.  Increased feelings of wellbeing 
(calmness, happiness).  Heightened 
awareness of others as well as self.  
Increased awareness of the environment.  
Increased sense of empathy.   

Atkinson and 
Wade (2015) 

N=347 
Mage=15.7 

Quantitative, 
cluster-
randomised 
controlled 
trial 

Adapted from MBCT. 
Delivered in school.  

Not all students were taught by the ‘expert’ 
teacher.  Those who were showed significant 
reductions in weight/shape concerns dietary 
restraint, thin-ideal internalisation, eating 
disorder symptoms and psychosocial 
impairment. 

Bennett & 
Dorjee (2016) 

N=23 
Mage=17.7 

Quantitative, 
non-RCT 

MBSR. 
Delivered in school. 

Medium-size effect in reduction of anxiety 
and depression in training group, plus 
improved academic attainment. 

Bernay et al. 
(2016) 

N=144 
Ages 9-12 

Mixed 
methods, 
non-
controlled 

Eight-lesson 
mindfulness module 
developed by Mental 
Health Foundation. 
Delivered in school. 

Mindfulness and wellbeing levels increased 
following the intervention; mindfulness 
levels continued to increase at follow-up but 
wellbeing levels had returned to baseline. 

Black and 
Fernando 
(2014) 

N=409 
Ages 5-11 

Quantitative, 
non-
controlled 

Mindful Schools. 
Delivered in school. 

Teachers reported that students paid better 
attention, had better self-control, 
participated in activities more readily and 
showed greater care/respect for others. 

Bluth, Campo, 
et al. (2016) 

N=27 
Age 16/17 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

Learning to 
BREATHE. 
Delivered in school. 

Reduced anxiety, depression and perceived 
stress relative to control group, as well as 
increased social connectedness and 
mindfulness. 

Britton et al. 
(2014) 

N=101 
Mage=11.8 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

Integrative 
Contemplative 
Pedagogy 

Meditators were significantly less likely to 
develop suicidal ideation or thoughts of self-
harm than those in the control group. 

Corbett (2011) N=107 
Ages 8-11 

Quantitative, 
quasi-
experimental 

Breath awareness 
meditation.  
Delivered in school, 
primarily by ‘non-
expert’ teachers. 

No significant changes in any of the 
behavioural measures or the salivary cortisol 
levels. 

Dariotis et al. 
(2015) 

N=22 
Mage=11.3 

Qualitative Mindful Yoga 
Program. 
Delivered in school. 

Self-reported improvements in emotional 
appraisal of self and other which youths 
indicated was helpful in reducing negative 
reactivity and which prompted more 
harmonious social interactions.  Increased 
sense of calm.  Reduced stress. 

de Carvalho et 
al. (2017) 

N=454 
Ages 8-10 

Quantitative, 
quasi-
experimental 

MindUP Program. 
Delivered in school. 

Improvements in emotional regulation, 
positive affect, self-compassion, reduction in 
negative effect. 

Edwards et al. 
(2014) 

N=20 
Ages 12-17 

Quantitative, 
non-
controlled 

MBSR for Teens. 
Delivered in school 
as after-school 
group. 

Increased levels of mindfulness and self-
compassion.  Reduced levels of perceived 
stress and depression. 

Feagans Gould 
et al. (2012) 

N=97 
Mage=10.06 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

12-week yoga-
inspired mindfulness 
programme. 
Delivered in school. 

Decreased Involuntary Engagement stress 
responses in youth with low or medium 
levels of baseline depressive symptoms.  
Decreased Impulsive Action stress responses 
in youth reporting low levels of baseline 
depressive symptoms. 

Franco Justo et 
al. (2011) 

N=61 
Mage=16.75 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

10-week Meditación 
Fluir mindfulness 
programme.  

Increased academic performance in all 
subjects looked at.  Increases in measures of 
academic, social, emotional, family and total 
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Study Population Type of 
Study 

Intervention Findings 

Delivered in school 
as extracurricular 
activity. 

self-concept.  Reduced state and trait 
anxiety. 

Franco Justo, 
de la Fuente 
Arias, et al. 
(2011) 

N=84 
Ages 16-19 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

10 x 1.5hr 
mindfulness sessions. 
Delivered in school as 
extracurricular 
activity. 

Significant differences in all factors and sub-
factors of the ‘Self-concept and Self-
actualization Questionnaire’ (AURE). 

Gouda et al. 
(2016) 

N=29 
Mage=16.2 

Quantitative, 
cluster-
randomised 
controlled 
trial 

MBSR. 
Delivered in school. 

Compared to controls, significant reduction 
in perceived stress, significant improvements 
in self-regulation, interpersonal problems 
and school-specific self-efficacy. 

Harpin et al. 
(2016) 

N=30 
Ages 9-10 

Mixed 
methods, 
quasi-
experimental 

Amalgam of MindUP 
and Mindful Schools 
curricula. Delivered 
in school. 

Significant teacher-reported improvements 
in prosocial behaviour, emotion regulation 
and academic performance. 

Hennelly (2011) N=68 
Ages 11-17 

Mixed 
methods, 
non-RCT 

Mindfulness in 
Schools Project .b. 
Delivered in school. 

Increased levels of immediate and sustained 
mindfulness and ego-resilience in 
intervention groups.  Intervention students 
reported being present, with greater clarity, 
and more aware of their present moment 
experience; also more aware and accepting 
of their emotional states.  In addition, 
students reported being more accepting of 
others and their differences. 

Holland (2012) N=72 
Mage=11.5 

Quantitative, 
non-RCT 

Mindfulness in 
Schools Project .b. 
Delivered in school. 

Increased resilience and improved 
experience of stress.  Reduction in 
inattentive behaviour. 

Huppert & 
Johnson (2010) 

N=155 
Ages 14-15 

Quantitative, 
non-RCT 

Short, modified 
version of MBSR.  
Delivered in school. 

Amount of home practise corresponded 
significantly with increased levels of 
mindfulness and psychological wellbeing. 

Johnson et al. 
(2016) 

N=308 
Mage=13.63 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

Mindfulness in 
Schools Project .b. 
Delivered in school. 

No significant improvements on any 
outcome (outcome measures explored 
anxiety, depression, weight/shape concerns 
and wellbeing). 

Johnson et al. 
(2017) 

N=555 
Mage=13.44 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

Mindfulness in 
Schools Project .b. 
Delivered in school. 

No significant improvements on any 
outcome (outcome measures explored 
anxiety, depression, weight/shape concerns, 
wellbeing and mindfulness). 

Joyce et al. 
(2010) 

N=141 
Ages 10-13 

Mixed 
methods, 
non-
controlled 

10 x 45 min sessions.  
Delivered in school 
by ‘non-expert’ 
teachers. 

Significant reductions in percentage of pupils 
fall into clinical category in Strengths and 
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) and 
Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI). 

Kuyken et al. 
(2013) 

N=522 
Ages 12-16 

Quantitative, 
non-RCT 

Mindfulness in 
Schools Project .b. 
Delivered in school. 

Reduced depressive symptoms post-
intervention and at follow-up. Lower stress 
and greater wellbeing at follow-up. Level of 
home practise related to better wellbeing 
and less stress at 3-month follow-up. 

Langer et al. 
(2017) 

N=88 
Mage=13.4 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

MBSR/MBCT. 
Delivered in school. 

There was significant reduction in anxiety, 
depression and general symptomatology in 
the experimental group but changes were 
not maintained at follow-up. 

Mai (2010) N=12 
Ages 13-17 

Mixed 
methods, RCT 

Program-specifics 
not available. 
Delivered after 
school.  

No significant findings. 

Mendelson et 
al. (2010) 

N=97 
Ages 9-11 

Mixed 
methods, 
waitlist- 
crossover RCT 

Holistic Life 
Foundation’s 12-
week mindfulness 
and yoga 
programme, 
Delivered in school. 

Intervention group showed improvement in 
overall Involuntary Engagement, also (in 
subscales of this factor) the intervention 
group reported decreased levels of 
rumination, intrusive thoughts and 
emotional arousal.   
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Study Population Type of 
Study 

Intervention Findings 

Metz et al.  
(2013) 

N=216 
Mage=16.45 

Quantitative, 
quasi-
experimental 

Learning to 
BREATHE. 
Delivered in school. 

Significant reduction in perceived stress and 
psychosomatic complaints in intervention 
group, plus greater emotion regulation, 
emotional awareness and emotional clarity. 

Milligan et al. 
(2016) 

N=17 
Mage=14.94 

Quantitative, 
waitlist-
controlled 

Integra MMA™ 
(mindfulness with 
mixed martial arts 
and yoga). Delivered 
in school. 

Intervention participants reported greater 
decreases in cognitive errors such as 
catastrophizing and overgeneralization.  
Also, greater acceptance, positive thinking 
and adjusting cognition in difficult situation, 
as well as avoiding rumination. 

Parker et al. 
(2014) 

N=111 
Ages 9-11 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

Master Mind 
program.  Delivered 
in school. 

Compared to controls, significant 
improvements were found in executive 
functioning, self-control (boys only).  
Significant decreases in aggression and social 
problems as well as anxiety (girls only). 

Quach et al. 
(2016) 

N=198 
Ages 12-17 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

MBSR. 
Delivered in school. 

Mindfulness meditation group showed 
significant improvements in working 
memory capacity compared with control 
groups. 

Raes et al. 
(2014) 

N=408 
Ages 13-20 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

8-week mindfulness 
programme for 
youth combining 
aspects of MBSR and 
MBCT. 
Delivered in school. 

At 6-month follow-up, intervention 
participants showed significantly reduced 
levels of depression compared to control 
group. 

Raveepatarakul 
et al. (2014) 

N=82 
Ages 8-11 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

Mindfulness 
Enhancement 
Program. 
Delivered in school. 

Intervention was associated with significant 
increase in mindfulness levels and decrease 
in level of depression. 

Ricarte et al. 
(2015) 

N=90 
Ages 6 to 13 

Quantitative, 
waitlist-
controlled 

Mindfulness 
Emotional 
Intelligence Training. 
Delivered in school. 

Intervention group demonstrated improved 
mood, concentration and immediate 
auditory-verbal memory. 

Schonert-Reichl 
& Lawlor (2010) 

N=246 
Ages 9-13 

Quantitative, 
non-RCT 

Mindfulness 
Education (ME) 
programme 
(subsequently to 
become MindUP) 
Delivered in school. 

Intervention participants showed significant 
improvements in social and emotional 
competence (as rated by teachers). 

Schonert-Reichl 
et al. (2015) 

N=99 
Mage=10.24 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

MindUP 
Delivered in school. 

Greater cognitive control and improved 
stress physiology.    Also self-reported 
greater empathy, perspective-taking, 
emotional control, optimism, school self-
concept, and mindfulness, and showed 
greater decreases in self-reported symptoms 
of depression and peer-rated aggression.  
Rated by peers as more prosocial. 

Semple et al. 
(2010) 

N=25 
Mage=10.5 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

MBCT-C Intervention was associated with reduced 
attention problems which were maintained 
at 3-month follow-up.  Significant reduction 
in anxiety levels and behaviour problems in 
those pupils whose self-reported levels pre-
test fell in the clinical range. 

Sibinga et al. 
(2013) 

N=41 
Mage=12.5 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

MBSR 
Delivered in school. 

Less anxiety, reduced rumination and (at 
borderline significance) reduction in negative 
coping approaches and slight increase in self-
reported anger. 

Sibinga et al. 
(2016) 

N=300 
Mage=12 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

MBSR 
Delivered in school. 

Significantly lower levels of somatization, 
depression, negative affect, negative coping, 
rumination, self-hostility, and posttraumatic 
symptom severity. 
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Study Population Type of 
Study 

Intervention Findings 

Terjestam et al. 
(2016) 

N=358 
Ages 10-14 

Quantitative, 
cluster-
randomised 
controlled 

Compassion and 
Attention in the 
Schools (Compas) 

Intervention group showed significant 
improvements in capacity for effortful 
control, feelings of wellbeing and perceived 
peer relations. 

van de Weijer-
Bergsma et al. 
(2014) 

N=199 
Ages 8-12 

Quantitative, 
waitlist- 
crossover 

MindfulKids 
Delivered in school. 

Small effect sizes noted, but participants 
reported increased differentiation of 
emotion, verbal sharing of emotions, bodily 
awareness, not hiding emotions, and sense 
of coherence. In addition, a significant 
decrease in rumination and analysing 
emotions was found. Parent-reported 
anxiety symptoms and angry/aggressive 
behaviours decreased significantly.  

Viafora et al. 
(2015) 

N=63 
Ages 11-13 

Mixed 
methods, 
quasi-
experimental 

8 x 45 min sessions 
using practices from 
‘Planting Seeds’ and 
‘Still Quiet Place’. 
Delivered in school.  

Significant increase in mindfulness levels of 
Treatment Group 1 (from a traditional 
charter middle school)  but not Treatment 
Group 2 (consisting of youth who are living 
or who were recently living in a homeless 
shelter). 

Waldemar et al. 
(2016) 

N=132 
Mage=11.1 

 Intervention 
combined 
mindfulness 
practices, 
Collaborative for 
Academic, Social, 
and Emotional 
Learning 
competencies, and 
the council method. 
Delivered in school. 

Compared to controls, intervention group 
showed significant improvements in emotion 
regulation, prosocial behaviour and peer 
relationships. 

Wisner (2014) N=35 
Mage=17.28 

Mixed 
methods, 
non-
controlled 

8-week mindfulness 
programme. 
Delivered in school. 

Multiple perceived benefits, including 
improved school climate, stress-
management, increased self-awareness, 
calmness, and emotional coping.  Also, 
increased ability to sustain attention and 
improved state of mind. 

Wright et al. 
(2011) 

N=121 
9th grade 
(14/15 years) 

Quantitative, 
RCT 

Breath awareness 
meditation. 
Delivered in school. 

Significant reduction in self-reported hostility 
compared to controls. 

 

Reviews of mindfulness interventions with children and adolescents include the work of Burke (2010), 

Greenberg & Harris (2012), Harnett & Dawe (2012), Rempel (2012), (Weare 2012, 2013), Roeser 

(2014), Zenner et al. (2014), Felver et al. (2016), Klingbeil et al. (2017), Carsley et al. (2018), Chi et al. 

(2018), Dunning et al. (2018), Cheang et al. (2019), McKeering and Hwang (2019) and Ruiz‐Íñiguez et 

al. (2020); such reviews have called for improvement in methodological quality and more rigorous 

randomized-controlled studies using an active-control design to further support the initial promise of 

this nascent area of research.  It is suggested here that, ‘good quality research’ is too often seen as 

being the ‘gold standard’ of the RCT.  Rather than ‘what works?’, a more nuanced question that more 

closely fits social science research – where human beings are stubbornly resistant to sweeping 

generalisations of ‘if X then Y’ – is ‘what works for whom and in what context?’ (Nielsen and Miraglia, 

2017).  If some quality or characteristic is seen as desirable to cultivate, then research must patiently 
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move towards understanding what supports the development of such a quality and what hinders it, 

and for whom.   

The systematic review carried out by Felver et al. (2016) of mindfulness interventions in school settings 

examined 28 studies that included a total of 3414 children from 5 to 17 years of age and coded these 

across multiple domains.  The authors concluded that, 

“The application of MBI in school settings has great potential for improving educational 
and psychosocial outcomes for today’s youth. The existing literature suggests that MBI 
is a feasible and acceptable modality of intervention for use in school settings, but many 
additional empirical questions remain that need to be addressed” (ibid., p.40). 

Only half of the studies in the review by Felver and colleagues used a comparison condition and only 

10 were randomized-controlled, and such limitations present a significant barrier to drawing 

meaningful conclusions from studies without these conditions (ibid.).  Echoing Zenner and colleagues, 

Felver et al. highlight the “consistent limitation in the research” (ibid., p.41) that only 11% of studies 

used a strong active control condition and they also draw attention to the lack of reporting of study 

and participant information (for example, 71% of the studies did not report on the socio-economic 

status of the participants or community).  Also, none of the studies included in the review offered 

objective information in relation to student grades (or other evidence of academic achievement) and 

few reported on objective measures of student behaviour (for example, detentions and exclusions); 

only 8 of the studies reported follow-up data.  These limitations highlight the need for good quality 

research as “there is likely great benefit for youth who learn mindfulness skills as part of their 

educational process” (p.43). 
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2.7.3 Why Focus on Self-Compassion? 

Kuyken et al. (2010) highlight that development of self-compassion is a highly significant factor in what 

makes an MBI such as MBCT work, and Feldman and Kuyken (2011) allot compassion a starring role in 

allowing healing from the additional physical and emotional distress that accompanies aversion to the 

inevitable pain of life; yet the aforementioned authors acknowledge that self-compassion is taught 

only implicitly in the course.  In a correlation study, Svendsen et al., (2017) found that higher levels of 

self-compassion partially explained the relationship between lower levels of depression in individuals 

with higher levels of mindfulness.  The authors frame their research as supportive of the theory that 

mindfulness increases self-compassion and indicative that self-compassion may mediate the 

relationship between mindfulness and symptoms of depression.  Little is known to-date about the 

mechanisms of mindfulness (ibid.) however there appears to be a small but growing body of evidence 

to suggest that a side-effect of mindfulness training, i.e. the cultivation of self-compassion, is an 

important explanatory factor in the positive outcomes that are associated with MBTs. 

Teaching self-compassion explicitly, perhaps unsurprisingly, seems to be more successful in increasing 

participants’ self-compassion levels: the results from an RCT conducted with Chris Germer (Neff and 

Germer, 2013) led Neff (2013) to claim that the Mindful Self-Compassion programme that the pair 

created, which focuses mainly on teaching self-compassion (with only one session devoted to the 

cultivation of mindfulness), appears to increase participants’ self-compassion 2 to 3 times more than 

MBSR and 4 to 5 times more than MBCT, with increases maintained for at least a year. 

If mindfulness trainings produce successful outcomes at least in part because they raise participants’ 

levels of self-compassion by means of implicit teaching via the facilitator’s embodiment of a 

compassionate attitude towards self, and teaching self-compassion more explicitly raises self-

compassion more, then it seems to pertinent to ask why an MBT might not be explicit about the 

intention to cultivate self-compassion.  For Segal et al. (2012), in discussing their MBCT course (which 

as mentioned earlier is aimed at clinical populations), the reasons for not teaching self-compassion 

explicitly are twofold: firstly, whilst acknowledging that kindness and self-compassion are the most 

important elements of what participants learn from the course, they feel that these attributes could 

equally be learned through the person of the teacher and everything that they embody; secondly, they 

raise concern that those prone to depressive relapse could be triggered into a sense of vulnerability 

through a sense of striving to feel something that they do not feel.   

Segal and colleagues’ position seems to be one that supports power imbalance: the facilitator is the 

sole holder of important knowledge (i.e. development of self-compassion is thought to be one of the 
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main reasons that the MBCT ‘works’ to reduce depressive symptoms) because participants are deemed 

potentially unable to hold this knowledge without finding themselves to be deficient in some way if 

unable to elicit feelings of warmth towards themselves when experiencing a difficulty.  It is also 

arguably a position that diminishes the facilitator by not trusting the strength of their skills or practice 

such that they embody the attitude of non-striving and bring deep, explicit sensitivity to the broad 

spectrum of feelings that can arise in relation to lovingkindness practices. 

The obvious danger in teaching self-compassion implicitly is over-reliance on embodiment by the 

facilitator.  In a school environment where the quality of training required to deliver an MBI is often 

rather less rigorous than that required for teachers of adult courses such as MBSR/MBCT/MBLC, it 

would seem particularly important to make the intention of the training more explicit and not solely 

rely on implicit conveyance of the importance of developing a warm and accepting attitude towards 

the experiencer.  The other danger with implicit teaching of self-compassion is that personal blocks to 

the development of self-compassion are not brought to light. 

As discussed in Section 2.2.2.1, there has been relatively little criticism of the notion of self-compassion 

in comparison with mindfulness, however the question must be asked, given the prevalence of 

egocentrism in adolescents (Neff, 2003a) in the context of today’s individualistic Western society, 

whether it is desirable to encourage adolescents to think about themselves even more than they 

currently do.  For Joiner (2017), the answer is a clear and resounding ‘no’, since (referring to 

adolescents) “we need not courage self-regarding creatures to gaze inward” and “we need not 

encourage self-care and self-compassion in a gregarious species hardwired to heed instinct” (p.156).  

The assumption here appears to be that adolescents are inherently navel-gazing and that they are 

hardwired to be caring and compassionate towards themselves.   

Perhaps a more careful path towards the answer involves exploration of the kind of attention that 

adolescents tend to direct towards themselves and whether changing the nature of that attention has 

potentially beneficial effects (a) for the self and (b) for others.  If it is accepted that: 

a) the physical, mental and emotional changes associated with adolescence can have negative 

implications for adolescent self-concept (as argued in Section 2.6.1), i.e. the kind of attention 

they direct towards themselves as a result of transitioning through adolescence with 

heightened perception of peer evaluation is potentially more judgmental and less accepting, 

and  
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b) that the outer world is at least to some degree the manifestation of a person’s inner life, most 

visibly in relation to how people treat themselves and others,  

then encouraging the development of greater self-compassion, i.e. a warm and accepting attitude 

towards the self, seems a worthwhile cause.   

Jinpa (2015), translator to the 14th Dalai Lama for over 30 years, highlights that “self-compassion is 

totally different from narcissistic self-absorption” and “the mental and physical health that comes from 

being kind to ourselves enables us to take better care of other people” (Chapter 2, para 4).  For Jinpa, 

cultivation of self-compassion is at the heart of our ability to be compassionate towards others and to 

be alive to a sense of connectedness that counteracts the sense of loneliness and isolation that is 

particularly prevalent in individualistic cultures: 

“No doubt there are individual differences in how naturally self-compassion comes to 
each of us, based on the kind of parenting we received and other factors, possibly 
including our genetic predisposition. The two keys going forward, however – the things 
we can change – are how we define ourselves as individuals and the sense of connection 
we feel with others. Of course, the stronger our sense of separateness, the weaker our 
feeling of connection with others. And the less we feel connected with others, 
paradoxically, the less we feel connected with ourselves.” (Jinpa, 2015, italics added) 

It has long been recognised that how school pupils relate to themselves has wider implications for their 

education, as was discussed in Section 2.5.3.2 Self-Esteem, but because of the previously mentioned 

difficulties in and perils of raising self-esteem, alternative constructs have been offered by 

psychologists.  Neff (2003a) lists these as self-respect, self-efficacy, true self-esteem and character, 

and goes on to put forward the construct of self-compassion (a concept drawn from Buddhist 

philosophy) as an alternative concept that may be a healthier way to relate to oneself than self-esteem.  

Neff (2009b) highlights the problem of the ‘better-than-average’ effect – in order to feel okay about 

themselves, individuals need to have evaluated themselves as superior to others.  The work of Alicke 

& Govorun 2005, according to Neff, shows that most people feel superior to others.  Neff (2011a) 

believes that continually fuelling the need to evaluate ourselves positively is like “stuffing ourselves 

with candy.  We get a brief sugar high, then a crash.” (ibid., p.5).  It is perhaps possible to project our 

shortcomings onto others for a while, but eventually reality hits home (given that it’s not possible to 

always be above average) and we come to an unfavourable self-evaluation.  In such moments, when 

an unfavourable comparison has been made and we find ourselves coming up short, the “often 

devastating” (ibid., p.5) effects of shame are felt.   
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If in the general case individuals are motivated to protect and enhance their self-esteem (thus resisting 

the acquisition of self-knowledge) but self-esteem is a psychological construct that is very resistant to 

change (Neff 2003a, 2009, 2011a) and cannot be manipulated directly without potentially deleterious 

effects (Baumeister et al., 2003), then it can be argued that education would do well to shift attention 

from preoccupation with raising self-esteem towards a preoccupation with raising levels of self-

compassion.  Furthermore, “It is likely that adolescence is the period of life in which self-compassion 

is the lowest” (Neff, 2003a, p.95) and so including self-compassion in the education of adolescents 

would seem of obvious import. 

Table 9 overleaf offers example correlational studies for the reader’s attention that demonstrate 

positive associations between self-compassion and positive concepts, and negative correlations 

between self-compassion and psychopathology. 
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Table 9 – Correlates of self-compassion in adult samples 

 Concept Example Studies 

positive 
correlation 

with 

Cognitive wellbeing Zessin et al. 2015 

Conscientiousness Neff et al. 2007 

Coping skills Neff et al. 2005; Leary et al. 2007  

Curiosity Neff et al. 2007 

Desire to interact with others Gunnell et al. 2017 

Emotional intelligence Neff 2003b; Heffernan et al. 2010 

Emotional wellbeing Marshall and Brockman 2016 

Equanimity Leary et al. 2007 

Forgiveness Neff & Pommier 2013 

Happiness 
Neff et al. 2007; Neff & Vonk 2009; Hollis-Walker & Colosimo 
2011; Çağlayan Mülazım & Eldeleklioğlu 2016  

Health-promoting behaviours Dunne et al. 2016 

Life satisfaction Neff 2003b; Hope et al. 2014 

Optimism Neff et al. 2007; Neff & Vonk 2009 

Overall psychological wellbeing Neff et al. 2007; Baer et al. 2012  

Perspective-taking Neff & Pommier 2013 

Positive affect Leary et al. 2007; Neff et al. 2007; Neff & Vonk 2009; Zessin et 
al. 2015; Gunnell et al. 2017 

Positive identity development Hope et al. 2014 

Psychological flexibility Marshall and Brockman 2016 

Psychological need satisfaction Gunnell et al. 2017 

Psychological wellbeing Zessin et al. 2015 

Relational wellbeing Neff & Beretvas 2013; Neff & Pommier 2013; Yarnell & Neff 
2013 

Resilience Neff et al. 2005 

Self-improvement motivation Breines & Chen 2012 

Sense of competence Neff et al. 2005; Gunnell et al. 2017 

Vitality Gunnell et al. 2017 

Wisdom Neff et al. 2007 

negative 
correlation 

with 

Acceptance of own immoral behaviour Wang et al. 2016 

Anger Neff & Vonk 2009 

Anxiety Neff et al. 2007 

Avoidance-oriented strategies Neff et al. 2005 

Narcissism Neff 2003b; Neff & Vonk 2009 

Negative affect Leary et al. 2007; Neff et al. 2007; Neff & Vonk 2009; Hope et al. 
2014; Gunnell et al. 2017 

Neuroticism Neff et al. 2007 

Personal distress Neff & Pommier 2013 

Rumination Neff & Vonk 2009 

Shame Barnard & Curry 2012 
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A meta-analysis of 14 studies with adult samples by MacBeth & Gumley (2012) found a large effect 

size (r = -0.54) for an inverse relationship between self-compassion and psychopathology.  Looking at 

the relationship between self-compassion and wellbeing, Zessin et al. (2015) in a meta-analysis of 79 

studies (total N = 16,146) found a relationship of  r = 0.47.  The authors noted that the relationship was 

stronger between self-compassion and cognitive/psychological wellbeing than affective wellbeing, and 

reported that analysis of a subsample demonstrated a causal relationship between self-compassion 

and wellbeing.   

Looking only at the psychosocial outcomes of self-compassion RCTs, Ferrari et al.'s (2019) meta-

analysis found that the largest effect sizes related to improvements in eating behaviour (Hedges g = 

1.76) and rumination (g = 1.37).  Self-compassion interventions were moderately related to increases 

in self-compassion (g = 0.75), and mindfulness (g = 0.62) and decreases in stress (g = 0.67), depression 

(g = 0.66), anxiety (g = 0.57) and self-criticism (g = 0.56).  The authors found that depressive symptoms 

continued to improve at follow-up and that gains in self-compassion were maintained. 

The preceding discussion may be convincing in relation to self-compassion as a buffer against 

psychopathology, i.e. protection against poor wellbeing, however it is perhaps worthwhile to draw 

attention here to the positive effects.  A recent meta-analysis by Phillips and Hine (2019) of both 

correlational and intervention studies comprehensively synthesised associations between self-

compassion and health across a broad array of domains, including physical health (r = .18) and health 

behaviour (r = .26), and found that: “Self-compassion predicted outcomes in most health domains, 

with the strongest effects observed on global physical health, functional immunity, composite health 

behaviour, sleep, and danger avoidance” (p.1).  Self-compassion did not predict physical health in 

young participants (aged 12-19.99).   

If the benefits afforded by higher self-compassion in adults are identical or similar to those in 

adolescents, then the relevance of self-compassion to the field of secondary (and indeed primary) 

education is clear, given the documented associations between adult self-compassion and levels of 

conscientiousness, curiosity, resilience, and sense of learning competence (a factor that directly 

influences intrinsic motivation). 

Encouragingly, correlational studies with adolescents have thus far found similar results to studies with 

adult samples.  Table 10 overleaf summarises evidence from correlational studies with adolescents. 
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Table 10 – Correlates of self-compassion in adolescent samples 

 Concept Example Studies 

positive 
correlation 
with 

Ability to tolerate distress Bluth et al. 2017 

Curiosity and exploration Bluth et al. 2018 

Emotional intelligence Castilho et al. 2016 

Emotional wellbeing 
Neff & McGehee 2010; Bluth & Blanton 2012; Bluth & Blanton 
2015 

Executive function Shin et al. 2010; Bluth et al. in press 

Interpersonal relationships Bluth et al. in press 

Life satisfaction Bluth & Blanton 2015 

Psychosocial wellbeing Sun et al. 2016 

Resilience Bluth et al. 2018 

Self-efficacy Bluth et al. in press 

Self-esteem Barry et al. 2010 

Social connectedness Neff and McGehee 2010 

negative 
correlation 
with 

Anxiety 
Neff & McGehee 2010; Cunha et al. 2013; Barry et al. 2015; 
Muris et al. 2015; Bluth, Campo, Futch, et al. 2016; Bluth, 
Roberson et al. 2016; Kemper et al. 2016; Bluth et al. 2017 

Body self-consciousness Mosewich et al. 2011 

Bullying victimisation Gonynor 2016 

Depressive symptoms 

Trollope 2009; Neff & McGehee 2010; Tanaka et al. 2011; Cunha 
et al. 2013; Williams 2013; Muris et al. 2015; Xavier et al. 2015; 
Zeller et al. 2015; Castilho et al. 2016; Bluth, Campo, Futch, et al. 
2016; Galla 2016; Kemper et al. 2016; Stolow et al. 2016 

Maladaptive perfectionism Ferrari et al. 2018 

Negative affective wellbeing Bluth 2012; Bluth and Blanton 2015; Zessin et al. 2015 

Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) Jiang et al. 2016 

Perceived stress 

Tanaka et al. 2011; Bluth 2012; Cunha et al. 2013; Bluth and 
Blanton 2015; Bluth et al. 2015; Marshall et al. 2015;  (Bluth et 
al., 2015)Bluth, Roberson et al. 2016; Galla 2016; Kemper et al. 
2016; Bluth et al. 2017 

Problem alcohol use Tanaka et al. 2011 

Psychological distress Tanaka et al. 2011 

Serious suicide attempt Tanaka et al. 2011 

Social anxiety Gill et al. 2018 

Vulnerable narcissism Barry et al. 2015 

  

According to Neff (2011a), “research suggests that self-compassion provides greater emotional 

resilience and stability than self-esteem” (p.9).   This has implications for stress management in 

adolescents, since resilience is thought to partially mediate the relationship between adolescent 

stress, and symptoms of anxiety and depression (Anyan and Hjemdal, 2016).  Bluth, Roberson, Gaylord, 

et al. (2015), in a small experimental study (N=28), explored whether adolescents who self-reported 
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high levels of self-compassion responded differently to lab-induced stress (the Trier Social Stress Test) 

than individuals who self-reported low levels of self-compassion.  Those with higher levels of self-

compassion indicated greater emotional wellbeing (measures included life satisfaction, perceived 

stress, positive and negative affect) than those with low self-compassion.  Such findings must obviously 

be interpreted with caution, given the small sample size of this study, but do present initial evidence 

that self-compassion may play a protective role in the adolescent experience of stress.  

Marshall et al. (2015) in a large longitudinal study (N = 2448) Australian adolescent school pupils (Mage 

= 14.65 years) found that self-compassion had a significant buffering effect such that for those with 

high self-compassion, low self-esteem had little effect on mental health.   The authors concluded the 

presentation of their study by suggesting that “self-compassion might have benefits for a general 

adolescent population, highlighting the need for further intervention research.” (ibid., p.120).   

Self-compassion is taught along with mindfulness, since “mindfulness is required to experience self-

compassion” (Neff & Germer, 2013, p.29) and since mindfulness is a core element in Neff’s definition 

of self-compassion (see Neff 2003a), theoretically an intervention that increases mindfulness also 

increases self-compassion.  Some caution is required here with this interpretation, given that the 

discussion in Section 2.2.2.1 highlighted that different ‘kinds’ of mindfulness are being referred to – 

the mindfulness included in the definition of self-compassion being of narrower scope than that usually 

captured by self-report scales intending to measure mindfulness. 

There have been very few studies published to-date that have aimed specifically to increase levels of 

self-compassion in adolescents, and brief details of these are set out in Table 11. 
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Table 11 – Intervention studies aiming to increase self-compassion in adolescents 

Study Population Type of 
Study 

Sample Intervention Findings 

Bluth et 
al. (2016) 

 

N= 34 
Ages 14-17 

Mixed 
methods, RCT 
(waitlist-
crossover).   
Students were 
paid in gift 
cards for 
completing 
surveys. 

74% female, 
high-SES, self-
selecting from 
local high 
schools in 
United States 

Making Friends with 
Yourself (MFY), an 
adaptation of the adult 
Mindful Self-
Compassion Program.   
Delivery setting not 
specified. 

Intervention was 
associated with 
significant increases in 
mindfulness and self-
compassion, and 
significant reductions in 
anxiety, depression, 
perceived stress and 
negative affect. 

Bluth and 
Eisenlohr-
moul 
(2017) 

N=47 
Ages 11-17 

Quantitative, 
non-controlled. 
Students were 
paid in gift 
cards for 
completing 
surveys. 

51% female, 
self-selecting 
from local high 
schools and 
middle schools 
in United 
States 

Making Friends with 
Yourself (MFY), an 
adaptation of the adult 
Mindful Self-
Compassion Program.  
Delivered in 5 cohorts; 
delivery setting not 
specified. 

Intervention was 
associated with 
significant increase in 
mindfulness, self-
compassion, gratitude 
and curiosity/exploration 
and a reduction in 
perceived stress but not 
depressive symptoms or 
anxiety. 

Feltis 
(2020) 

N=231 
(although only 
62 children 
completed 
post-training 
questionnaires) 
Ages 6-15 

Mixed 
methods, RCT. 
Active control 
group received 
social skills 
training 

67.4% female Be Kind to Your Mind 
(based on adult 
Mindful Self-
Compassion Program). 
Delivered in summer 
camp setting as 5-day 
(20 mins per day) 
training. Training 
delivered by mostly 
adolescent camp 
counsellors who had 
received brief training. 

No significant changes 
between groups in any 
outcome measure. 

McGehee 
(2010) 

N=17 
Ages 14-17 

Mixed 
methods, non-
controlled pilot 
study 

8 females, 9 
males, drawn 
from two high 
schools in 
United States. 
 

Weekend self-
compassion retreat. 

No significant changes in 
any outcome measure. 

Nazeri et 
al. (2019) 
 

N=60 
High school 
students; age 
not reported  

Quantitative, 
quasi-
experimental 
involving self-
compassion 
group, 
mindfulness 
group and 
control group 

Male students, 
BMI>25, with 
educational 
well-being 
problem, 
selected from 
pool of all high 
school 
students in 
Tehran 

8 sessions of training in 
self-compassion only 
(no details given of 
content), or 8 sessions 
of training in 
mindfulness only (no 
details given of 
content); control group 
received no training 

Both mindfulness and 
self-compassion training 
was associated with 
significant increase in 
academic engagement 
and enjoyment of 
physical activity; the 
mindfulness training was 
associated with greater 
increase in academic 
engagement than the 
self-compassion training. 

Rodgers 
et al. 
(2018) 

N=274 
Mage=18.36 
 

Quantitative, 
RCT. 
Students were 
paid in gift 
cards at each 
assessment 
point. 

74% female, 
participants 
recruited from 
local high 
schools, youth 
organisations 
and also a 
local 
university in 
United States 

BodiMojo mobile app 
designed to promote 
positive body image; 
used by participants for 
6 weeks 

Significant increase in 
appearance esteem and 
self-compassion in the 
intervention group 
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Johnson & Wade's (2017) study titled Which aspects of mindfulness are important to include in 

adolescent interventions? concluded “that teaching young adolescents to respond to their mistakes 

with kindness and non-judgement should be a prime focus” (p.1) and it should be clear in the reader’s 

mind, given the definition of self-compassion discussed herein, that this is a direct call to teach 

adolescents self-compassion.  It is notable that no study has yet aimed to increase self-compassion in 

adolescents in a school setting with ‘conscripted’ participants; this is the first to do so.   

Studies listed in this section support the view that self-compassion is strongly linked to psychological 

wellbeing and highly relevant to adolescents given the issues of neurobiological flux, identity 

formation, academic pressures and relationship concerns that can characterize this period of life (e.g. 

Neff & McGehee 2010).  Self-compassion is pliable in adolescents and can be cultivated through 

training in self-compassion practices (Bluth & Blanton 2012; Edwards et al. 2014; Galla 2016) (often 

called metta or ‘lovingkindness’ practices) and arguably, therefore, self-compassion practices should 

be embedded in all ages and stages of education.  

2.7.4 Mindfulness, Self-Compassion, Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) 

“Some believe that our very survival as a species depends on a better understanding of 
human actions, perceptions, patterns of thought, and emotions…” (Siegel 2013, 0.10, 
citing The Fischbach Report) 

It will be clear from the preceding analysis that an argument is being made for the importance of 

attending to the affective domain in the realm of education.  This section seeks to further that 

argument through examination of any fit between training in mindfulness and self-compassion, and 

SEL. 

As has been discussed earlier in Section 2.4.3, many SEL programmes represent a therapeutic 

intervention in the ‘normal’ business of educating young people, which is philosophically somewhat at 

odds with what is being advocated here, however, in practical terms, mindfulness and self-compassion 

may have much to offer students and SEL programmes seem the most likely place within current 

curriculum design in Scottish education to situate such a training. 

For Weare (2013), SEL is one of the most obvious places to locate mindfulness interventions and she 

frames SEL as operating “in various parts of the developed world under a wide range of titles such as 

emotional intelligence/literacy, social and emotional learning, citizenship, resilience, positive 

psychology, character, values, happiness, and wellbeing” (p.20, citing Weare 2004).  In her summary 

of the status of SEL and emergent topics in the field, Schonert-Reichl (2019), citing the work of 
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Domitrovich et al. 2017 and Hawkins et al. 2015, indicates that, “there is now resounding consensus 

that school-based SEL efforts are an effective and cost-effective way to promote children’s positive 

development and mental health” (p.222) and draws attention to the ‘inextricable’ link between 

academic development and SEL.  Mindfulness, she reports, has a valid place within SEL. 

Schonert-Reichl goes further to suggest that, rather than an adjunct to academic subjects, SEL must be 

re-positioned: pointing to the work of Brackett et al. (2019), she states that “we also know that we 

need to move beyond just implementing SEL programs at the classroom level and instead need to 

integrate SEL into the entire system of the school, including school leadership, teaching and learning, 

and with families” (ibid., p.222). 

Bai (2001) makes a strong case for the link between mindfulness and citizenship as part of SEL and the 

notion of building a society that is undoubtedly more desirable: 

“While the usual notion of citizenship concerns knowing one's rights and obligations and 
participating in public debates and voting, from the perspective of the pedagogy of 
mindfulness, citizenship is primarily about realizing the interbeing of oneself with all the 
members of small and large civic and biotic communities. Out of this realization, we 
would be disposed to practice conservation, build communities, recycle, and in general 
care about and care for places and people.” (p.94) 

While voices such as that of Furedi (2004, 2010) call for education to return to the business of formally 

inculcating the young with subject-based knowledge, those of Rechtschaffen (2014) and Siegel (2007) 

call for mindful self-awareness and compassion to be the very foundation upon which the young are 

taught; all else is secondary. 

Lawlor (2014), citing Zins et al. 2004, frames Social and Emotional Learning in terms of five 

competencies: 

• self-awareness, 

• self-management, 

• social awareness, 

• relationship management, and 

• responsible decision making 

Table 5 and Table 6 in Section 2.7.1 listed example studies that demonstrated positive correlations in 

adult samples between mindfulness and inter alia the ability to identify and express emotion, 



137 

emotional regulation, empathy, relationship enhancement, sense of autonomy and social 

connectedness, all of which are key aspects of SEL.  Studies such as those of Gueldner & Feuerborn 

(2015), Schonert-Reichl and Lawlor (2010) and Schonert-Reichl et al. (2015) provide evidence that 

mindfulness can meaningfully enhance SEL programmes.  

The meta-analytic review of emotional competence and anxiety, conducted by Mathews et al. (2016), 

demonstrates why in Scottish education it is so important to address the growing issue of anxiety; the 

CfE Mental and Emotional Wellbeing E & O of ‘I am aware of and able to express my feelings and am 

developing the ability to talk about them’ requires the ability to express and understand emotions, and 

the results of Mathews and colleagues’ meta-analytic review of 185 studies showed that “anxious 

youth are less effective at expressing (r =-0.15) and understanding emotions (r =-0.20), less aware of 

(r =-0.28) and less accepting of their own emotions (r =-0.49), and report less emotional self-efficacy (r 

=-0.36). More anxious children use more support-seeking coping strategies (r = 0.07) and are more 

likely to use less adaptive coping strategies including avoidant coping (r = 0.18), externalizing (r = 0.18), 

and maladaptive cognitive coping (r = 0.34)” (p.1). 

For those such as Ordiway (2016) and Gueldner & Feuerborn (2015), the case for the inclusion of 

mindfulness training in SEL programmes is compelling; they suggest that there is a gap in such 

programmes that mindfulness is well-suited to fill, and that mindfulness training “can be used with SEL 

programming as a novel adjunctive approach to fostering resilience” (ibid., p.164). 

Hyland (2014) in his exploration of mindfulness interventions and the affective domain of education 

argues that “mindfulness practice has much to contribute to the neglected area of affective education 

in the UK system and that – in addition to enhancing learning in the crucial sphere of the education of 

the emotions – it can also provide a foundation for more general cognitive development” (p.277).  For 

Jon Kabat-Zinn, writing in the foreword to the work of Rechtschaffen (2014) “mindfulness adds an 

embodied practice element to SEL that is likely to help a child’s responses be much more balanced, 

appropriate, and effective in moments of crisis or conflict” (Location 95). 

2.7.5 Mindfulness, Self-Compassion and the Curriculum for Excellence 

This section aims to address the issue of whether and how a mindfulness and self-compassion 

programme such as the MBLC-YA aligns with the CfE. 
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Table 12 to Table 16 highlight CfE Es and Os that are addressed by a mindfulness programme such as 

the MBLC-YA via posited mechanisms of awareness, valuing, decision-making and sense of 

connectedness, and include only Es and Os that are addressed (where only part of an E & O is 

addressed, the relevant text is underlined).  Since key stages three and four are the only levels that 

correspond to secondary school education, the early, first and second stages are omitted where the E 

and O is distinct for each stage. 

 

  



139 

Table 12 – Mental, emotional, social and physical wellbeing Es & Os that are addressed by MBLC-YA     

Mental, emotional, social and physical wellbeing 

 Early First Second Third Fourth 

Mental 
and 
emotional 
wellbeing 

E/O I am aware of and able to express my feelings and am developing the 
ability to talk about them. 

CfE code HWB 0-01a / HWB1-01a / HWB2-01a / HWB3-01a / HWB 4-01a 

E/O I know that we all experience a variety of thoughts and emotions that 
affect how we feel and behave and I am learning ways of managing 
them. 

CfE code HWB 0-02a/HWB 1-02a/HWB 2-02a/HWB 3-02a/HWB 4-02a 

E/O I understand that my feelings and reactions can change depending upon 
what is happening within and around me.  This helps me to understand 
my own behaviour and the way others behave. 

CfE code HWB 0-04a/HWB 1-04a/HWB 2-04a/HWB 3-04a/HWB 4-04a 

E/O I know that friendship, caring, sharing, fairness, equality and love are 
important in building positive relationships.  As I develop and value 
relationships, I care and show respect for myself and others. 

CfE code HWB 0-05a/HWB 1-05a/HWB 2-05a/HWB 3-05a/HWB 4-05a 

E/O I understand the importance of mental wellbeing and that this can be 
fostered and strengthened through personal coping skills and positive 
relationships.  I know that it is not always possible to enjoy good mental 
health and that if this happens there is support available. 

CfE code HWB 0-06a/HWB 1-06a/HWB 2-06a/HWB 3-06a/HWB 4-06a 

E/O I am learning skills and strategies which will support me in challenging 
times, particularly in relation to change and loss. 

CfE code HWB 0-07a/HWB 1-07a/HWB 2-07a/HWB 3-07a/HWB 4-07a 

Social 
wellbeing 

E/O I recognise that each individual has a unique blend of abilities and needs.  
I contribute to making my school community one which values 
individuals equally and is a welcoming place for all. 

CfE code HWB 0-10a/HWB 1-10a/HWB 2-10a/HWB 3-10a/HWB 4-10a 

E/O I value the opportunities I am given to make friends and be part of a 
group in a range of situations. 

CfE code HWB 0-14a/HWB 1-14a/HWB 2-14a/HWB 3-14a/HWB 4-14a 

Physical 
wellbeing 

E/O I am learning to assess and manage risk, to protect myself and others, 
and to reduce the potential for harm when possible. 

CfE code HWB 0-16a/HWB 1-16a/HWB 2-16a/HWB 3-16a/HWB 4-16a 
Legend 
E/O – Experience / Outcome 
The table includes only Es & Os that are addressed by the MBLC-YA programme.  Where only part of the E & O is addressed by the 
programme, the relevant text is underlined. 
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Table 13 – Planning for Choices and Changes Es & Os that are addressed by MBLC-YA 

Planning for Choices and Changes 

 Third Fourth 

 E/O I am developing the skills and attributes 
which I will need for learning, life and work.  I 
am gaining understanding of the relevance of 
my current learning to future opportunities.  
This is helping me to make informed choices 
about my life and learning. 

 

CfE code HWB 3-19a  
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Table 14 – Physical education, physical activity and sports Es & Os that are addressed by MBLC-YA 

Physical education, physical activity and sport 

 Third Fourth 

Cooperation and 
competition 

E/O I am developing the 
skills to lead and 
recognise strengths of 
group members, 
including myself.  I 
contribute to groups 
and teams through 
my knowledge of 
individual strengths, 
group tactics, and 
strategies. 

 

CfE code HWB 3-23a  

Evaluating and 
appreciating 

E/O  I can: 

• observe closely, reflect, 
describe and analyse key 
aspects of my own and 
others’ performances 

• make informed judgements, 
specific to an activity 

• monitor and take 
responsibility for improving 
my own performance based 
on recognition of personal 
strengths and development 
needs. 

CfE code  HWB 4-24a 
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Table 15 – Substance misuse Es & Os that are addressed by MBLC-YA 

Substance misuse 

 Third Fourth 

 E/O I am developing a range of skills which can support decision 
making about substance use.  I can demonstrate strategies 
for making informed choices to maintain and improve my 
health and wellbeing and can apply these in situations that 
may be stressful or challenging, or involve peer pressure. 

CfE code HWB 3-40a / HWB 4-40a 

 

Table 16 – Relationships, sexual health and parenthood Es & Os that are addressed by MBLC-YA 

Relationships, sexual health and parenthood 

 Third Fourth 

 E/O I understand and can demonstrate the qualities and skills 
required to sustain different types of relationships. 

CfE code HWB 3-44b / HWB 4-44b 

 E/O I reflect on how my attitudes, beliefs, values and morality can 
influence my decisions about friendships, relationships and 
sexual behaviour. 

CfE code HWB 3-46a / HWB 4-46a 

  I am developing skills for making decisions about my 
relationships and sexual behaviour.  I am able to apply these 
to situations that may be challenging or difficult. 

 HWB 3-46c / HWB 4-46c 

 

The CfE places considerable emphasis on self-knowledge, e.g. “I am aware of my own and others’ 

needs and feelings” (Education Scotland, 2016) and “I can … take responsibility for improving my own 

performance based on recognition of personal strengths and development needs” (Education 

Scotland, n.d., p.85).  Nixon (2012), citing the work of Lipman 1991 and Schon 1987, 1991, charts a 

move within education from the standard traditionalist paradigm where the teacher is the 

disseminator of knowledge to a reflective paradigm that chimes with the paradigm referred to by 

Robinson (2011) as ‘natural individualism’ which is documented in Table 3.  Nixon traces the roots of 

the reflective paradigm from public events such as the Vietnam War to present day Scottish education, 

where the CfE, “places a high degree of importance on metacognition as a vital part of the learning 

experience of pupils” (ibid., p.122). 
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Such emphasis on self-awareness appears to offer a direct role for mindfulness in adding perceptual 

clarity (e.g. Brown & Ryan 2003, Carlson 2013) and a role for self-compassion emerges through the 

association between higher levels of self-compassion and more accurate self-evaluation: “both high 

and low self-esteem are positively associated with distorted self-knowledge (either seeing the worst 

in others or in themselves respectively), but only low self-compassion is positively associated with 

distorted self-knowledge” (Barnard & Curry, 2011, p.4, citing the work of Leary et al. 2007).   

Carlson (2013) positions mindfulness as a path to overcoming the two main barriers to self-knowledge 

– information barriers (i.e. qualitative and quantitative information concerning the self that an 

individual has access to), and motivation barriers (where the ego defends awareness of accurate 

information as a protective mechanism).  Holding in mind Bishop et al.'s (2004) proposed operational 

definition of a two-component model of mindfulness discussed in Section 2.1.2 (which firstly involves 

self-regulation of attention and secondly involves the orientation of the individual towards their 

present-moment experience), Carlson builds a case to posit that mindfulness may help an individual 

to overcome informational barriers through the simple process of paying more attention to the details 

of their experience, and a curious, open and accepting orientation towards experience may help to 

overcome motivational barriers.  

2.7.6 Conclusion 

For Siegel (2007): 

“At the heart of mindfulness is the teachable capacity for reflection.  This learnable skill 
is just a breath away from being readily available as the fourth ‘R’ of basic education” 
(p.259),   

suggesting that such a fourth ‘R’ would essentially be “an education that develops the prefrontal 

cortex” (p.260) and that “reflection is the skill that embeds self-knowing and empathy in the 

curriculum” (p.261).   

Dweck’s growth mindset work (Dweck, 2012) encourages students to be unafraid to try and to fail.  

Being creative, which by necessity means doing things a little differently and trying something new, by 

its very nature goes hand-in-hand with experimentation and often failure.  In order to move towards 

difficult and even seemingly intractable tasks, students require to have a certain kind of attitude.  

Biologically inclined to fight or flee when confronted with threatening situations, an education system 

that empowers students to be aware of the fear of failure but be able to move towards and even 

embrace the difficulty is surely one that fosters courage, resilience and strength of character.  The 
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ability to experience and move through difficulty and failure in a skilful way is at the heart of growth 

mindset and at the heart of abilities that mindfulness and self-compassion aim to foster.  Those who 

are self-compassionate are more likely to view failure as an opportunity to learn and grow rather than 

view failure as potentially attacking their self-worth, and are thus more resilient.   

The future is perilously unpredictable, and knowledge is quickly outdated.  In a rapidly changing world, 

perhaps of greatest benefit to society and indeed the individual is that the Scottish education system 

seeks to cultivate students, and arguably also teachers, who are resilient and creative, and who can 

respond innovatively to the challenges presented.   

This literature review concludes by suggesting that mindfulness and self-compassion conceptually fit 

particularly well with the Scottish education system, with its strong emphasis on self-awareness, 

experiential learning, inclusion, social justice and citizenship.  Mindful learning has been shown to 

make learning more enjoyable, inspiring and effective (Siegel, 2007) and positively affect school culture 

(Wisner, 2014); the issues of behaviour, motivation and disaffection that have been discussed in 

Section 2.6.3 speak to a more fundamental issue of school culture – secondary schools are failing to 

connect with and inspire adolescents.  It is contended that mindfulness and compassion (both for self 

and other), if permeated throughout school culture, could do much to create a more enjoyable, 

tolerant, inclusive and equitable culture that pupils would connect with more readily and feel an 

important part of.    

The question of whether Scottish secondary schools may be ready to embrace a culture of mindfulness 

and compassion is another matter; unless forces from within a school are balanced with external forces 

for change, “‘Change’ will stand as a form of political symbolic action without personal or internal 

commitment or ownership” (Goodson, 2001, p.59).  As Goodson (2001) contends:  

“Change and reform must be seen as going both ways in relation to school and context, 
both into and out from the school. This movement both ways is reflected in the 
importance of teachers’ personal beliefs and internal missions. Educational change 
works most successfully when reform sees these personal commitments of teachers as 
both an inspiration for reform (which works best when carried by teachers as part of 
their personal – professional projects), and a necessary object of reform (the need to 
provide support for teachers to the point where they wish to take ‘ownership’ of the 
reform)” (pp.59-60). 

Goodson identifies three aspects to educational change processes – the external aspect (forces 

external to a school), the internal aspect (forces within a school) and the personal aspect (beliefs and 

agendas of the individual) and highlights that change comes most successfully from the personal 
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commitments of teachers.  Readiness to inculcate a school with mindfulness and self-compassion 

hinges therefore on the orientation of teachers towards the notion and has implications for teacher-

training – even if teachers are convinced of the value of these qualities, the teaching of them, as 

highlighted in Section 2.7.3, requires embodiment so that teachers are ‘walking the walk’ rather than 

simply ‘talking the talk’.  

For the purposes of this study, it is not pragmatic to explore how a Scottish secondary school or schools 

might be affected by such a change in school culture, firstly since research in this area is so nascent 

(particularly in relation to self-compassion) and thus the evidence-base is perhaps not yet of significant 

strength to convince forces external and internal to Scottish secondary schools of the need for such 

change.  Secondly, the researcher’s professional context is external to schools and without strong links 

to a particular school in order effect such change.  Lastly, the scope of such a study would perhaps be 

beyond what is achievable in this thesis due to limited resources. 

A curriculum that teaches mindfulness and self-compassion, for reasons discussed earlier, is not 

ultimately desirable; what is ultimately desirable, it has been argued from a philosophical perspective, 

is for socially-engaged mindfulness and self-compassion to be part of the foundation of everything that 

happens in school life as well as a foundation of how education is conceived.  The CfE places health 

and wellbeing at the foundation of all learning, and it is argued that mindfulness and self-compassion 

are part of the foundation for health and wellbeing; part, even, of the foundation of becoming a person 

in the manner that Rogers (1961) conceived.  From a pragmatic stand-point, an ‘intervention’ study 

will add to the body of knowledge in this subject area that may help to convince policymakers of the 

value of mindfulness and self-compassion in Scottish education and thus pave the way for what is more 

ultimately desirable. 

It should be noted that the MBLC-YA is not referred to herein as an intervention but as a course, 

training or curriculum since it was not conceived in order to prevent or intervene but rather as a vehicle 

that may help to create the conditions for human flourishing.   

The emerging research questions that this work will seek to address in Section 3 are: 

1. To what extent, if any, does a mindfulness and self-compassion curriculum (in this case, the 

MBLC-YA) affect levels of mindfulness, self-compassion and wellbeing in Scottish secondary 

school pupils?   
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i.e. How does the curriculum compare to others in its effects on mindfulness, self-compassion 

and wellbeing – does the wider remit of the MBLC-YA (m1/m2/m3) as opposed to (m1/m2) 

make any difference?  If it does, then this strengthens the argument for the explicit inclusion 

of self-compassion. 

 

2. How does a training in self-compassion affect pupils’ experience of schooling? 

The position taken in preceding discourse has been one of high value on personal autonomy 

and intrinsic motivation – if there is value in this type of education from the pupils’ point of 

view, then this may serve to increase the value that wider society and policymakers place upon 

it. 

 

3. What are the factors that support and inhibit the learning of self-compassion in a school 

environment? 

i.e. If self-compassion is valuable, then what makes learning it easier and what makes it more 

difficult, for whom and in which contexts? 
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3 METHODOLOGY 

Having made the case in the previous section that there is a potential role for mindfulness and self-

compassion in Scottish secondary schools, and that self-compassion may be of significant value in what 

we might seek to cultivate in adolescents, this section of the paper sets out the parameters of the 

research, which is described as using a mixed methods approach.  Methods were selected based on 

their suitability to address the research questions and involved the collection and analysis of 

quantitative data from the Pre-Course Questionnaire, a mixture of quantitative and qualitative data 

from the Post-Course Questionnaire, and qualitative data from the Post-Course interviews with pupils 

and teachers.   

The section commences by viewing and describing the research in broad terms, with respect to 

discussion of ontology and epistemology, possible and chosen research paradigm and methodology, 

before moving to a lens of greater magnification to examine the finer details with respect to the 

methods, techniques and instruments employed. 

The section explores a range of possible worldviews before positioning the researcher’s worldview 

within this context.  The researcher’s background and role within the study are then discussed and a 

rationale provided for undertaking mixed methods research using the adolescent mindfulness course 

‘Mindfulness Based Living Course – Young Adults’ (MBLC-YA).   

In a broad sense, this section describes the unfolding of the research project from outset and sets out 

inter alia how methodological and ethical issues have been addressed.   

  



148 

3.1 THE WORLDVIEW OF THE RESEARCHER 

“All theories about the world are grounded in a particular perspective and worldview, 
and all knowledge is partial, incomplete, and fallible.” (Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2010, 
p.150) 

The worldview of the researcher is an important context within which to view their work, since the 

underlying philosophical assumptions of the researcher inform the types of questions that can be 

asked, the types of research strategies employed and the specific methods and procedures used to 

gather data (Coe 2012; Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000; Creswell 2009).   

A researcher’s worldview is typically said to fall somewhere on a continuum between an objectivist, 

positivist/post-positivist view (tending towards quantitative/scientific/empirical research) at one end, 

and a subjectivist/interpretive/constructivist view (tending towards qualitative research) at the other 

(Bryman 2015; Coe 2012; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000; Creswell, 2009).  A post-positivist view is 

that phenomena are real, exist independently of perception and probably have causes, but absolute 

truth in relation to social phenomena can never be found and so researchers instead state that they 

have failed to reject the hypothesis put forward.  At the other end of the spectrum rests the view that 

phenomena have no reality separate from their perception and that all knowledge is socially 

constructed  (Creswell, 2009).   On this continuum, a worldview known as Critical Realism (CR) emerged 

from the work of Bhaskar in the latter part of the twentieth century (Bhaskar, 1978) and was further 

developed by those such as Sayer (1992) and Archer (1995).  This worldview is deemed to be the one 

that most closely aligns with the researcher’s worldview and is described hereafter. 

CR holds that there is an independent reality that exists whether anyone is there to observe it, and 

that there are multiple, correct ways of understanding reality; some ways (or ‘theories’) are closer to 

reality than others.  “For CR researchers, reality is a stratified, open system of emergent entities” 

(O’Mahoney & Vincent, 2014, p.6). Theories that are closer to reality than previous theories are 

developed through exercising rational powers of judgment to uncover the causal powers that drive 

social phenomena (Fletcher 2017).  Thus “critical realism retains an ontological realism while accepting 

a form of epistemological relativism or constructivism” (Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2010, p.150). 

An important feature of CR is that does not reduce reality (ontology) to what can be known about it 

(epistemology) and thus avoids the ‘epistemic fallacy’ of limiting reality only to what can be known 

through scientific experiments (Bhaskar, 1998).   
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Maxwell & Mittapalli (2010), citing the work of Baert 1998, position critical realism as “strikingly 

different from positivism in many of its premises and implications” (p.152) and suggest that one of the 

most important differences lies in the realist understanding of causality.  Maxwell (2004) discusses in 

depth the ‘regularity’ view of causation that resulted from David Hume’s analysis.  The regularity view, 

according to Hume, dictates that it is not possible to directly observe causality.  In this view it is possible 

only to observe associations or ‘constant conjunctions’ between events, and impossible to have 

knowledge of causality beyond that which is observable.  This regularity view is described by Mohr 

(1996, p.99) as, “the basis of ordinary quantitative research and of the stricture that we need 

comparison in order to establish causality”. 

Reality is comprised of the three domains of the empirical (our perceptions of events), the actual (the 

event, observed or not), and the real (the deeper dimension or ‘depth ontology’ where causal 

mechanisms that generate the events can be found) (Danermark et al., 2005).  While the focus of 

positivist/post-positivist research is on generalisability and prediction, the primary focus of CR is 

explanation of the real or ‘transfactual’ rather than the empirical or actual.  Thus, CR involves the use 

of particular research designs where quantitative research’s emphasis on deduction and induction 

gives way to the primacy of abduction (which can be thought of as a recontextualization of a causal 

mechanism) and retroduction (conceiving a theoretical model that, if real, would explicate the arising 

of the phenomenon) (Bhaskar, 2014). 
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3.2 THE ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER 

Any discussion seeking to position the researcher must lay bare motivation and possible bias (Miles et 

al., 2013) but the researcher can do this only to the extent that he or she is aware of their potential 

biases.  This section outlines the researcher’s role within the study and describes how researcher-bias 

has been considered, whilst explicitly acknowledging the underpinning view of researcher-centrality 

as opposed to detached from the subjects of research.   

“Critical realists usually assume that complete detachment from their research subjects 
is impossible. Further, it has been common since the work of Bhaskar (1978, 1986) and 
the emergence of an explicitly critical realism (Danermark et al. 2002; Sayer 2000), to 
abjure even the attempt at detachment and to acknowledge that a committed position 
is appropriate for realists.” (Ackroyd & Karlsson, 2014, p.27) 

In terms of the position of the researcher within the research, it is common for researchers involved 

in quantitative research to see themselves as outside of the research, in the role of detached observer 

(Cohen et al., 2000).  For Bentz & Shapiro (1998) however, regardless of the methodology employed, 

there is no other way to perform research than for the researcher to play a central role, endeavouring 

to be as objective as possible whilst recognising that true objectivity is unachievable.  The authors (ibid) 

frame evaluative research as mode of enquiry typically approached via quantitative methods where 

“the researcher is to be uninvolved with the subjects of his study (…) and any departure from a 

detached position may lead to ‘contamination’ of the research results on the part of the researcher” 

(p.125).  They describe the potential points of contamination as being in relation to the researcher’s 

beliefs that may colour perceptions and affect the collection and/or interpretation of the data, and the 

vested interests of the researcher in the outcome of the study affecting study design, innocently or 

not, such that the behaviour of the participants is altered through awareness of the researcher’s 

desired outcome.  

“Although most philosophers of science no longer claim that perfect objectivity is 
possible, the metaphor of objectivity is still regarded as useful for the conduct of 
research.  In other words, the researcher should strive to be as objective as possible, 
revealing all biases and other influences that might detract from this goal.  The best 
researchers will study a problem as if there was an objective reality, while 
acknowledging that, in fact, their own research tradition is partly constitutive of that 
reality.” (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p.126) 

Morrison (1993) echoes Bentz and Shapiro’s view of the researcher’s role as central to evaluative work; 

rather than a casual observer, the researchers must “come out of the cool shade and become involved 

in evaluation themselves as active rather than passive participants” (preface) since evaluative research 

must, by necessity, involve judgments concerning value and worth and inform decision-making.  
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Research is commonly led by the researcher’s values: “[t]he training and personal values of the 

researcher form a component of the context of social research methods in that they may influence the 

research area, the research questions, and the methods employed to investigate these” (Bryman, 

2015, p.5).  The challenges in evaluative research such as this are clear: the researcher has developed 

a course for the purpose of potentially bringing about beneficial change in participants’ lives, and 

critical enquiry requires the researcher to transcend her own values, “giving up ego or transcending 

self, even though [enquiry] is grounded in self and requires intensified self-awareness” (Bentz & 

Shapiro, 1998, p.7) in order to be fully open to that which is unexpected, unwanted and/or 

disconfirming. 

Whilst the researcher has experience of teaching mindfulness to adolescents in a variety of contexts, 

including schools, the researcher is not a registered school-teacher and as such, may be considered to 

be relatively free of pressure from agents within the schooling system for the course to be ‘effective’.   

This project has been part-sponsored by the Mindfulness Association and the course forms part of the 

available Mindfulness Association curricula that individuals can train to teach; whilst there has been 

no discernible pressure from those within the organisation for the research to be ‘successful’ or to be 

carried out using any particular methods or methodology, it must be acknowledged that this 

sponsorship forms an exchange.  The researcher’s continued reflection upon the values shared with 

the Mindfulness Association, inter alia, of honesty, openness, authenticity and letting go of preference, 

may serve the research process well and help to mitigate against bias towards producing certain 

‘results’. 

The researcher’s personal beliefs and experience with respect to the potential transformative power 

of mindfulness and self-compassion are a potential issue in relation to researcher bias, and the 

remainder of this section outlines how such bias might be minimised; minimising the effect of 

researcher bias is one of the most significant challenges that qualitative researchers must meet 

(Chenail, 2011). 

CR researchers hold that some theories are better than others in explaining reality and while CR 

researchers bring initial theory to their research, it is an explicit goal of such research to remain open 

to that which refines or refutes such initial theory in order to form theory that more closely aligns with 

what reality must be like in order to explain what has transpired.  In this study, there is significant 

opportunity for bias to enter via the researcher’s interpretation of the qualitative data coming from 

Post-Course Questionnaire and perhaps even more substantial opportunity for bias to come into play 
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during interviews with pupils and teachers and the subsequent analysis of these interviews.  This can 

be mitigated by researcher reflexivity, with the researcher attending carefully to the continuous 

opportunities for cognitive bias to enter in various forms (such as those outlined by Chatfield (2017) 

that include confirmation bias where more attention is paid to that which confirms a pre-existing view) 

in addition to having the coding of data reviewed by the researcher’s supervisors.   
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3.3 RESEARCH PARADIGM 

According to Coe (2012), different positions on questions of ontology (the nature of reality), 

epistemology (what can be known about reality) and axiology (what is valuable) tend to be packaged 

as collections of views known as ‘paradigms’.  The word paradigm is attributed to the work during the 

1960s and 1970s of philosopher and historian of science, Thomas Kuhn (Cohen et al. 2000; Coe 2012; 

Hammersley 2012).  Coe (2012) describes Kuhn as presenting the notion that anomalies within a 

certain collection of shared understandings eventually reach a critical point during the iterative 

development of understanding such that a new paradigm (i.e. a different way of understanding the 

world) would burst from the confines of the earlier collection of understandings that could simply no 

longer be said to model the world satisfactorily.   The new paradigm would be incommensurate with 

the old paradigm, and whilst Kuhn did not view such scientific development as consistently moving 

towards the objective reality that was ‘out there’ to be found, he argued that a new paradigm 

contributed better knowledge than was previously available (Hammersley, 2012). 

The dominant view in the United States and United Kingdom at the time of Kuhn’s work, according to 

Coe, was the scientific view of educational research which, Nisbet (2005) suggests saw most research 

adopting the positivistic/post-positivistic, quantitative approach of testing what could be measured.  

Nisbet charts the changing perspectives in the history of educational research through the twentieth 

century and discerns a shift in acceptance of qualitative approaches during the latter half of the 

century: 

“By the 1970s researchers were arguing that qualitative case studies exploring issues in 
depth with relatively small numbers were more appropriate in education. Quantitative 
research could show that there were wide ranges of individual differences in every kind 
of measure but seldom was able to explain the meaning or implications of the findings 
for everyday contexts” (Nisbet, 2005, p.35). 

Kuhn’s work was highly influential in promoting the use of different methods within the social sciences, 

although it should be noted that Kuhn saw paradigms as being applicable in the natural sciences which 

had reached a level of maturity (Hammersley 2012).  Kuhn saw social science as being relatively 

immature – this immaturity being characterised by lack of consensus regarding appropriate theories 

and assumptions and as such, could be regarded as in a ‘pre-paradigm’ period (Bird, 2009).  Indeed, 

Hammersley (2012) reports that Kuhn expressed doubts whether social science could ever be 

scientific.  Despite this, Hammersley frames Kuhn’s work as having been selectively interpreted by 

qualitative social scientists in order “to insist that their work should only be judged according to the 

assumptions built into the particular paradigm in which they were operating, not from any external 
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standpoint.  From this it was concluded that multiple paradigms had to be simply accepted as each 

‘valid in its own terms’.” (ibid., Appendix 1). 

Coe (2012) suggests that the common use of the word ‘paradigm’ to describe ideas such as 

phenomenology, postmodernism, poststructuralism and critical theory is inconsistent with Kuhn’s 

definition, and yet “it is still common to see particular collections of philosophical and methodological 

preferences for educational research described as paradigms” (p.6).  Coe, citing Hammersley 2007, 

outlines different ways of classifying educational research, which include: 

• a two-paradigm view of quantitative v qualitative research, 

• a three-paradigm typology of quantitative, qualitative and critical/emancipatory/advocacy 

research, and  

• various typologies that can be further subdivided (these include human ecology, various 

branches of ethnography, feminist research etc.) 

Cohen et al. (2000) describe the early work of German sociologist and philosopher, Jürgen Habermas, 

as strongly influencing the field of critical educational research – for some, considered to be a third 

paradigm quite separate from the quantitative and qualitative paradigms – arguing that these two 

latter paradigms present an incomplete view of the social world through disregard for ideological and 

political contexts.  Cohen et al. suggest that the foundational intention of critical research is the 

levelling of power through liberation of disempowered individuals in order to promote an egalitarian 

society.  Such intention is certainly espoused by this researcher, who wishes to create beneficial change 

in the world rather than simply to attempt to document existing phenomena, and is important in the 

light of concerns raised by those such as O’Donnell (2015) and Reveley (2015b).  O’Donnell outlines 

concerns relating to the introduction of mindfulness programmes in schools and the relationship 

between such programmes with “capitalism and commodification” and suggests “we might ask 

whether mindfulness has been co-opted as a coping technique in a world of information and sensory 

overload” (op. cit., p.188).  Her concerns are echoed by Reveley, who argues that, “Mindfulness 

training (…) is a biopolitical human enhancement strategy. Its goal is to insulate youth from pathologies 

that stem from digital capitalism’s economisation of attention” (ibid., p.804). 

Creswell (2009) presents pragmatism as a fourth worldview where, instead of focusing on particular 

methods, pragmatists essentially concern themselves with a problem and consider all possible 

approaches available to fathom it.  In adopting a pragmatic worldview, the type of research carried 

out is purpose-driven and depends on the aim(s) of the research and the particular research questions 
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being asked.  Pragmatism has been closely linked with mixed methods approaches (Coe, 2012) 

although mixed methods approaches are not confined to researchers of a pragmatic worldview.   Coe 

(ibid.) offers a possible view of pragmatism as that of an anti-philosophical position rather than a 

paradigm or worldview in its own right, suggesting that “another reading of the pragmatic approach is 

to see the whole notion of paradigms as problematic and unhelpful” (p.8).  It could be argued however 

that it is not possible to take an anti-philosophical position – research is always carried out within a 

worldview that encompasses (whether the researcher is aware of it or not) a perspective on the nature 

of reality (ontology) and what can be known about it (epistemology).  It is helpful to the reader to make 

those views explicit such that the reader can evaluate the researcher’s claims to knowledge in the light 

of these. 

This researcher takes a critical realist approach to the process of research, seated within the value-

based philosophical framework of Mindful Inquiry, presented by Bentz & Shapiro (1998).  For Bentz & 

Shapiro (1998), research is always carried out in the context of the researcher’s lifeworld – a blend of 

an individual’s experiences and associated meanings attached by the individual – and the research 

carried out by the researcher is an extension of how the researcher engages with the world.  The 

authors offer Mindful Inquiry as a way to engage with, reflect upon and conduct research.  This 

framework, according to Bentz & Shapiro, advocates mindfulness practice as a basis for cultivation of 

self-awareness and researcher reflexivity and is informed by the four traditions of critical social 

science, hermeneutics, phenomenology and Buddhism; it posits that “we are always immersed in and 

shaped by historical, social economic, political, and cultural structures and constraints, and those 

structures and constraints usually have domination and oppression, and therefore suffering, built into 

them” (ibid., p.6).  The framework holds that to know is to care, and to care is to wish to reduce or 

eliminate suffering.  Research conducted within such a philosophical framework is often action-

orientated and should be pragmatic in nature, with the researcher “exploring what method makes the 

most sense for the research questions [they] are asking” (ibid., p.95).  

There are advantages and disadvantages inherent in research focusing solely on quantitative or 

qualitative methods, and a mixed methods approach may mitigate against the shortcomings of solely 

quantitative or qualitative approaches (Creswell 2009; Biesta 2012; Hurrell 2014).  Biesta (2012) frames 

mixed methods research as having become both increasingly popular and increasingly influential in 

the field of social science, including educational research, and having proceeded forth from the 

concept of ‘triangulation’ where it is believed that combining evidence streams from more than one 

research method can serve to bolster the strength and legitimacy of findings.   While Biesta positions 

the mixed methods approach as affording ‘unique opportunities’, he cautions that such an approach 

may be time-consuming and involve greater complexity.  From a critical realist perspective, using a 
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mixed methods approach may provide the “best of both [quantitative and qualitative] worlds” (Hurrell, 

2014, p.243). 
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3.4 METHODS 

“For CR-guided researchers, the role of a research method is essentially to connect the 
inner world of ideas to the outer world of observable events as seamlessly as possible. 
how this is to be accomplished, however, is not obvious and there are few reliable rules 
about how to proceed.” (Ackroyd & Karlsson, 2014, p.21) 

Within the context of the chosen mixed methods methodology, this section aims to provide details of 

the specific methods that were employed in an attempt to move towards answering the three research 

questions outlined in Section 2.7.6.  The section sets out the study design along with rationale, details 

of sampling strategy, instruments used and the procedures for their use. An outline of the course is 

presented in Section 3.4.3 and ethical considerations are discussed in Section 3.4.5.  The ‘Methods’ 

section of this thesis concludes with a description of chosen methods for data analysis in Section 3.4.6. 

3.4.1 Design 

The chosen design for this thesis is a concurrent and sequential mixed methods approach, utilising a 

controlled crossover design as well as collecting and analysing quantitative and qualitative data 

regarding (1) pupils’ perceptions of how (if at all) a training in self-compassion has affected their 

experience of schooling, and (2) the factors support and inhibit the learning of self-compassion in a 

school environment.  Sayer (1992), in his work on method in social science, categorised research 

designs as extensive (seeking to obtain a large quantity of observations and which on their own cannot 

reveal any causal mechanisms) or intensive (exploring the nature of causes in contexts).   Combining 

intensive and extensive approaches can paint a broad picture of phenomena of interest and permit in-

depth exploration of the reasons behind these phenomena occurring (or not) in different contexts 

(Hurrell, 2014). 

The sequential aspect of the approach in this study relates to the concept of absence, which Bhaskar 

(2014) suggests is a “hugely valuable diagnostic category” (p.xii) in a critical realist’s stance.  Inviting 

pupils for interview whose self-reported levels of self-compassion (Research Question 1) have been 

most resistant to change (or even who have become less self-compassionate), as well as those whose 

levels have increased the most, will potentially provide a rich avenue of exploration in terms of 

causality when looking at factors that support and inhibit the learning of self-compassion in a school 

environment (Research Question 3). 

The results of this research will be presented and discussed with an eye towards understanding 

differences in an effort to understand the reasons behind what is presenting.  Ackroyd & Karlsson 
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(2014) suggest that a ‘successful’ design is one that unearths a context where a particular causal 

mechanism is in operation.  Further, “[t]he aim of research is to bring to light formative processes 

which cause particular outcomes, when they operate, and which are best conceived in their totality or 

as near to it as possible” (ibid., p.24).  The logic required in order to approach this totality is not the 

more common forms of logic known as induction or deduction (although these are still involved), but 

abduction and retroduction (Ackroyd & Karlsson 2014; Bhaskar 2014). Bhaskar (2014) describes 

abduction as involving “redescription or recontextualization, most usually (in CR research) in terms of 

a characteristic causal mechanism or process which serves to explain it” and retroduction can be 

understood as a process that “involves imagining a model of a mechanism, which, if it were real, would 

account for the phenomenon in question” (p.vii).  Ackroyd & Karlsson's (op. cit.) position is that “the 

well-chosen and well-made case study” (p.24) has much to contribute to the furthering of scientific 

knowledge, particularly in areas such as social science. 

In terms of data collection, this mixed methods study utilised four main data collection instruments, 

one of which will collect solely quantitative data, two of which will collect solely qualitative data, and 

one of which will collect both: 

1. Pre-Course Questionnaire 

2. Post-Course Questionnaire 

3. Pupil interviews 

4. Teacher interviews 
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Supplemental data included a Teaching Diary maintained by the researcher, capturing thoughts and 

feelings after each teaching session, and anonymous Post-it Notes collected from pupils during most 

of the sessions, capturing answers to reflective questions posed by the researcher before and after 

practices and at other salient moments during the course.  For example, the question, ‘What do you 

think about the idea of self-compassion, i.e. being kind to yourself during a time of difficulty – good 

idea, bad idea and why?’ was posed during Session 7.  Anonymous pupil answers on Post-it Notes were 

then explored with the group during the session as a way to directly address barriers to learning. 

3.4.2 Rationale 

A mixed methods design was selected, within a critical realist approach, in order to assess the value (if 

any) of a self-compassion training for pupils in a school environment and uncover the causal 

mechanisms at work in supporting and inhibiting the learning of self-compassion.   Those such as 

Grossman (2008) have argued that mindfulness is a difficult concept to measure, since there are 

significant differences between participants in their understanding of self-report scale items and 

potentially large discrepancies between how mindful participants believe themselves to be and how 

mindful they actually are.  Grossman makes a case for the inclusion of qualitative tools in mindfulness 

research to better understand the nature of any changes reported by participants.  By implication, 

Quantitative 

Qualitative 

Pre-Course 
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Figure 13 - Study Instruments 
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since mindfulness is defined by Neff (2003b) as an element of self-compassion, self-compassion is also 

a difficult concept to measure.   

It could be suggested that any training in mindfulness, with its significant component of awareness, 

moves a student from – as per the conscious competence learning model first articulated by Martin 

M. Broadwell – ‘unconscious incompetence’ to either ‘conscious incompetence’ or ‘conscious 

competence’ where, after such a training, students are newly aware of how unmindful they are or 

were.  It was initially intended that the self-report scale tables would be amended to incorporate an 

additional column to allow participants, post-course, to indicate the answer they believe they gave 

when previously completing the questionnaire.  It became clear, however, after pupils took rather 

longer to complete the Pre-Course Questionnaires than had been anticipated, that this would not be 

practical.  Space was added at the end of the Course Completion Questionnaire (CCQ, a component of 

the Post-Course Questionnaire, see Section 3.4.4.6 and Appendix K) for participants to add any 

comments they felt relevant to their experience of the course.  Further, there was an opportunity to 

more fully explore the views of participants and teachers in the pupil and teacher interviews (see 

Section 3.4.4.8 and Appendix O, Appendix P and Appendix Q. 

This design may on the surface appear to be an experimental one, closely aligning with the post-

positivist search for statistical power and generalisability of results.  However, there were practical and 

ethical reasons for this design that will be outlined here.  Firstly, utilisation of a crossover design was 

more manageable for the researcher in terms of day-to-day workload, albeit over a longer period of 

time, than teaching a larger number of students in a shorter period of time.  Secondly, and given the 

researcher’s belief that there may be value in the course, it was deemed to be ethically appropriate 

that all students in the study receive the course.  

It could be argued that by delivering a course to ‘conscripted’ pupils, as part of their scheduled PSE 

lessons, the researcher was complicit in perpetuating the imbalance in power between teacher and 

pupil since pupils are expected to be present for classes regardless of their wish to be so.  One way to 

mitigate against this would have been to provide the course on a self-referral basis.  However, prior to 

receiving any training in mindfulness or self-compassion, pupils could be deemed to be ‘unconsciously 

incompetent’ and thus not able to make an informed decision about any value in participation.  If there 

is a link between mindfulness and social justice, as the potential has been argued for in Section 2.5.3.4, 

then such an approach would arguably perpetuate social injustice and inequality by favouring the 

cultivation of mindfulness and self-compassion only in those who are more curious than others or in 

those who are more open to the notion of cultivating ‘soft’ skills, for example.  The approach favoured 
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by the researcher, therefore, was to deliver the course to all pupils in a particular PSE class, with the 

clear invitation to opt out of engagement with the materials and practices at any time if pupils wished, 

with writing and drawing materials available for those who wished to use them as an alternative to 

engagement with particular aspects of the course.  The intention with this tactic was to facilitate 

choice-filled engagement in a granular way instead of pupils simply deciding whether to attend the 

course or not. 

Most importantly from an ethical standpoint, pupils could opt out of taking part in the research at any 

time.  In practical terms, pupils were not be asked to complete any research instruments following opt-

out, and for the single individual whose parents declined permission for them to take part (a pupil from 

one of the denominational schools), the school was able to find an alternative physical space to 

accommodate the opted-out pupil. 

Research Question 1: To what extent, if any, does a mindfulness and self-compassion curriculum (in 

this case, the MBLC-YA) affect levels of mindfulness, self-compassion and wellbeing in Scottish 

secondary school pupils?  This question is primarily a quantitative one that was addressed principally 

via the quantitative data coming from self-report scales but was enhanced by consideration of self-

report elements of qualitative data from the Course Completion Questionnaire (CCQ – see Section 

3.4.4.6 and Appendix K), which was part of the Post-Course Questionnaire, as well as Pupil Interviews.  

In addition, the CCQ was modified to include a question relating to pupils’ perception of change in their 

level of self-compassion (Q22, ‘How much do you feel that your level of self-compassion changed as a 

result of this course?’); this was done shortly after the first Cohort 1 pupils completed it, at which point 

the results of the self-report scales didn’t seem entirely consistent with verbal feedback from pupils.  

In its barest essence, this question asked whether the MBLC-YA produced beneficial outcomes for 

some pupils and, from a CR perspective, laid the foundation for exploring the contexts where change 

was evident as well as where it was not. 

Research Question 2: How does a training in self-compassion affect pupils’ experience of schooling?  

This question leant itself to qualitative inquiry and was addressed by questions 1, 11 and 20 of the 

Course Completion Questionnaire (CCQ, part of the Post-Course Questionnaire,) and interviews with 

pupils and teachers.  The question seeks to give voice to pupils and explore value from the pupils’ 

perspective but also in terms of value that schools, policy-makers and wider society may ascribe to 

self-compassion training, if pupils report that it helps some aspects of how they experience school life. 
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Research Question 3: What are the factors that support and inhibit the learning of self-compassion in 

a school environment?   Both quantitative and qualitative data were gathered to address this question.  

Section 3.4.4.9 details the elements of the research instruments that are pertinent to this area of 

enquiry.  Given the anticipation that participants may not have a fully developed awareness of the 

factors that have affected learning, the decision was made to include potential factors in the CCQ and 

ask participants to indicate the degree to which any such factors may have helped or hindered their 

learning; additional space was provided for respondents to list any other influences.  This question 

could be considered to logically flow from the previous two questions: if the course was capable of 

increasing the levels of self-compassion in some pupils and self-compassion is determined to be a 

valuable thing, what are the mechanisms that supported and hindered its development in these 

environments?  Identification and explanation of any potential causal mechanism(s) that might have 

been in operation can potentially offer a rich line of enquiry for future research.  

3.4.3 MBLC-YA 

The Mindfulness Based Living Course (MBLC), upon which the course is based, is based on the work of 

South African Buddhist teacher, Rob Nairn, and also influenced by clinical psychologist and founder of 

compassion focused therapy (CFT), Prof. Paul Gilbert.  Rob Nairn was instructed by the 14th Dalai Lama 

in 1964 to teach Buddhism and meditation, and his training in psychology combined with many 

decades of immersion in Buddhist teachings has enabled him to distil and convey essential wisdoms of 

Buddhist dharma in a secular manner that may be accessible to a wide audience.  Paul Gilbert’s work 

draws together theoretical underpinnings of evolutionary psychology, attachment theory and social 

mentality theory as a way to understand the psychological construct of compassion and its effects.  

The MBLC emphasises what Carl Rogers termed ‘experiential learning’ with cognitive learning as an 

adjunct, so that elements of theory are minimally introduced and then participants are invited to 

explore the teaching experientially.  

The Mindfulness Based Living Course for Young Adults (MBLC-YA) is a 10-session course that was 

intended to be delivered weekly by the researcher as part of scheduled PSE in a standard 50-minute 

lesson slot.  However, it became clear shortly after commencing the course with Cohort 1 that in two 

of the schools, pupils would normally have been attending other subject lessons.  In School 3, pupils in 

both cohorts would normally have been attending Home Economics practical session.  In School 4, 

Cohort 1 pupils would normally have been attending Religious Education lessons and Cohort 2 pupils 

would normally have been attending P.E. lessons.  Reasons given by the schools, when asked about 

this departure from study protocol, were related to what was practical for the school.  There was 

insufficient time, after these changes came to light, to recruit other schools to the study.  Further, the 
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researcher felt it unethical to abandon teaching pupils of these two schools part-way through the 

course.            

The MBLC-YA is an adolescent-appropriate version of the MBLC, retaining the majority of the practice 

elements of the MBLC with the notable exception of the RAIN practice; RAIN is a practice that invites 

the meditator to  work with and investigate a difficult inner experience using a sequence of steps over 

a relatively protracted period of time and has been excluded from the MBLC-YA based on ethical 

considerations.  The Self Compassion Break practice, which has been included, has a similar feel to the 

RAIN practice in that it encourages the participant to make space for a difficulty, but in contrast with 

RAIN it is extremely short and, immediately after recognition of a minor inner difficulty, the participant 

is invited to move into steps for self-soothing. 

The course was delivered at a rate of one session per week of approximately 40-50 minutes’ duration 

in the timetabled period and was facilitated by the researcher.  MBLC-YA session content is 

summarised below. 

Introduction 

The introductory session aims to introduce definitions of mindfulness and self-compassion, and their 

associated potential benefits.  The session includes the ‘Recognising the Unsettled Mind’ exercise (5 

mins) and ‘Settling the Mind’ practice (10 mins) which aim to give participants a direct experience of 

the distracted mind and a simple method to begin to settle the gross level of distraction. 

Session 1 – Your Amazing Mind 

Session 1 looks at the relationship between the mind and the brain, and introduces a short didactic 

presentation on the triune brain theory, incorporating Siegel's (2013) brain hand-model before 

exploring the effect of stress on the brain and the rest of the body.  The focus of the session is the 

developing adolescent brain and the close relationship between the brain and the rest of the body, 

and the session includes a Body Scan exercise (12 mins) to enable participants to begin to develop a 

more intimate relationship with their physical experience of the present moment.  This session also 

elucidates the component parts of present-moment inner-experience – body sensations, sensory 

perceptions, thoughts and emotions.  This sets the scene for holding these component parts in a lighter 

awareness, with greater perspective. 
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Session 2 – Staying Present 

Session 2 focuses on developing a sense of stability in the present moment, becoming ‘Weeble-like’ or 

mountain-like with a sense of a strong physical base, and introduces the concept of training in 

mindfulness  as being a combination of applying technique (the technique of bringing back a wandering 

mind, over-and-over again) and attitude (open, patient, curious, kind).  Practices include the Weeble 

Mode (10 mins), where participants learn to settle the mind and ground their attention into the body 

to create a sense of stability, and the Memories of Kindness exercise (10 mins) where participants 

begin to work with the intention of exploring the felt sense of kindness. 

Session 3 – Dropping Anchor 

Session 3 introduces the concept that life can be stormy, but it is possible to drop anchor for stability, 

i.e. to use a mindfulness support as a way of helping the attention to stay in the present moment and 

reducing the duration of distraction before coming back to the present moment.  Participants 

experience the use of sound as a mindfulness support in the main practice for this session (15 mins), 

and additionally are introduced to the ‘3 Minute Breathing Space’ practice (3 mins) which is a quick 

way to redirect the mind back to present-moment experience and regain perspective. 

Session 4 – Distraction 

This session explores the habit of distraction – where the mind goes and why the habit is so strong.  

Building on the theme from the previous session of using mindfulness support, participants experience 

using the breath as a way of lightly dropping anchor into present-moment experience (12 mins) and 

also experience bringing mindfulness to movement (10 mins).  

Session 5 – Undercurrent 

This session introduces a model of mind taught by the Mindfulness Association that labels the flow of 

experience as ‘undercurrent’ and the observing part of the mind as the ‘observer’.  The concept of 

becoming the watcher of experience is introduced, which may help to promote a greater sense of 

perspective.  Dialogue is encouraged around different ways that it is possible to view experience – like 

a river flowing by or like a movie playing in a movie theatre.  This session also introduces the notion 

that much of the thinking that arises in the mind arises from beliefs, assumptions and expectations 

that can be harder to see than the thoughts themselves.  Participants are invited to start to take an 
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interest in the content of the mind in the form of the ‘Noticing the Content of the Undercurrent’ 

practice (7 mins) and the session also includes the ‘Lovingkindness for Other’ practice (15 mins). 

Session 6 – Attitude 

Session 6 invites participants to turn 180o and become curious about the observing part of the mind, 

exploring during an ‘Attitude of Observer’ practice (8 mins) whether their observer watches experience 

playing out with a neutral attitude or whether their observer does in fact have a strong preference to 

be having a certain kind of experience.  This session invites discussion about preference, and why the 

habit of judging the moment as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ leads to distraction and unhappiness.  The session links 

with growth mindset through exploration of a poem that demonstrates how the way we look at 

something – our attitude – creates experience. 

Session 7 – Self-Acceptance 

This session features a didactic presentation on growing contentment by accessing the soothing 

system of Gilbert's (2009) ‘Three Circles Model’ representing three types of affect regulation system, 

before inviting discussion around how participants feel about the concept of self-compassion as a way 

of illuminating and dealing with potential fears.  The Self-Compassion Break practice (5 mins) is 

introduced as a means of learning to bring kindness to difficult inner-experience. 

Session 8 – Appreciation 

The theme of Session 8 is gratitude – appreciating the good.  The session involves exploring the 

experience of eating mindfully and savouring the richness of the unfolding moments (5 mins), and 

further builds on the felt sense of kindness through watching the ‘Kindness Boomerang’ video clip and 

the ‘Full Circle Lovingkindness’ practice (10 mins).   

Session 9 – A Mindful Life 

The final session offers a review of the key teaching points of the course and invites pupils to reflect 

on what they have learned over the ten sessions that has felt of value (10 mins reflection).  Students 

are then encouraged to share what they have learned and create a piece of collage art that reflects 

their learning, as a group.  Mindfulness interventions may be enhanced by exploration of values  



166 

(Christie et al., 2016); this session also affords the opportunity to reflect on character attributes that 

pupils admire in others and would like to further cultivate in themselves, with the suggestion offered 

that a life lived in line with one’s values, as a journey rather than a destination, may feel a rich and 

purposeful one.  The course concludes with an ending ceremony and an opportunity to reflect on the 

meaning of beginnings and endings. 

Each session in the course differs from corresponding themes in the adult MBLC in length of session 

and duration of practice and is developmentally appropriate in terms of the materials chosen and 

language used in didactic elements and guided practices.  In particular, the ‘Lovingkindness for Other 

and Self’ practice that is included in the MBLC is approached in a different way in the MBLC-YA; the 

MBLC-YA version of the practice is termed ‘Full Circle Lovingkindness’ and seeks to introduce the 

concept of the flows of lovingkindness, including the flow from self-to-self, in a manner that may be 

more approachable for adolescents.  

Each session allowed a short amount of time post-practice for exploration of participant experiences 

through anonymous Post-it Notes, and to support home practice, practices were available for 

participants (with the exception of the ‘Walking Weeble’ and ‘Self-Compassion Break’ practices) via a 

mobile app available for Android or iOS devices.  Students received a printed copy of the Student 

Manual which contained details of suggested home practice on the days in between each session; 

suggested home practice was between 10 and 15 minutes per day.   A CD of recorded practices was 

available for any student without Internet-access at home. 

3.4.4 Data Collection Procedures 

Data was collected using a number of instruments, as detailed in the following sections.  This study 

utilised pre-existing self-report scales to investigate changes in mindfulness using the Children and 

Adolescent Mindfulness Measure (CAMM) (see Section 3.4.4.2, Appendix F and Appendix G), self-

compassion using a modified version of the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS) referred to as ‘SCS-M’ (see 

Section 3.4.4.4 and Appendix H) and wellbeing using the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale 

(WEMWBS) (see Section 3.4.4.5, Appendix I and Appendix J). 

3.4.4.1 Overview 

The time points of T1, T2 and T3 referred to in the remainder of this study are to be understood as 

follows: 
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• T1 = one week prior to first session of course,  

• T2 = one week after final session of course with Cohort 1  

• T3 = one week after final session of course with Cohort 2   

At T1, initial demographics data was gathered using a Pupil Demographic Questionnaire (see Appendix 

E) plus CAMM, SCS-M and WEMWBS.  At T2, all pupils completed the CAMM, SCS-M and WEMWBS.   

Cohort 1 pupils also completed the CCQ (see Appendix K).  At T3, all pupils completed the CAMM, SCS-

M and WEMWBS; Cohort 1 pupils additionally completed the Final Questions (see Appendix M) and 

Cohort 2 pupils additionally completed the CCQ.  Figure 14 overleaf represents the flow of data 

collection for the two cohorts over time. 
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Figure 14 – Data Collection Flow 

In the school council areas, the autumn term of 2018 was of sufficient duration to permit the T1 and T2 

data-gathering to take place for all of the five schools during the single term.   

In three of the five schools, the course sessions took place on consecutive weeks, with the exception 

of a week’s hiatus for half-term break.  Exceptions to this were: 

• Group 7 (the Cohort 1 class for School 4): on two separate occasions received no session one 

week and then two sessions the following week due to unforeseen assemblies being called at 

short notice.   
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• Group 10 (the Cohort 2 class for School 5): missed one session due to half term and then 

another due to a school trip, which meant that their final session of the course fell at the start 

of the summer term 2019.  Three weeks elapsed between Session 8 and Session 9 (the final 

session) of the course. 

T3 data-gathering took place during the spring term in four of the five schools and one week after the 

final session of the course in all cases.  

3.4.4.2 Sampling 

“Realist sampling should be designed to test the contexts that are hypothesised to 
matter.” (Manzano, 2016, p.8) 

The purpose of sampling decisions in realist evaluation, rather than aimed at maximising the 

generalisability of results as advocated by those such as Cohen et al. (2000) and Morrison (1993), is to 

maximise the variability in contexts (Weiss, 1998) and potentially outcomes since critical realists are 

potentially as interested in the absence of outcomes as they are in the outcomes themselves; absence 

can wield substantial explanatory power (Saka-Helmhout, 2014). 

Initial exploratory enquiry via social media and utilising previous contacts resulted in contact from ten 

mixed schools interested in taking part in the study – eight schools in the Lanarkshire area (four in the 

North Lanarkshire Council area and four in the South Lanarkshire Council area), one school in the 

Glasgow City council area and one school in the North Ayrshire council area.  In order to broaden the 

available contexts as far as practical in terms of different school ethos’, physical environments, 

communities etc. and whilst taking into account practical considerations of accessibility to the 

researcher, five mainstream secondary schools were selected in the North & South Lanarkshire and 

North Ayrshire council areas. 

The participants were pupils in the ‘broad general’ phase of their education, which in Scotland is years 

S1 (age 11/12 at start of school year) to S3 (age 13/14 at start of school year) and the schools chosen 

had a year group of a size that necessitated splitting into different classes for PSE so that one class 

could be part of Cohort 1 and receive the training in the first term and another class could be part of 

Cohort 2 and receive the course the following term, i.e. both cohorts were within the same year group 

in a given school. 
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Following Head Teacher agreement to take part in the study (letter to Head Teacher is attached as 

Appendix A), informed parental consent was sought using an information letter (see Appendix B) and 

opt-in consent form (see Appendix C), in addition to pupil consent using an opt-in consent form (see 

Appendix D).  The aim was for a minimum of 80 pupils to be recruited to take part in the course as 

Cohort 1, and a minimum of 80 pupils to be recruited to act as Cohort 2. 

Cohort 2  

Cohort 1  

School 1 School 2 School 3 School 4 School 5

Group 1

20 pupils)

Group 3

(18 pupils)

Group 5

(17 pupils)

Group 7

(19 pupils)

Group 9

(24 pupils)

Group 2

(23 pupils)

Group 4

(19 pupils)

Group 6

(15 pupils)

Group 8

(17 pupils)

Group 10

(22 pupils)

S2 S1 S3
 

Figure 15 – Sample 

Figure 15 demonstrates that Cohort 1 consisted of 98 pupils and Cohort 2 consisted of 96 pupils.  

Attendance figures provided by the Scottish Government (2015b) indicate that average attendance in 

publicly funded secondary schools in Scotland is 91.8%.  This suggested that, on a given day, only 89 of 

the 98 Cohort 1 students were likely to be present, and 88 of the 96 Cohort 2 pupils.  In a repeated 

measures design, numbers of students completing each of the required assessments is likely to fall 

significantly from the starting number, since a different 8.2% of students can be absent at each of the 

assessment points.  For analysis purposes, each school was assigned a school number and each cohort 

within a school was assigned a group ID, thus allowing comparison of Cohort 1 (groups 1, 3, 5, 7, 9) and 

Cohort 2 (groups 2, 4, 6, 8 and 10) between schools and comparison of groups within schools (School 

1 comprises groups 1 & 2, School 2 comprises groups 3 & 4, etc.).   

With respect to the interviews, as discussed earlier in Section 3.4.4.7, the sample size was set at two 

students per group of pupils, resulting in a total of twenty student interviews.  The students invited for 

interview were primarily selected by the researcher on the basis of greatest and least changes in levels 

of self-compassion, as measured by the modified version of the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS-M), but 

the content of the free text entered into the CCQ was also a factor since (a) those who had made use 

of the free text areas on the CCQ would potentially have more to say at interview, (b) some comments, 
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particularly ‘negative’ ones, indicated fertile avenues of enquiry.  All of the teachers present during the 

delivery of the course were interviewed, with the exception of the Group 10 teacher who did not 

respond to interview request; this resulted in a total of 8 teacher interviews because the classroom 

teacher present with Group 1 was also present with Group 2. 

3.4.4.3 Mindfulness 

The Child and Adolescent Mindfulness Measure (CAMM) developed by Greco et al. (2011) is a 10-item 

single-factor scale that has been validated for use with children and adolescents over the age of 9 

years.  The scale is reported to offer sufficient initial evidence for reliability and validity and appears 

to be age-appropriate (Greco et al., 2011); items are rated from 0 (Never True) to 4 (Always True).   

Items include statements such as ‘I think about things that have happened in the past instead of 

thinking about things that are happening right now’ and ‘I stop myself from having feelings that I don’t 

like’ and are reverse-scored to provide a total mindfulness score; higher scores reflect higher levels of 

mindfulness.   Kuby et al. (2015) tested the reliability, factor structure and validity of the CAMM with 

non-clinical adolescents between the ages of 12 to 15 years (N=562), and also assessed the internal 

consistency of the scale.   The one-dimensional factor structure of the CAMM was confirmed by the 

results, as was the internal consistency of its ten items.  In this study, the scale demonstrated good 

reliability (α = 0.75 – 0.78).  The scale is attached as Appendix F.   

In order to create a consistent Pupil Questionnaire, the items on the scale were modified to match 

those of the other two scales employed (SCS-M and WEMWBS) insofar as the numbers on the scale 

were adjusted to 1 to 5 rather than 0 to 4; this adjustment was accounted for during scoring such that 

an answer of 1 corresponded to a score of 4, an answer of 2 corresponded to a score of 3, an answer 

of 3 corresponded to a score of 2, an answer of 4 corresponded to a score of 1 and an answer of 5 

corresponded to a score of 0.   

In addition, an approach similar to that used by Gordon (2012) was adopted with the intention of 

increasing engagement with the research instrument through use of visual aids in the headings of the 

scale.  This modified version of the scale is attached as Appendix G.   

3.4.4.4 Self-Compassion 

Self-compassion was measured using a modified version of the 26-item Self-Compassion Scale (SCS) 

that was developed by Neff (2003b).  Internal consistency for the SCS has been found to be excellent 

(Cronbach's α = 0.93; Neff, 2003b).  The modified version of the SCS, created for this study, will be 
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referred to herein as SCS-M.   Items in the SCS are rated from 1 (Almost never) to 5 (Almost always).  

The SCS comprises six subscales – a 5-item self-kindness subscale that includes items such as ‘I try to 

be loving towards myself when I’m feeling emotional pain’ and ‘When I’m going through a very hard 

time, I give myself the caring and tenderness I need’; a 5-item self-judgment subscale that includes 

items such as ‘I’m disapproving and judgmental about my own flaws and inadequacies’ and ‘When 

times are really difficult, I tend to be tough on myself’; a 4-item common humanity subscale that 

includes items such as ‘When things are going badly for me, I see the difficulties as part of life that 

everyone goes through’ and ‘I try to see my failings as part of the human condition’; a 4-item isolation 

subscale that includes items such as ‘When I think about my inadequacies, it tends to make me feel 

more separate and cut off from the rest of the world’ and ‘When I’m down, I tend to feel like most 

people are probably happier than I am’; a 4-item mindfulness subscale that includes items such as 

‘When something upsets me I try to keep my emotions in balance’ and ‘When something happens I try 

to take a balanced view of the situation’, and a 4-item over-identification subscale that includes items 

such as ‘When I’m feeling down I tend to obsess and fixate on everything that’s wrong’ and ‘When 

something painful happens I tend to blow the incident out of proportion’.   

Cunha, Xavier and Castilho (2016) validated the SCS for use with adolescents from 12 years of age, in 

a large study (N = 3165) of Portuguese adolescents between 12 and 19 years old.  Internal consistency 

for this version of the scale (retaining the same 26 items, translated into Portuguese and with a small 

number of clarifications in comments after each scale item) was found to be very good (α = .88) and 

for the subscales was found to be adequate (between 0.70 and 0.79). 

The SCS-M retains all 26 items of the SCS but some items were rephrased by the researcher with the 

aim of supporting comprehension by Scottish high school pupils, some of whom were as young as 11 

years of age.  In addition, the SCS-M visually presented the items in a tabular manner consistent with 

the CAMM in order to give a more consistent questionnaire experience to participants.  This may have 

reduced the potential for error since it was perhaps easier for adolescents to select the level on the 

Likert scale that best matched their view (see Appendix H).  In this study, the SCS-M demonstrated 

good reliability (α = 0.77 – 0.86). 

Table 17 details the modifications of SCS scale items.  
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 Table 17 – Modified Items of SCS 

Item number Item 

1 I’m disapproving and judgmental about my own flaws and inadequacies faults.  

4 When I think about my inadequacies faults, it tends to make me feel more separate 
and cut off from the rest of the world. 

5 I try to be loving towards myself when I’m feeling emotional pain difficult emotions 
(e.g. I say something kind to myself). 

6 When I fail at something important to me, I become consumed by feelings of 
inadequacy not being good enough. 

7 When I'm down and out feeling low, I remind myself that there are lots of other 
people in the world feeling like I am. 

10 When I feel inadequate not good enough in some way, I try to remind myself that 
feelings of not being good enough are shared by most people. 

12 When I’m going through a very hard time, I give myself the caring and tenderness 
kindness I need.  

14 When something painful difficult happens, I try to take a balanced view of the 
situation.  

16 When I see aspects of myself that I don’t like, I get down on criticise myself (e.g. by 
speaking to myself unkindly). 

19 I’m kind to myself when I’m experiencing suffering (inner difficulty). 

23 I’m tolerant of my own flaws and inadequacies faults (i.e. I don’t give myself a hard 
time for being imperfect) 

24 When something painful difficult happens, I tend to blow the incident out of 
proportion. 

 

Again, an approach similar to that used by Gordon (2012) was adopted with the intention of increasing 

engagement with the research instrument through use of visual aids in the headings of the scale.  This 

modified version of the scale is used in the Pupil Questionnaire and is attached as Appendix H.   

3.4.4.5 Wellbeing 

The Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale (WEMWBS) was funded by the Scottish Executive 

National Programme for improving mental health and wellbeing, commissioned by NHS Health 

Scotland, developed by the University of Warwick and the University of Edinburgh, and is jointly owned 
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by NHS Health Scotland, the University of Warwick and the University of Edinburgh.  The WEMWBS is 

a 14-item scale that utilises Huppert et al.'s (2004) definition of wellbeing as: 

“‘a positive and sustainable state that allows individuals, groups or nations to thrive and 
flourish’. This means that at the level of an individual, wellbeing refers to psychological, 
physical and social states that are distinctively positive. Positive psychological states are 
exemplified by emotions such as happiness and contentment, attitudes such as 
generosity and empathy, and mental processes such as cognitive capabilities, interest 
and motivation” (p.1331), 

and therefore comprises multiple dimensions which include the affective as well as the cognitive. 

The scale includes items related to the hedonic perspective (positive affect) and the eudaimonic 

perspective (living a life that one has reason to value, and including autonomy, mastery, positive 

relationships, self-acceptance and personal growth).  The scale contains statements such as ‘I’ve been 

interested in new things’ and ‘I’ve been feeling close to other people’ and responses are indicated 

using a Likert scale that ranges from 1 (None of the time) to 5 (All of the time).  Total wellbeing score 

is then calculated by summing the score for each item, leading to a minimum score of 14 (assuming all 

statements are responded to) and a maximum score of 70.   

The WEMWBS was validated and demonstrated to have good internal consistency in a large study of 

students (N=354) and the general population (N=2075) undertaken by Tennant et al. (2007). 

Cronbach's alpha scores were 0.89 in the student sample and 0.91 in the general population sample 

and the scale was found to be less prone to social desirability bias than other comparable scales 

assessed in this study.  The scale has been utilised inter alia in numerous studies involved in the 

evaluation of the Mindfulness in Schools Project’s ‘.b’ secondary school curriculum, such as Huppert & 

Johnson (2010), Burnett (2011), Hennelly (2011), Kuyken et al. (2013) and Johnson et al. (2016). 

Permission and registration are required in order to use the scale.  In this study, the scale demonstrated 

very good reliability (α = 0.88 – 0.93).  The original WEMWBS is attached as Appendix I. 

Once again, an approach similar to that used by Gordon (2012) was adopted with the intention of 

increasing engagement with the research instrument through use of visual aids in the headings of the 

scale.  This modified version of the scale is attached as Appendix J.   

3.4.4.6 Course Completion Questionnaire (CCQ) 

Possible alternate methods to gather qualitative data from pupils regarding the process and outcomes 

would be focus groups, interviews, or practice journals.  The use of focus groups was discounted due 



175 

to ethical issues with ensuring confidentiality within a group situation, logistical considerations relating 

to the allocation of time for a focus group session within the school schedule or outside of the school 

day, and the possibility (as Peterson-Sweeney, 2005, suggests) that in focus groups where participants 

are known to each other, some participants may be unwilling to discuss sensitive issues and some 

participants may be inclined to influence the views of other participants.  Carrying out a substantial 

number of pupil interviews is not considered practical in terms of level of disruption for schools and 

would be very time-consuming for the researcher to conduct.  Asking pupils to complete practice 

journals for the duration of the course is potentially a rich line of enquiry, however these would be 

potentially very time-consuming to analyse given the unstructured nature of the activity of journaling.  

Further, even with informed consent, gathering journal data posed ethical issues relating to disclosure 

of contents if potential harm was revealed by the pupil or suspected by the researcher. 

Questionnaires were settled upon as a method by which to explore student perception, bearing in 

mind Tymms' (2012) caution that length of questionnaires should be minimised to maintain validity, 

otherwise respondents may become disinterested and answer mindlessly.  There is clearly a balance 

to maintain between gathering adequate data to address research questions and ensuring that 

questionnaires are as short as possible. 

The CCQ was designed to obtain data that would address the second and third research questions.  As 

an alternative to questions where responses are indicated on a Likert scale (which is a discrete scale), 

the Visual Analogue Scale (sometimes referred to as ‘Visual Analog Scale’ or VAS) was used to provide 

finer granularity in answers. The Visual Analogue Scale is a continuous line, usually of ten centimetres 

in length, upon which respondents may indicate their answer by marking a position on the line 

between the two end-points.  A neutral position was marked on the Visual Analogue Scales used in the 

CCQ, to assist respondents in giving a neutral answer.  Respondents were invited to place a cross on 

the line to mark their answer, thus avoiding the issue of a single line being drawn at a non-vertical 

angle that crosses the line at a place that perhaps wasn’t quite intended by the respondent.  In 

situations where the centre of the cross drawn did not coincide with the line of the scale, the deemed 

answer was taken to be the point on the VAS line immediately below the centre of the cross.  Figure 

16 overleaf illustrates this.  Answers on the Visual Analogue Scales were measured in centimetres from 

the left end of the line, rounded down to the nearest one decimal place, for any question without 

neutral point (i.e. Q1) and from the centre point of the line to the centre of the cross for questions 

with a neutral point; answers to the left of centre point were designated negative and answers to the 

right of the centre point were designated positive.  
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e.g.  chocolate cake 

 
         Hate it   ____________________________|____________________________    Love it 

           Neutral 

 
 

Figure 16 – Visual Analogue Scale – Deemed Answer 

De Boer et al. (2004) found the Visual Analogue Scale to be an instrument with “good validity, excellent 

reliability, moderate distribution-based responsiveness and good anchor-based responsiveness 

compared to multi-item questionnaires” (p.311) and it should be noted that, from a critical realist 

perspective, the primary purpose of using the VAS in the CCQ was not that of maximum statistical 

inference but to test theory with regard to causal mechanisms and gain insight into the perspective of 

particular respondents.  Prior to interview, the completed CCQ of a respondent was reviewed, and 

interviewees were sometimes asked to elaborate on answers. 

3.4.4.7 Additional Questions 

In response to two pupils airing some difficulties that seemed to have arisen in relation to their 

participation in the course, ‘Final Questions’ (see Appendix M) were given to Cohort 1 pupils at T3, and 

‘Follow-up Questions’ (see Appendix N) were given to any of these pupils who indicated they either (a) 

wished they hadn’t done the course, (b) felt they were dealing with difficulties less well since the 

course or (c) ticked a negative word in relation to their experience of the course.  The results of these 

Final Questions and Follow-up Questions are presented in Section 4.4.4 Difficult Experiences. 

3.4.4.8 Interviews 

Interviews were generally conducted within five weeks following T2 (for Cohort 1) and T3 (for Cohort 

2) but interviews with the two pupils in Group 5 (School 3) were conducted eight weeks after course 

completion due to delays in receiving parental consent.  Within the same timeframe, the classroom 

teacher present during the delivery of the course was interviewed.  Pupil questions are attached as 

Appendix O.  Teacher questions are attached as Appendix P.   

Interviews followed a semi-structured format, since this gave the researcher more control over the 

direction of the interview.  As discussed in the previous section, interview questions for a particular 

Deemed Answer 
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interviewee were supplemented based on answers given in the CCQ, where such supplementation was 

deemed to be helpful in gaining deeper understanding of an apparent mechanism of causation.   

While Manzano (2016) notes that “there is no authoritative account of what the realist interview is” 

(p.1), Pawson's (1996) guidance on conducting realist interviews, further developed by Manzano (op. 

cit.) was fruitful in assisting the researcher to conduct the interviews in a manner that subsequently 

aided data analysis; in practical terms, at times this involved the researcher testing out theory with the 

interviewees.  Perhaps a crucial difference between a relativist approach and realist approach to 

interviewing is that realists believe interview data to be evidence of real processes rather than 

constructions (Maxwell, 2012).  Thus, realist interviews may be theory-driven such that they 

“inspire/validate/falsify/modify” (Pawson, 1996, p.295) hypotheses of causal mechanisms. 

3.4.4.9 Data Sets for Each Research Question 

Table 18 details the data set for each research question posed.   

Table 18 – Sources of data for each research question 

Research 
Question 

1. To what extent, if any, 
does the MBLC-YA 
mindfulness and self-
compassion course affect 
levels of mindfulness, 
self-compassion and 
wellbeing in Scottish 
secondary school pupils? 

2. How does a training in 
self-compassion affect 
pupils’ experience of 
schooling? 

3. What are the factors 
that support and inhibit 
the learning of self-
compassion in a school 
environment? 
 

Quan CAMM 
SCS-M 
WEMWBS 

CCQ: Q1 CCQ: Q2-10, Q12-18 

Qual PI 
TI 

CCQ: Q1, Q20 
PI 
TI 

CCQ: Q11, Q18-20 
PI 
TI 

CCQ=Course Completion Questionnaire, PI=Pupil Interviews, TI – Teacher Interviews 

3.4.5 Ethical Considerations 

Bryman (2015) frames ethical considerations as relating directly to the integrity of a piece of research, 

and outlines four areas in which ethical concerns typically may arise: 

1. Potential harm to participants 

2. Voluntary and informed participant consent 
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3. Invasion of privacy 

4. Deception 

This study sought and received approval by the University of Aberdeen’s School of Education Ethics 

Committee for the four data gathering instruments used in this thesis.  The University’s College of Arts 

and Social Sciences (CASS) Research Governance Policy (University of Aberdeen, 2014) states that 

principles underlying the College’s Policy and Procedures for ethical review are centred on promoting 

credibility of research through upholding standards, avoiding harm, encouraging honesty, integrity, 

responsibility, accountability and respect, as well as ensuring that the research is proportional and 

complies with any legal and ethical requirements that are particular to the field of study. 

This section details how the research addressed the ethical issues outlined above. 

Potential Harm 

Consideration of potential harm to participants in this study related primarily to the potential for 

emotional distress.  As discussed earlier in Section 2.2.2.1, emotional pain can arise in response to the 

attachment system being activated, for example in practices that aim to cultivate kindness and 

compassion; discomfort may arise for those who have not had the experience of lovingkindness that 

they may wish to have had.  Particular practices within the course that were more likely to activate the 

attachment system were the Memories of Kindness practice, Lovingkindness for Other, Full Circle 

Lovingkindness and Self Compassion Break.  Psychological harm in study participants relates to an 

individual’s ability to handle distressing situations; if the stress of a situation exceeds a person’s ability 

to cope then harm is deemed to have been caused (University of Virginia, 2012).   

The ‘Full Circle Lovingkindness’ practice, which is the MBLC-YA version of the MBLC’s ‘Lovingkindness 

for Other and Self’ practice, was designed to lessen the potential for overwhelming discomfort by tying 

the practice in with the ‘Kindness Boomerang’ video of Session 8 where the kindness that is sent out 

to a dear friend is sent by that friend on to one of their friends and subsequently to one of their friends, 

until it eventually comes back.  This is in contrast with the ‘Lovingkindness for Other and Self’ practice 

that invites participants to imagine sending kind wishes to themselves.  There is no evidence to suggest 

that mindfulness or self-compassion practices with youth cause any harm to participants (Zoogman et 

al., 2014), however, erring on the side of caution led to the creation of what may be considered a more 

approachable practice for adolescents that should minimise the potential for unmanageable 

discomfort.   
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It was deemed that the short duration of the practices – a maximum of 15 minutes – and the 

experience of the teacher (in this case the researcher) in creating an atmosphere of safety within 

groups, mitigated the potential for students to experience excessive discomfort.  Clear guidance was 

given at the start of the practices in relation to how participants might respond if they experience a 

difficulty – for example, participants were invited to simply notice any feelings of discomfort that arise, 

and be with those with an attitude of curiosity and warmth, as best they could.  Alternatively, 

participants were invited to ‘tune out’ of the guidance, if they wished, and take themselves, using their 

imagination, to a place, real or imagined, that offered the qualities of complete safeness and care; they 

could simply rest in that place until the practice came to an end.  Further, participants were guided 

that it was permissible to opt out of practice entirely, either from the start or part-way through – they 

could ‘tune out’ of the practice and to allow themselves to fall asleep if they wished, or use the 

provided paper and pens to occupy themselves.   

Burrows (2017a), citing Duerden and Dunne 2016 in her work on safeguarding mindfulness in schools 

and higher education so that vulnerable students are protected from harm, frames student agency as 

an ingredient that may be “a powerful protective factor in safeguarding mindfulness” (p.41).  Burrows 

also emphasises the importance of teacher experience and expertise, highlighting that teachers of 

mindfulness in schools must be committed mindfulness practitioners as well as deeply competent at 

attuning to the needs of the participants as well as to the needs of self.  Mindfulness teachers who 

have been assessed against the MBI-TAC as ready to teach are aware of the six domains of the 

assessment criteria and it is Domain 3 (embodiment) and Domain 6 (holding of the group learning 

environment) that perhaps relate most closely to the teacher’s attending to the balance of awareness 

between the inner and the outer environment, and within the outer environment between the needs 

of an individual within the group as well as the group itself.  Appendix R offers a brief researcher 

curriculum vitae as evidence of teacher experience and expertise.  

At the time of conducting the research, no studies that had explored cultivation of mindfulness and 

self-compassion with adolescents, to the researcher’s knowledge, had reported any adverse 

experience or unmanageable emotional distress, albeit there had been very few such studies.  Indeed, 

Ortiz & Sibinga (2017) argue for mindfulness interventions with youth to support those who have 

experienced adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) as well as to provide coping skills for those who will 

experience trauma in the future.  Citing school-based mindfulness intervention studies with youth who 

have known trauma, the authors note the “promising hypothesis that mindfulness may offer coping 

skills, emotional processing and resilience” (p.6) for such individuals. 
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To further mitigate against any potential for harm, participants were reminded immediately prior to 

completion of any questionnaire that they could leave out any question that they did not feel 

comfortable in answering.  In addition, the Consent Form for parents and students made it clear that 

participants could leave the study at any time.   

Privacy 

The Data Protection Act 1998 set out the responsibilities of those holding personal data in electronic 

or alternate format.  This section addresses how the requirements of the Data Protection Act and the 

University of Aberdeen’s Policy on Data Protection (University of Aberdeen, 2011) have been met. 

Participants’ questionnaires were handled only by the researcher.  Each participant was assigned a 

number, with the first digit of the prefix denoting the school and the second digit of the prefix 

indicating whether the participant was in Cohort 1 or 2.  A data sheet was maintained that linked 

student name and school with their unique identifier.  This was kept in a locked cabinet separate from 

the area in which questionnaires and consent forms were kept. 

Pupil interviews were transcribed by the researcher. Once the interviews had been transcribed and 

checked, the recordings remained stored for the duration of the research study and were then deleted 

at the end of the study.  Digital transcriptions were identifiable only by the unique identifier given to 

each pupil, and the data sheet enabling identification was kept in a locked cabinet away from the 

transcriptions, questionnaires and consent forms. 

All participant data was held securely for the duration and purpose of the study. 

Voluntary and Informed Consent 

Parental and pupil consent forms were prepared using plain-speaking language to ensure that fully 

informed consent could be given and that the right to withhold consent was also made apparent.  The 

right to withdraw from the study at any time was plainly stated, as well as the right not to answer any 

question in the pre- and post-course questionnaires that they did not feeling comfortable in answering.  

Parental cover letter and consent forms are attached as Appendix B and Appendix C; Pupil consent 

form is attached as Appendix D. 
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In a school environment where it was likely that most students in the class would be completing the 

questionnaires, there was arguably a risk of subtle coercion through pupils not wishing to disappoint 

or upset their PSE teacher or the researcher.  In addition to pupil rights being made apparent in the 

consent forms, pupils were once again reminded of their rights at the time of being presented with 

any questionnaire and the researcher made every effort to promote a sense of allowing, such that 

pupils did not feel coerced into answering questions. 

3.4.6 Data Analysis 

From a Critical Realist (CR) perspective, there is considerable debate concerning the value of using 

quantitative methods to any extent further than offering simple descriptive statistics.  To state the 

case made by Lawson (1997, 2003) in very simple terms, a statistical function relating two variables 

represents a statement of strict event regularity; in the worldview understood by a CR researcher, 

social event regularities are considered unlikely to occur, given the understanding of social structures 

as open rather than closed, and inherently diverse rather than uniform.  However, while grand 

statements regarding the social world such as, ‘y varies as a function of x’ may send shivers down the 

spine of a critical realist, it can be argued that statistical methods, even those such as multiple 

regression testing, have a place in CR-informed research; Williams (2014) makes this case in his 

exploration of probability and statistical modelling. 

CR researchers utilising an intervention seek to identify demi-regularities with a view to identifying 

contexts where change has occurred and where change is absent.  In this study, with a large number 

of measurements taken, both in self-report scales and VAS lines representing perceptions about 

school, staff, friends as well as barriers and enablers to learning, statistical methods helped to identify 

patterns that could have taken an enormous amount of time to identify simply using the naked eye.  

The key, perhaps, to whether such methods do have a place lies in what beliefs the researcher has 

about what such results add in terms of human knowledge and what they say about the nature of 

reality.  In this study, results of extensive research (in this case, the self-report scales and Post-Course 

Questionnaires) can be interpreted as sign-posting in order to guide intensive research (interviews,  

Teaching Diary, free text from Post-Course Questionnaires and anonymous Post-it Notes gathered 

during classes) en route to the formation or revision of theory by abduction and retroduction.  
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3.4.6.1 Data Analysis of Quantitative Data 

IBM SPSS 24 was used for statistical analysis. Descriptive statistics were calculated for all scales in 

school context and cohort context, pre- and post-course.   As a measure of internal consistency, 

Cronbach’s α's was calculated for each scale, including the six subscales of the SCS-M.  

It was anticipated that independent t tests would be used to determine whether cohorts 1 and 2 

differed in baseline demographics and dependent variables of mindfulness, self-compassion and 

wellbeing. However, Shapiro-Wilk tests revealed that T1 CAMM and WEMWBS data violated the 

assumption of normal distribution and so such parametric testing would not be appropriate. Further, 

it was found that simply answering the self-report scales on two occasions, without receiving the 

course, seemed to cause the mean scores to change, thus confounding meaningful exploration of 

differences between the two cohorts in relation to quantitative changes resulting from the course.  It 

was intended that data from Cohort 1 (T1 to T2) and cohort 2 (T2 to T3) would be combined and paired 

t tests used to examine within group changes, however for the reasons just stated, this was not 

possible. 

An alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical tests in this study.  Looking at scatter plots for course 

changes in CAMM, the positive aspects of self-compassion (mindfulness, self-kindness and common 

humanity; referred to hereafter as ‘SCS-pos’), the negative aspects of self-compassion (over-

identification, self-judgment and isolation; referred to hereafter as ‘SCS-neg’) and WEMWBS, 4 pupils 

were identified as having score changes that represented significant outliers in the data: CAMM data 

for 1 pupil (Pupil 42-23) was removed and WEMWBS data for 3 pupils (Pupils 22-20, 11-23 and 22-18) 

was removed since it appeared that pupils had made no attempt to complete these scales in a 

meaningful way, i.e. they had selected the same answer for every question. 

3.4.6.2 Data Analysis of Qualitative Data  

In contrast with a positivistic approach for looking for laws, a CR approach seeks tendencies.  Such 

tendencies can work in conjunction with each other to counteract each other or to strengthen their 

effect, depending on their direction. CR researchers refer to these as ‘demi-regularities’ (Danermark 

et al., 2005).  Little has been written about how best to conduct coding and analysis of qualitative data 

in applied critical realist research, but one study that has attempted to address these issues is that 

conducted by Fletcher (2017).   
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Fletcher advocates a deductive approach to coding that is flexible since, as suggested by Saldaña 

(2016), there may be emergent areas of enquiry that were not predicted at earlier stages of the 

research process and the initial codes selected may need revision if they do not appear to fit well with 

the data that is gathered.  Her method involves initially creating provisional codes that are divided into 

two types of repositories: organisational (topic-based) and theoretical (in line with initial theory), as 

suggested by Maxwell (2012).  In the first coding cycle of this study, interview transcripts were coded 

using the provisional codes which were added to, modified or removed depending on how well they 

fit with the data.  This resulted in a significant expansion of the number of codes in existence at the 

end of the first cycle.  At the start of this cycle, a third category of ‘substantive’ codes was also created 

to act as repository for codes reflecting participants’ concepts, with a sub-category of ‘great quotes’. 

The initial intention was to follow Fletcher’s coding process closely, however the data in this study did 

not align well with her suggested second stage of re-organising and combining codes into CR-informed 

categories such as ‘agency’ and ‘structure’, since relatively little of the differences in context (or 

evidence of mechanisms at work) came through in the free text of CCQs or at interview, possibly 

because of the age of the participants.  The decision was therefore made, after the first coding cycle, 

to use Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 6-Stage Thematic Analysis.  In 6-Stage Thematic Analysis, stage 1 

involves getting familiar with the data, stage 2 involves generating initial codes, stages 3 and 4 involve 

searching for and reviewing themes respectively, stage 5 involves naming the theme and exploring 

where it fits into the context of the research questions, and  stage 6 involves creating the report.  

In a further departure from the coding stages advocated by Fletcher, it was felt that latter stages of 

abduction and retroduction were a better fit with the discussion chapter of this thesis.  For Danermark 

et al. (2005), abduction (in contrast with the two other modes of inference – deduction and induction) 

always involves imagination and creativity, but far from this being a peripheral or supplementary 

activity, “[t]o recontextualize, i.e. to observe, describe, interpret and explain something within the 

frame of a new context, is a central element in scientific practice” (p.90).  Fletcher (2017) describes 

this phase as “rais[ing] the level of theoretical engagement beyond thick description of the empirical 

entities, but with an acknowledgment that the chosen theory is fallible” (p.188).  Retroduction is 

described by Mingers (2006) as “the postulation of a hypothetical mechanism(s) or structure(s) that, if 

they existed, would generate the observed phenomenon. The structure could be physical, social or 

psychological, and may well not be directly observable except in terms of its effects (e.g., social 
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structures)” (p.23).  Bhaskar (2014) notes that, in practice, there is significant intersection between the 

concepts of abduction and retroduction, and only relative differences between them. 

QSR International’s NVivo 12 software was used to facilitate analysis of the qualitative data.  NVivo 

software has been shown to provide functionality that can powerfully support iterative coding 

processes and memo-writing (see, for example, Hutchison, Johnston & Breckon, 2010).   

3.4.6.3 Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) 

To explore complex causality, such as that which may be considered to be in operation in relation to 

the enablers and barriers to learning self-compassion (Research Question 3), Qualitative Comparative 

Analysis (QCA) was employed.  The method of QCA was first introduced to the social sciences by 

Charles Ragin in his book, The Comparative Method: Moving Beyond Qualitative and Quantitative 

Strategies (Ragin, 1987).  QCA uses set theory to permit investigation into the conditions that together 

produce an outcome (conjunctional causation) and recognises that different recipes of conditions may 

produce the same outcome (equifinality).  Also, QCA includes within it the concept of asymmetric 

causation, recognising that the conditions sufficient for the occurrence of an outcome are not simply 

the opposite of those that lead to the absence of the outcome (Hirzalla, 2019).  Essentially, QCA 

supports analysis of different combinations of conditions that are either necessary or sufficient (or 

both) to produce an outcome, and harnesses a qualitative researcher’s intimate knowledge of their 

cases in combination with the quantitative researcher’s awareness of patterns across cases (Ragin, 

2008).   

If cases share a condition or configuration of conditions that produce the same outcome, those cases 

are said to be part of the subset of conditions that are sufficient for that outcome.  Whether or not a 

configuration is deemed to be sufficient for the outcome is assessed via consistency.  For crisp set QCA 

(where a condition of a case is scored during calibration as either in the set or out of it) consistency is 

indicated by the proportion of cases in a truth table rows that have that outcome and a configuration 

is deemed sufficient if at least 75% of the cases in that row lead to that outcome, i.e. a raw consistency 

of 0.75 or greater is calculated (Hirzalla, 2019).   

The phases of QCA are (1) gaining theoretical knowledge, (2) research design, (3) using case knowledge 

to decide on the conditions (or variables) that are likely to matter, (4) calibration, where cases are 

scored to indicate whether and the degree to which they are members of the set with the outcome 

and the conditions, (5) the creation of the truth table, such that the combinations of conditions which 

cause the outcome and which do not cause the outcome are discovered, (6) logical minimisation, 
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where the simplest set of conditions is specified that accounts for the outcome and also its absence, 

i.e. NOT outcome, and (7) interpretation of the results (Hirzalla, 2019). 

The initial research design involved calibration of CCQ variables based on fuzzy set membership, such 

that a case could be a partial member of a set.  Table 19 demonstrates the initial calibration of one of 

the CCQ variables in terms of fuzzy set membership.  Note that the area of the VAS line between -0.2 

and 0.2 was not included in calibration so that pupils’ careless placement of their cross on the line did 

not inadvertently place them either in or out of the membership of the set. 

Table 19 – Example of initial conception of fuzzy set rule (for Q17 of CCQ) 

Condition Qualitative Description Fuzzy-Set 
Membership Score 

Rule 

Perception of 
identity as 

conducive to 
learning self-

compassion (Q17) 

Very significant barrier 0 -5 <= identity < -2.5 

Somewhat unconducive 0.33 -2.5 <= identity < -0.2 

Somewhat conducive 0.67 0.2 < identity < 2.5 

Very significant enabler 1 2.5 <= identity <= 5 

 

It quickly became clear that fuzzy set calibration was more nuanced than the data allowed for; firstly, 

setting the threshold for membership of the outcome of meaningful change at >= 5% meant that the 

number of pupils included in this category was relatively small, and secondly, more granular 

categorisation of the VAS line scores ran the risk of attributing more significance to the responses than 

it was safe to do.  The decision was made to move to crisp set calibration, and to perform separate 

calibration for inhibitive factors and supportive factors, e.g. if a VAS line score was negative, and 

smaller than -0.2, the barrier variable for that condition was set to true, otherwise it was set to false; 

if a VAS line score was positive, and larger than 0.2, the enabler variable was set to true, otherwise it 

was set to false.  Table 20 demonstrates the implementation of these rules for the example condition 

of personal identity as supportive or inhibitive factor (Q17 of CCQ). 
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Table 20 – Example of final conception of crisp set rule (for Q17 of CCQ) with barrier and enabler set 
membership treated separately 

Condition Qualitative 
Description 

Membership 
Score 

Rule Condition 

Perception of 
identity as 
conducive to 
learning self-
compassion (Q17) 

Barrier 1 -5 <= identity < -0.2 

qcaIdentB 
Not a barrier 0 - 0.2 <= identity <= 5 

Enabler 1 0.2 < identity <= 5 

qcaIdentE 
Not an enabler 0 -5 <= identity <= 0.2 

 

Software known as ‘fsQCA’ (available at http://www.socsci.uci.edu/~cragin/fsQCA/software.shtml) 

was used to facilitate analysis.  The process for manipulating the data prior to analysis using fsQCA 

software was as follows: 

1. A copy of the SPSS data file was created, and all pupils removed who had no entry for change in 

SCS-pos score. 

2. All pupils not being used in this analysis were removed (in this case, all Cohort 1 pupils). 

3. Data was transformed in SPSS using the ‘.sps’ file contents contained in Appendix S that 

implemented the style of rules demonstrated in Table 20 for all relevant CCQ variables.   

4. The next step would normally be to remove any cases where it was not possible to calibrate the 

set membership for all conditions being explored, however the decision was made not to do this 

here, since the number of conditions being explored was large and very few cases would have 

been left if it was a requirement for each case present to have an entry for each condition. 

5. The SPSS data file was exported in CSV format (Comma-Separated Values) and imported into 

fsQCA in this CSV format. 

CCQ questions 2-10 and 12-18 were all calibrated as conditions, and generation of a truth table for all 

of these in fsQCA would not have been very productive since there were relatively few cases with data 

for all conditions.   The method employed, therefore, was investigation of each condition individually 

as significantly inhibitive and then in pairs to investigate any combination that may be sufficient to 

prevent the outcome.  To explore supportive factors, the same protocol was followed. 

  

http://www.socsci.uci.edu/~cragin/fsQCA/software.shtml
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4 RESULTS 

The purpose of this section is to set out the results of the implementation of methods described in the 

previous section.  Results of data analysis are considered in light of each of the three research 

questions and laid out in a manner consistent with that.  It is hoped that this will permit the qualitative 

and quantitative data to complement and enhance each other.  Pupils will be referred to in this section 

by their ID, the first digit of which represents the school number and the second of which represents 

the cohort. 

4.1 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

Participants included 194 adolescents (54.6% self-identifying as boy, 43.3% self-identifying as girl, 0.5% 

self-identifying as transgender boy, 0.5% self-identifying as other and 1% preferring not to say) from 

five state-funded Scottish secondary schools in the North Lanarkshire, South Lanarkshire and North 

Ayrshire council areas.  Within each school, two registration classes within the same year group (S1, 

S2 or S3) participated, with one registration class receiving the course during the autumn term, and 

the second registration class receiving the course during the spring term of the following year.  Age at 

the start of the study (September 2018) ranged from 11 to 14 (23.2% aged 11, 40.2% aged 12, 20.6% 

aged 13, 16% aged 14).  Note that at the start of the school year, S1 pupils are on the cusp of turning 

12, S2 pupils are on the cusp of turning 13 and S3 pupils are on the cusp of turning 14.   

 

Figure 17 – Percentage of students in the study by school year 

 

S1
54%S2

22%

S3
24%

% Students in Study by School Year

School Year S1 S2 S3
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The ethnic composition of participants was largely white (94.8%; 83.3% of participants described 

themselves as white Scottish, 0.5% as white English, 5.2% as white British, 1% as white Polish and 4.7% 

as white other) with a further 1% of participants considering themselves to be of Asian ethnicity, 3.6% 

Mixed Ethnicity and 0.5% African, Caribbean or Black. 

In terms of socioeconomic background, the schools varied considerably in level of entitlement to free 

school meals, with the average entitlement across the five schools a little higher than the Scottish 

average for secondary schools in the 2018 dataset provided by the Scottish Government.  See Table 

21.   

Table 21 – Free school meal percentages for each school compared to Scottish average across all 
Scottish secondary schools; data from Scottish Government (2018) 

School % of Pupils in the School Entitled to 
Free School Meals 

1 30.7% 

2 15.6% 

3 15.8% 

4 16.4% 

5 8.3% 

Scottish Average for Secondary Schools: 14.4% 
Average across the schools included in the study: 17.5% 

 

 

Figure 18 overleaf illustrates that the free school meal entitlement of participants is in line with the 

Scottish Government’s statistics for the schools, with 16.5% of respondents indicating that they were 

entitled (and a similar number of pupils unsure). 
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Figure 18 – Participant free school meal entitlement 

 At T1, 179 pupils returned questionnaires; at T2, 168 pupils returned questionnaires and at T3, 174 

pupils returned questionnaires. 

Schools 1, 2 and 5 are non-denominational whereas schools 3 and 4 are denominational (Roman 

Catholic).  Initial (T1) mean SCS-pos scores and wellbeing scores were higher in schools 3 and 4, 

indicating a potential link between the positive elements of self-compassion and greater wellbeing in 

denominational school environments.  A Mann-Whitney test indicated that the differences were 

statistically significant, U = 1666, p < .001 and U = 1779, p < .001 respectively. See Table 22, Figure 19 

and Figure 20.  

Table 22 – Initial T1 scores for all pupils by denominational vs. non-deminational demographic 

 
  

70%

16%

14%

Free School Meal Entitlement

Not entitled (135) Entitled (32) Don't know/no response (27)
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Figure 19 – Simple boxplot of T1 SCS-pos score by school 

 

S  

Figure 20 – Simple boxplot of T1 WEMWBS score by school 

Normal distribution of data was checked prior to carrying out statistical tests; this was done by 

examining histograms for CAMM, SCS-neg, SCS-pos and WEMWBS scores for each cohort at the three 

time points to determine approximate normality.  Skewness and kurtosis statistics ranged from -.540 

to .724 and from -.887 to .220 respectively.  Z scores for skewness and kurtosis were calculated by 

dividing the skewness and kurtosis statistics by their standard error.  Z scores did not exceed 2.58 – 

the acceptable upper limit for large sample sizes (Coolican, 2019) – however Z scores for Cohort 2 T2 

SCS-neg and T3 WEMWBS did exceed the value of 1.96 which is the generally accepted limit for smaller 
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sample sizes.  To err on the side of caution, the value of 1.96 has been adopted as the acceptable 

threshold in this study.  Shapiro-Wilk tests were performed on self-report scale scores to check 

normality of distribution.  Table 23 below indicates the scores that were deemed to be not normally 

distributed. 

Table 23 – Normality checking of data 

 CAMM SCS-neg SCS-pos WEMWBS 

T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 

Cohort 1   * *         

2 *    * S     *  S 
*= violated Shapiro-Wilk assumption of normality; S = skewness value exceeded 1.96 

 

When reporting the results of correlation tests, Pearson’s correlation coefficient is reported where the 

variables are normally distributed, and Spearman’s correlation is reported where variables are not 

normally distributed.  For within-group comparison of means, paired differences were checked for 

normality using the Shapiro-Wilk test and Z scores calculated for skewness and kurtosis; where paired 

differences were normally distributed, paired t tests were used and where paired differences violated 

normality tests, the Wilcoxon signed rank test was performed.  In the case of independent samples 

tests, independent t tests were used where data were normally distributed, and Mann-Whitney U tests 

were performed when not. 
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Table 24 details mean self-report scale scores by cohort at each of the three time points.   

Table 24 – Descriptive statistics by cohort at T1, T2 and T3 

    
N Min Max Mean (SD) Skewness Kurtosis 

Cohort Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Std. 
Error 

Statistic Std. 
Error 

T1 CAMM 1 89 6.0 40.0 24.039 (6.965) .153 .255 -.170 .506 

2 79 10.0 37.0 25.494 (7.084) -.338 .271 -.818 .535 

T2 CAMM 1 86 9.0 36.0 22.517 (6.100) .149 .260 -.571 .514 

2 76 8.0 39.0 25.283 (6.701) -.135 .276 -.585 .545 

T3 CAMM 1 89 10.0 40.0 24.022 (6.011) .394 .255 .220 .506 

2 83 5.0 40.0 23.476 (7.071) .000 .264 -.348 .523 

T1 SCS-neg 1 85 1.00 4.52 2.528 (.917) .220 .261 -.887 .517 

2 74 1.00 4.93 2.619 (.893) .506 .279 .012 .552 

T2 SCS-neg 1 82 1.08 4.53 2.798 (.832) -.065 .266 -.850 .526 

2 73 1.15 5.00 2.589 (.910) .724 .281 .094 .555 

T3 SCS-neg 1 81 1.08 4.45 2.715 (.764) -.136 .267 -.552 .529 

2 80 1.00 4.92 2.842 (.837) .375 .269 -.077 .532 

T1 SCS-pos 1 84 1.00 4.13 2.782 (.742) -.444 .263 -.388 .520 

2 73 1.00 4.87 2.600 (.814) .320 .281 -.111 .555 

T2 SCS-pos 1 80 1.32 4.70 2.913 (.713) .130 .269 -.050 .532 

2 70 1.08 4.12 2.562 (.752) -.151 .287 -.653 .566 

T3 SCS-pos 1 83 1.32 4.47 2.799 (.689) -.060 .264 -.212 .523 

2 79 1.00 4.43 2.708 (.731) -.026 .271 -.215 .535 

T1 WEMWBS 1 84 28.0 70.0 51.077 (9.152) -.018 .263 -.715 .520 

2 81 21.0 68.0 47.975 (10.503) -.073 .267 -.806 .529 

T2 WEMWBS 1 86 25.5 68.0 49.512 (9.307) -.433 .260 -.228 .514 

2 72 18.0 70.0 47.896 (11.035) -.348 .283 -.209 .559 

T3 WEMWBS 1 85 25.0 70.0 48.512 (10.469) -.062 .261 -.848 .517 

2 81 14.0 68.0 47.531 (11.503) -.540 .267 -.152 .529 
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4.2 CONTEXT 

The purpose of this section is to convey a sense of the contexts in which the research was undertaken.    

The following diagram (Figure 21) represents the pupil perspective on aspects of their life that they 

considered difficult and/or stressful.  The figures in brackets represent the number of references in 

each category.  Only categories with a minimum of 3 references have been included in the diagram.  

References included anonymous Post-it notes gathered during Session 1 of the course in response to 

the question, “What kinds of things do you find stressful? e.g. parents, brothers & sisters, friendships, 

social media, peer pressure, pressure to look good etc.”, free text from post-course questionnaires and 

pupil interviews.  School pressures constituted the largest category of stressors, which is notable not-

least because it was not one of the stressors suggested at the time of asking the question; a previous 

slide in the Session 1 PowerPoint presentation did, however, mention that a difficult piece of 

homework could trigger the stress response in the same way that an encounter with a sabre-tooth 

tiger might have done in prehistoric times. 

Pupil 

difficulties

My family or 

homelife 

(75)

School 

pressures (103)

Siblings (27)

My relationships 

(62)

Gaming (13)

Tests stress me 

(22)

Homework 

stresses me (25)

School in general 

stresses me

 (39)

Sports results 

(10)

Hobbies (9)

Parents (7)

Learning 

subjects I don t 

like stresses me 
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Figure 21 – Pupil perspectives on what causes them to experience difficulty or stress 
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Pupil interviews added more detailed context to Post-it Note references.  On the subject of the impact 

of teacher relationships, Pupil 11-10 talked of their frustration at perceiving teachers’ experience of 

them as being coloured by their experience of their sister: “I feel like they're not seeing me for who I 

am, they're just seeing another version of who my sister is, and trying to compare me to her all the 

time and I don't like being compared to her, because I'm nothing like her.”   

Another pupil (42-18), whose demeanour during the course and the interview was notably timid and 

quiet, spoke of how they felt about their learning in relation to how they perceived the teachers to be: 

“I think the strict teachers make it harder to learn, because they are constantly... if you 
do something wrong, you feel like you're just getting shouted at and not getting taught 
anything.  Mainly you forget.  And you think about how bad it was.” 

On the theme of feeling stressed by ‘disliked subjects’, Pupil 31-1 drew attention to feeling constrained 

by the curriculum and the importance of being able to find meaning in their work:  

“I don't draw good, but I draw for me.  Like, for what I need, and then they draw for 
other people … We're doing painting just now in art.  I just don't like it.  Like, we're 
drawing a flower in a bottle.  Like, what's the meaning of that?  What's the point in 
drawing a bottle and a flower?” 

A number of pupils referenced peer relationships as creating an unpleasant atmosphere in the school.  

For example: 

“The atmosphere in the school is very negative.  There's not... you're lucky if you find a 
really nice person in this school.  Like, everyone talks behind everyone.  Everyone has 
something to tell about everyone.  It's not a nice place.  I'm going to be honest, it's not 
a nice place here.” (Pupil 12-10)  

Pupil 11-10 summed up the difficulties of communicating with peers via social media thus: “… you 

could be saying something sarcastic but they're going to take it as maybe you're actually angry at them 

or you're saying something but to them it sounds like you're starting an argument”.  Talking of their 

struggle to establish their identity, this pupil highlighted their conflicting desires to be themselves and 

yet to not be ‘picked on’ for being different: 

“I do like to stand out and that, but if that gets me picked on then I don't want to … the 
way I look is the most like thing that I suffer with, it's looking at myself in the mirror and 
actually being happy with it, and I think that's what I struggle most with.  And actually, 
like, thinking I look nice and that, because when I was in first year, the reason the 
bullying started and that, well, not bullying, but picking-on started, I had like a short, 
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short hair-cut and it was like boyish hair, and that's when everyone started calling me 
like a lesbian, tranny …”. 

And Pupil 42-3 identified that it’s simply easier to fit in if you wear a mask: 

“I think it's just 'cause when you go into high school you don't really want to be yourself 
sometimes, because people find it easier to be someone they're not.” 

Teacher interviews revealed a broad spectrum of challenges being experienced and all teachers 

seemed to perceive that the needs of teachers and pupils are not being fully met.  One teacher 

summed up their view of Scottish education in a way that echoed the concerns of many of those 

interviewed: 

“Scottish education's going through quite a challenging time right now … It's a time of 
huge change ... we've got pieces of paper, we've got policies and we've got things that 
are sent down from the Scottish Government, but the resourcing isn't there... the 
staffing isn't there, and so there's a lot of people who are trying to do their best, but feel 
quite stifled and quite stuck in an area that... you know, we want to do our best for the 
children, but we're not necessarily being able to do it, or our hands are tied … I think it 
is really, really challenging right now for education.  Because the need is getting greater.  
Young people used to be more resilient and adults used to be more involved with their 
children and their children's lives.  Now, with social media, with shift-work, with all these 
kind of things, you don't have that” (Teacher B).
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Figure 22 – Teacher perspectives on their current challenges
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At interview, teachers were asked ‘What are the ways, if any, that compassion currently features in 

the school ethos?’ and the responses contributed to a sense that there may be differences between 

denominational (Schools 3 and 4) and non-denominational schools (Schools 1, 2 and 5).  Table 25 

captures the essence of teacher responses. 
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Table 25 – Teacher responses to question of compassion in school ethos 

Teacher School Response Interpretation 

B 1 

“We've had quite a struggle in this school with our values and our ethos and we've had, I think, 8 head teachers 
in 12 years, so things have changed a lot.  Our current head teacher has now been in post for just over 2 years, so 
we've got a bit of stability, so we're now looking at, 'How do we...' we've rebranded our values, we've used the 
pupil voice a lot more about that, so I think up until now compassion hasn't really been...” 

This teacher was clear that the school ethos has been 
unfocused in recent years and has related this to instability 
in leadership. 

E 2 

“I think we are a very caring school.  I think... I mean every school has its issues and has its problems, but I think 
that... I would LIKE to think that when you came in you felt sort of welcome the minute you came in the door and 
that you feel accepted into the school.  Our kids are actually... they're quite strange in some ways, that, that they 
tolerate things that you might not think they would.  We recently got... became a school for the LGBTI, so we've 
now got some kind of, whether you say 'award' or whatever, but some notification that we are now an LGBTI 
school. “ 

This teacher clearly perceived the school to be a caring 
one and related this to bottom-up caring from the pupils 
rather than top-down from leadership and staff.  Caring 
seems to be conflated with tolerance. 

G 2 

“Yeah, well, our school ethos, well it's the ABC, it's 'Achievement', 'Behaviour' and I can't remember off the top of 
my head what the 'C' stands for! (laughter)  So within the behaviour and within our PSE, like in first year at the 
very, very beginning of first year, the class set their own targets and it's all about how we should treat other 
people and how we would want to be treated.  And they come up with their list themselves … So, I think, from 
day one we try to talk about respect and thinking about others.  Yeah.  In PSE, definitely.” 

It was notable that this teacher wasn’t sure of the school 
ethos.  The teacher made a link between compassion and 
“respect and thinking about others” but arguably caring 
has a slightly different quality than this.  Also, these things 
seem to have a defined place, which is in PSE. 

D 3 
“I would say that everybody in the school strives towards that [school motto of ‘In Veritatem’].  Whether we're 
actually getting that balance right at this particular moment in time, I'm not so sure about.  That's probably a 
reflection on how I feel just now, rather than a reflection on the whole school.” 

The teacher seemed aware that their perception was quite 
clouded by their personal difficulties. The rest of the 
interview with this teacher indicated that they were 
feeling very demoralised. 

F 3 

“I would like to think that compassion would be embedded within the values and the ethos of the school.  We are 
going through a difficult time at the moment with the rewiring and the building and the state that the building is 
in, and I think that that has led to a lot of anxiety with both and pupils.  However, I do still think that our kids are 
compassionate.  And I'd like to say that I'm sure that it filters through, but obviously we're a big building, we're a 
big school, and it won't be portrayed everywhere.” 

The teacher seemed quite sure that compassion sits 
comfortably with the ethos of the school.  Again, it was 
notable that this teacher talked of compassion in relation 
to pupils rather than as something including staff or 
leadership. 

C 4 

“it's 100 years of Catholic education this year so there's a big push for those kind of morals, and that's the idea of 
what our school promotes.  The other Catholic schools are supposed to promote that as well, but working here 
it's something that you kind of feel a wee bit more... It's a very good ethos, a very supportive ethos, and the 
pupils are actually very appreciative.” 

The audio recording revealed the teacher was very quick 
to answer the question and sounded very sure when 
responding.  

A 5 

“Well, we are a rights respecting school so that is kind of embedded and quite visible around the school, and I do 
think it's part of our health and wellbeing.  It's highlighted across the curriculum as well so in English classes and 
PSE classes, but I think – like all of these things – it boils down to who's delivering it. So, you have a lot of people 
who would think that this is kind of touchy-feely nonsense and won't really buy into it, and I think as a result 
you've a lot of young people who won't see the value in it either.” 

The audio recording revealed the teacher sounded 
somewhat unsure when answering this question. The link 
between being ‘rights respecting’ and compassion is not 
clear.  The suggestion that “like all of these things – it boils 
down to who’s delivering it” could be interpreted as 
indicating an inconsistency in caring approach. 
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4.3 RESEARCH QUESTION 1: TO WHAT EXTENT, IF ANY, DOES A MINDFULNESS AND SELF-

COMPASSION COURSE (IN THIS CASE, THE MBLC-YA) AFFECT LEVELS OF 

MINDFULNESS, SELF-COMPASSION AND WELLBEING IN SCOTTISH SECONDARY 

SCHOOL PUPILS? 

4.3.1 Mindfulness 

Between T1 and T2, mean mindfulness scores dropped across both cohorts – see  Figure 23.  

 

Figure 23 – Multiple line mean of CAMM scores at T1, T2 and T3 

The pre-post decrease in CAMM score for Cohort 1 was statistically significant (t(76) = 3.36; p = .001) 

and the decrease for Cohort 2 between T1 and T2 was not.  Test–retest reliability for Cohort 2 over a 

12-week interval between T1 and T2 was satisfactory, with Spearman’s ρ of .63 (p < .001), however 

Figure 23 demonstrates that Cohort 2 mean CAMM score dropped considerably between T1 and T2, 

simply as a result of completing the self-report scales twice.  This was taken to mean that pre-post 

CAMM changes for Cohort 1 could not reliably be established and that Cohort 2 CAMM data, taken on 

their own, would seem to offer a clearer picture of changes that may have taken place due to the 

course.   

A paired t test demonstrated that the pre-post decrease in mean CAMM score for Cohort 2, i.e. 

between T2 and T3, was statistically significant; t(65) = 2.80; p = .007.   

20.0

21.0

22.0

23.0

24.0

25.0

26.0

27.0

T1 CAMM T2 CAMM T3 CAMM

M
ea

n

Multiple Line Mean of T1, T2 and T3 CAMM

Cohort 1 2



200 

Of the 96 pupils in Cohort 2, data for change in CAMM score between T2 and T3 were available for 67 

pupils.  Of these 67 pupils, CAMM score increased for 17 pupils, stayed the same for 10 pupils and 

decreased for 40 pupils, so there was a tendency for CAMM score to drop after participating in the 

course.   

Figure 24 below illustrates that pupils with higher pre-course CAMM scores were more likely to 

experience a drop in their CAMM scores post-course than those with lower pre-course CAMM scores, 

possibly suggesting a ‘corrective’ effect of the course. 

 

Figure 24 – Simple scatter of course change in CAMM by pre-course CAMM for Cohort 2 

Figure 25 uses Cohort 1 data, since follow-up data could be gathered for this cohort, to illustrate how 

‘gladness at having taken the course’ related to pre-post change in CAMM score.  The figure illustrates 

that those who were glad to have taken the course were considerably more likely to experience a pre-

post decrease in CAMM score than those who were not.   
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Figure 25 – Simple scatter of course change in CAMM by feeling about having taken the course for 
Cohort 1 

The figure overleaf shows pre-post CAMM item changes for all Cohort 2 pupils who had both pre- and 

post-course CAMM scores available. 
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Figure 26 – Pre-post CAMM item changes for Cohort 2 

Of the pupils whose scores increased, the largest mean increases were in CAMM items 3 (I keep myself 

busy so I don’t notice my thoughts or feelings), 5 (I push away thoughts that I don’t like) and 8 (I think 

about things that have happened in the past instead of thinking about things that are happening right 

now) which all appear to relate to thoughts and noticing.  In the pupils whose CAMM scores decreased, 

the largest mean decreases were in CAMM items 4 (I tell myself that I shouldn’t feel the way I’m 

feeling), 9 (I think that some of my feelings are bad and that I shouldn’t have them) and 10 (I stop 

myself from having feelings that I don’t like), which relate to awareness of behaviour and attitude 

towards feelings. 

Across all Cohort 2 pupils, the biggest pre-post decreases related to items 2 (At school, I often walk 

from class to class without noticing what I’m doing), 9 (I think that some of my feelings are bad and 

that I shouldn’t have them) and 10 (I stop myself from having feelings that I don’t like).  A Wilcoxon 

test demonstrated that the decreases for these 3 items are statistically significant.  See the table 

overleaf. 
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Table 26 – Wilcoxon test for Cohort 2 CAMM item scores between T2 and T3 
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Exploring changes in Cohort 2 CAMM item scores between T1 and T2, at which time Cohort 2 was acting 

as the control group, mean CAMM score decreased and the largest individual item decreases were in 

items 2, 8 and 10.  For a significant number of pupils, then, the course affected the answer to item 9 (I 

think that some of my feelings are bad and that I shouldn’t have them) since the mean score for this 

item changed little between T1 and T2, but decreased in 35 of the 67 pupils who were present at both 

T2 and T3. 

  

Figure 27 – Control group CAMM item changes 

There were no statistically significant differences in pre-post CAMM scores for Cohort 2 based on 

gender or school year.   There was no statistically significant correlation in Cohort 2 between pre-post 

CAMM change and pre-post mindfulness score of the SCS-M. 

4.3.1.1 Qualitative Results 

During Cohort 2 interviews, by which point it had become apparent that the tendency was for pre-post 

CAMM scores to decrease, pupils who fell into this category were asked for their perception of any 

change in their mindfulness level.  Responses were at odds with the direction of change in score.  Pupil 

12-10, whose pre-post CAMM score decreased by 4 points, said:  

“Before the course I did little to nothing, which meant if I got angry at a game or 
something like that, I would take it out by trying to punch something.  Now I just kind of 
go, like, 'Just breathe in, breathe out' kind of just sit there and think, 'Well, wow, that 
was kind of dumb what I did...' … I think I'm more mindful, yeah.” 
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Pupil 12-26, whose CAMM score had decreased by 6 points, said: “It's like you're not fully aware until 

someone tells you...” and Pupil 32-15, whose CAMM score had decreased by 3 points, felt “a bit more 

mindful” after the course.  Pupil 22-16, whose CAMM score had decreased by 5 points, was quite 

positive when asked if they felt more or less mindful as a result of the course: “More (sounding 

definite)”.   

4.3.2 Self-Compassion 

There were no statistically significant changes in total self-compassion scores in either cohort.  Since 

reporting on total self-compassion score can obscure changes that have taken place (for example if 

SCS-neg score and SCS-pos score both increase, thus cancelling each other out because SCS-neg is 

reverse-scored), self-compassion results are reported herein as separate elements; SCS-neg refers to 

the negative aspects of the Self-Compassion Scale, and SCS-pos score refers to the positive aspects. 

Between T1 and T2, mean SCS-neg scores rose across both cohorts but the increase was considerably 

larger for Cohort 1 than Cohort 2.  When acting as the control group, mean SCS-neg score for Cohort 

2 rose slightly.  Mean SCS-neg score then increased much more steeply between T2 and T3.  See  Figure 

28.   

Test–retest reliability for Cohort 2 over a 12-week interval between T1 and T2 was satisfactory for total 

self-compassion score (ρ = .66, p < .001) and SCS-neg score (ρ = .73, p < .001) but was unsatisfactory 

for SCS-pos score (r = .52, p < .001) and most of the six subscales where  Spearman’s ρ ranged from of 

.29 (mindfulness, p = .02), .44 (self-kindness, p < .001), .52 (common humanity, p < .001), .57 (isolation, 

p < .001), .59 (over-identification, p < .001) to .70 (self-judgment, p < .001).  For the same reasons as 

discussed in Section 4.3.1, since Cohort 2 mean SCS-neg score changed between T1 and T2 in the same 

direction as Cohort 1’s mean SCS-neg score, analysis of the effect of the MBLC-YA on self-compassion 

(as measured by the SCS-M) in this study was confined to Cohort 2 between T2 and T3, i.e. pre-post 

SCS-M changes for Cohort 1 could not reliably be established and so Cohort 2 SCS-M pre-post data, 

taken on their own, offer a clearer picture of changes that may have taken place due to the course.   
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Figure 28 – Multiple line mean of T1, T2 and T3 SCS-neg for both cohorts 

For Cohort 2, the pre-post increase in mean SCS-neg score was statistically significant, Z = 3.48, p = 

.001.  Pre-post SCS-neg score increased in 45 participants and decreased in 17 participants.  Between 

T1 and T2, mean SCS-pos scores rose across both cohorts in a similar amount.  At follow-up time for 

Cohort 1, i.e. T3, the mean score had returned to its initial level.  For Cohort 2, the mean score rose 

more steeply after taking part in the course.  See Figure 29.   

The increase in mean pre-post SCS-pos score for Cohort 2 was statistically significant;  t(58) = 2.37, p = 

.021.  See Table 27.   
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Figure 29 – Multiple line mean of T1, T2 and T3 SCS-pos for both cohorts 

Table 27 – Paired samples test on SCS-pos scores between T2 and T3 for Cohort 2 

 

 

 

Table 28 shows a moderate, negative, statistically significant correlation between pre-post change in 

CAMM score and pre-post change in SCS-neg score; r(57) = -.39, p = .002: a decrease in CAMM score 

was associated with an increase in SCS-neg score. 
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Table 28 – Cohort 2 correlation between pre-post CAMM change and pre-post SCS-neg change 

 

 

Table 29 demonstrates the results of categorising change in score as increase, decrease or same (if 

change in score < 5% of total possible score).  SCS-neg score tended to increase in relation to the course 

(46 pupils) rather than decrease (16 pupils), both when CAMM score decreased (27 pupils) and 

increased (20 pupils).  A decrease in mindfulness score was associated with an increase in SCS-neg 

score.  An increase in mindfulness score was also more commonly associated with an increase in SCS-

neg score (10 pupils) rather than a decrease (4 pupils). 

Table 29 – Cohort 2 frequency of CAMM and SCS-neg score directions of change 

CAMM increased, 
SCS-neg decreased 

Both CAMM and 
SCS-neg decreased 

Both CAMM and SCS-
neg increased 

CAMM decreased, 
SCS-neg increased 

4 10 10 27 

 

Table 30 indicates that there was a moderate, negative correlation between initial SCS-neg score at T1 

and change in SCS-neg score; r(47) = -.39, p = .006, i.e. lower T1 SCS-neg scores were associated with 

higher values of course-related change in SCS-neg – those with low initial SCS-neg scores all had 

increases in SCS-neg post-course, possibly indicating a corrective effect of increased self-awareness. 

Figure 30 illustrates this. 
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Table 30  – Cohort 2 correlation between initial SCS-neg and pre-post change 

 

 

 
Figure 30  – Simple scatter of pre-post change in SCS-neg by T1 SCS-neg for Cohort 2 

A pre-post increase in SCS-pos score tended to be associated with a pre-post increase in SCS-neg score: 

SCS-neg score increased in 22 of the 35 pupils whose SCS-pos score increased – see Figure 31. 
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Figure 31 – Simple scatter of pre-post change in SCS-pos by SCS-neg for Cohort 2 

Table 31  – Descriptives for Cohort 2 pre-post change in SCS-neg score by school year 

 

 

Table 31 demonstrates that the mean SCS-neg score increased for all year groups.  The notably larger 

increase for S2 pupils was statistically significant; Z = 7.37, p = .025. Initial SCS-neg scores were also 

highest for this year group – see Figure 32.  This school had the highest percentage of pupils entitled 

to FSM of all the schools in this study.  The difference in Cohort 2 mean T1 SCS-neg score of those 

entitled to FSM (M = 3.16, SD = .78) and those not entitled to FSM (M = 2.50, SD = .89) was statistically 

significant; U = 164.00, p = .011.  Looking at both cohorts combined, mean T1 SCS-neg score was higher 

in those entitled to FSM than those who were not, but the difference did not rise to the level of 

statistical significance. 
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Figure 32 demonstrates that SCS-neg score stability between the two pre-course time points for Cohort 

2 varied by school year. 

 
Figure 32  – Mean T1 and T2 SCS-neg by school year for Cohort 2 

To permit exploration of pre-course levels of the six subscales of SCS-M in Cohort 2 pupils (i.e. at T2), 

pupil scores were categorised into the lowest third, middle third or highest third of the sample, i.e. 

their score was rated ‘Low’, ‘Moderate’ or ‘High’ (see Table 32) and it was found that those in the ‘High’ 

category of the self-kindness subscale were almost as likely to fall into the ‘High’ category of its 

‘opposite’ (as defined by Neff (2003b)) of self-judgment (N = 7) as in the ‘Low’ category (N = 8); those 

in the ‘High’ category of mindfulness were just as likely to fall into the ‘High’ category of its ‘opposite’ 

of over-identification (N = 4) as the ‘Low’ category (N = 4), and those in the ‘High’ category of common 

humanity were slightly more likely to fall into the ‘High’ category of its ‘opposite’ of isolation (N = 6) 

than the ‘Low’ category (N = 5).  Conversely, those who fell into the ‘Low’ category of self-kindness 

were more likely to fall into the ‘Low’category of self-judgment (N = 7) than the ‘High’ category (N = 

12); those who fell into the ‘Low’ category of mindfulness were just as likely to fall into the ‘Low’ 

category of over-identification (N = 7) as the ‘High’ category (N = 7) and those who fell into the ‘Low’ 

category of common-humanity were almost as likely to fall into the ‘Low’ category of isolation (N = 9) 

than the ‘High’ category (N = 10). 
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Table 32 – Centiles for subscales of SCS-M among Cohort 2 pupils at T2 (pre-course) 

 
 

Examination of mean pre-post changes in each of the six factors of SCS-M revealed that the largest 

two changes were in self-judgment and isolation – two of the three elements of SCS-neg.  Mean self-

kindness score changed the least.  The biggest positive effect was in relation to the common humanity 

component.  See Figure 33. 

 

Figure 33  – Pre-post changes in elements of SCS-M for Cohort 2 
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Figure 34 – Pre-post changes in subscales of SCS-M for Cohort 2 by school year 

A Wilcoxon test demonstrated that pre-post increases for Cohort 2 in the common humanity, self-

judgment, over-identification and isolation elements of the Self-Compassion Scale were statistically 

significant; p = .029, p = .001, p = .046 and p = .005 respectively.  See Table 33. 

Table 33 – Wilcoxon test results for Cohort 2 pre-post changes in components of SCS-M 
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Figure 35 – Frequency of Q22 response: perception of level of change in self-compassion 

In terms of pupil perception of change in level of self-compassion, there was no statistically significant 

correlation between pupil perception and change in either SCS-neg, SCS-pos or total self-compassion 

as measured by the SCS-M.  Looking at the six subscales of the SCS-M, the only significant correlation 

with pupil perception of change in level of self-compassion was with the sub-scale element of common 

humanity – there was a moderately strong, negative correlation between the two; ρ(41) = -.49, p = 

.001. 

There was a weak, positive correlation between pupil perception of change in level of self-compassion 

and perception of teacher attitude as being an enabler for learning; ρ(124) = .30, p = .001.  Higher 

perceived change in level of self-compassion was associated with a higher rating of teacher attitude as 

being an enabler to learning of self-compassion.  See Table 34. 
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Table 34 – Correlation between post-course perceived change in level of self-compassion and rating of 
teacher attitude as an enabler of learning for both cohorts 

 

4.3.3 Wellbeing  

Test–retest reliability for Cohort 2 over a 12-week interval between T1 and T2 was satisfactory (ρ = .70, 

p < .001).  Because wellbeing score was stable in the control group between T1 and T2, changes in 

wellbeing score are considered across both cohorts rather than solely Cohort 2.  There was no 

statistically significant pre-post change in mean level of WEMWBS score for either cohort, either when 

considered separately or together.   

 

Figure 36 – Multiple line mean of T1, T2 and T3 WEMWBS score 
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Figure 37 – Mean of T1, T2 and T3 WEMWBS by School Year for Cohort 1 

 

 

Figure 38 – Mean of T1, T2 and T3 WEMWBS by School Year for Cohort 2 
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Figure 39 – Mean of T1, T2 and T3 WEMWBS by School Year for both cohorts 

Differences in pre-post change in wellbeing score by entitlement to free school meals did not reach 

the level of statistical significance in Cohort 2 only, but did reach the level of statistical significance 

when  combined with pre-post change in Cohort 1; U = 734.5, p = .030.  There was a mean increase in 

WEMWBS score for those who were entitled to FSM of 3.59 (SD = 7.84) from a pre-course mean of 

45.59 (SD = 9.83) and a mean decrease in WEMWBS score for those who indicated that they were not 

entitled to FSM of 1.02 (SD = 7.49) from a pre-course mean of 51.06 (SD = 10.15), reducing the gap in 

mean wellbeing score between those of lower SES and those of higher SES to 0.86 from an initial 

gap of 5.47.  See Figure 40.  A Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test indicated that the increase in WEMWBS 

score for those entitled to FSM approached the level of statistical significance (p = .068) with score 

decreasing in 7 pupils, increasing in 13 pupils and tying in 2 pupils.  The slight decrease in WEMWBS 

score for those not entitled to FSM was not statistically significant. 
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Figure 40 – Clustered bar mean of course change in WEMWBS by cohort by entitlement to FSM 

Of the 65 pupils whose pre-post WEMWBS score increased, CAMM level was more likely to have 

decreased (N = 32) than increased (N = 21), SCS-neg score was more likely to have increased (N = 31) 

than decreased (N = 22) and SCS-pos score was more likely to have increased (N = 35) than decreased 

(N = 18). 
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Mean scores for items 4 (I’ve been feeling interested in other people) and 9 (I’ve been feeling close to 

other people) were the only items where the mean score didn’t decrease in any school.  Item 4 

increased in all five schools; mean Item 9 score increased in four schools and remained unchanged in 

one school. 

 

Analysing the data for both cohorts, it was noted there were moderately small, positive correlations 

between WEMWBS Item 9 and pupil perception of their school’s attempt to create a sense of 

community as well as pupil feeling of being an important part of that community; ρ(160) = .20, p = .012 

and ρ(157) = .20, p = .012 respectively.  There was a moderate, positive correlation between pupil 

perception that their school creates a sense of community and their feeling an important part of that 

community; ρ(157) = .47, p < .001.  See Table 35.  Perception of community is discussed further in 

Section 4.5. 

Table 35  – Correlations for both cohorts between post-course WEMWBS item 9, pupil perception that 
their school creates a sense of community and pupil feeling of being an important part of that 

community 

 

4.3.4 Exploring Differences 

The purpose of this section is to seek to understand what may be learned by examining and reflecting 

upon differences between schools, groups and pupils.  Contexts are identified where change has 

happened and where change has not happened (or has happened in a different way). 
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4.3.4.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Table 36 – Descriptive statistics for CAMM score by school for Cohort 2 at T1, T2 and T3 

Group Statistics 

School no N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error 
Mean 

T1 CAMM 1 22 23.614 6.1333 1.3076 

2 15 25.867 6.9474 1.7938 
 

3 9 28.778 6.6479 2.2160 
 

4 13 26.269 6.6415 1.8420 

  5 20 25.300 8.5230 1.9058 

T2 CAMM 1 17 22.353 6.4318 1.5599 

2 14 25.286 6.7985 1.8170 
 

3 15 26.900 5.8621 1.5136 
 

4 13 26.615 6.1310 1.7004 

  5 17 25.765 7.7502 1.8797 

T3 CAMM 1 18 21.111 7.0701 1.6664 

2 19 23.658 7.9338 1.8201 

3 14 24.071 4.6980 1.2556 

4 13 23.308 6.3428 1.7592 

5 19 25.211 8.1075 1.8600 

 

Table 37 – Descriptive statistics for SCS-neg score by school for Cohort 2 at T1, T2 and T3 

Group Statistics 

School no N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error 
Mean 

T1 SCS-neg 1 18 2.9287 0.77725 0.18320 

2 12 2.9083 0.76259 0.22014 

3 10 2.6350 0.84241 0.26639 

4 13 2.2718 0.63852 0.17709 

5 21 2.3952 1.11647 0.24363 

T2 SCS-neg 1 17 2.6725 0.94487 0.22916 

2 13 2.8897 0.88253 0.24477 

3 15 2.4728 0.77819 0.20093 

4 13 2.3923 0.88785 0.24624 

5 15 2.5222 1.06752 0.27563 

T3 SCS-neg 1 18 3.0866 0.82030 0.19335 

2 16 2.8865 0.99132 0.24783 

3 14 2.8512 0.76999 0.20579 

4 13 2.7205 0.81783 0.22683 

5 19 2.6474 0.79470 0.18232 
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Table 38 – Descriptive statistics for SCS-pos score by school for Cohort 2 at T1, T2 and T3 

Group Statistics 

                    School no N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error 
Mean 

T1 SCS-pos 
  

1 15 2.5544 0.77563 0.20027 

2 14 2.2988 0.74253 0.19845 

3 10 3.0917 0.64517 0.20402 

4 14 2.9137 1.00542 0.26871 

5 20 2.3783 0.69472 0.15534 

T2 SCS-pos 1 16 2.5188 0.84761 0.21190 

2 12 2.3417 0.80568 0.23258 

3 13 2.9103 0.74881 0.20768 

4 13 2.6090 0.78986 0.21907 

5 16 2.4500 0.54586 0.13646 

T3 SCS-pos 1 17 2.4289 0.54607 0.13244 

2 16 2.6688 0.94596 0.23649 

3 14 2.9923 0.71736 0.19172 

4 14 2.9583 0.76160 0.20355 

5 18 2.5926 0.57449 0.13541 

 

Table 39 – Descriptive statistics for WEMWBS score by school for Cohort 2 at T1, T2 and T3 

Group Statistics 

                     School no N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error 
Mean 

T1 WEMWBS 1 22 45.409 10.6945 2.2801 

2 13 42.846 10.3348 2.8664 

3 11 54.182 5.0362 1.5185 

4 14 52.929 11.1594 2.9825 

5 21 47.286 10.0107 2.1845 

T2 WEMWBS 1 14 46.929 10.8022 2.8870 

2 14 42.214 13.0983 3.5007 

3 14 55.250 6.7218 1.7965 

4 13 51.923 8.9112 2.4715 

5 17 44.235 10.2988 2.4978 

T3 WEMWBS 1 18 46.61 10.199 2.404 

2 17 44.82 12.685 3.077 

3 14 53.64 9.020 2.411 

4 13 47.92 13.937 3.865 

5 19 46.05 10.921 2.506 
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Table 40 – Initial self-report scale scores for all pupils by gender identity 

 
 
 

Table 41 – Initial self-report scale scores by denominational vs. non-denominational 

 
 
 

4.3.4.2 Initial Differences 

The difference between initial mean CAMM score for boys and girls (as illustrated in Table 40) was 

statistically significant; U = 2071, p < .001.  Boys (M = 26.56, SD = 6.95) had higher initial levels of 

mindfulness than girls (M = 22.30, SD = 6.35) with a moderate Cohen’s d effect size of 0.32.  Similarly, 

the difference between initial SCS-neg scores for boys and girls was statistically significant; U = 1831, 

p < .001.  Girls had higher initial levels of SCS-neg (M = 2.92, SD = .94) than boys (M = 2.29, SD = .78) 

with a moderate Cohen’s d effect size of 0.32. 

Initial difference between initial SCS-pos and wellbeing scores in pupils from denomination schools 

(Schools 3 and 4) vs. non-denominational schools (Schools 1, 2 and 5) was statistically significant; U = 

3740, p < .001 and U = 4271, p < .001 respectively. See Figure 42, Figure 43 and Table 41.  Pupils in 
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denominational schools had higher initial SCS-pos scores (M = 3.04, SD = .80) than those in non-

denomination schools (M = 2.53, SD = .72), with a moderate Cohen’s d effect size of 0.31, and pupils 

in denomination schools had higher initial wellbeing scores (M = 54.12, SD = 8.39) than those in non-

denomination schools (M = 47.27, SD = 9.89) with a moderate Cohen’s d effect size of 0.34. 

 

Figure 42 – Simple bar mean of T1 SCS-pos Score by school 

 

Figure 43 – Simple bar mean of T1 WEMWBS by school 

4.3.4.3 Differences in Course-Related Changes 

All groups, including those in the Control Group (Cohort 2) became less mindful by T2, according to the 

Child and Adolescent Mindfulness Measure (CAMM).  Except for one school, Cohort 1 became less 

mindful compared to their control group.   By T3, the mean CAMM scores for all groups in Cohort 1 
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(except Group 7) had risen – see Figure 47 – although not in all groups to their prior levels at T1 (see 

Figure 48).  Figure 48 demonstrates a difference between schools between the direction of change 

from mean T1 CAMM to mean T3 CAMM score.   

 

Figure 44 – Mean change in CAMM score by group between T1 and T2 

 

Figure 45 – Cohort 2 pre-post changes in CAMM by school year 
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Figure 46 – Cohort 2 pre-post changes in the dimensions of self-compassion by school 

 

 

Figure 47 – Mean change in CAMM score by group between T2 and T3 
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Figure 48 – Mean Cohort 1 CAMM score by group at T1, T2 and T3 

 

 

Figure 49 – Cohort 2 pre-post changes in CAMM by school 
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Figure 50 – Clustered bar mean of SCS-neg scores for Cohort 2 by entitlement to FSM 

 

 

Figure 51 – Clustered bar of mean pre-post change in SCS-neg and pre-post change in SCS-pos for 
Cohort 2 by entitlement to FSM 
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Figure 52 demonstrates that the two most common patterns of responding to the MBLC-YA involved 

a decrease in mindfulness score and increase in SCS-neg score.  The pattern that might have been 

anticipated as most common (increase in mindfulness, decrease in SCS-neg and increase in SCS-pos) 

was seen in only 3 participants in Cohort 2. 

 
 

Figure 52 – Simple bar count of pre-post CAMM, SCS-neg and SCS-pos response pattern for Cohort 2 

4.3.5 At Follow-Up Time for Cohort 1 

At follow-up time (T3) for Cohort 1, there was a statistically significant increase in CAMM score; Z = 

2.71, p = .007.  There were no statistically significant changes in SCS-neg, SCS-pos or WEMWBS score.   

Table 42 illustrates correlations between perceived change in level of self-compassion (measured at 

T2) and pupil perception of how they have been dealing with difficulties since doing the course 

(measured at T3), how they feel about having done the course (measured at T3) and school year, hours 

of social media use (measured at T1) and perception of identity as a barrier or enabler to learning self-
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• a moderate, positive, statistically significant correlation between pupil perception of how 

they’d been dealing with difficulties since doing the course and their feeling about having done 

the course; ρ(85) = .58, p < .001.  Those who felt they had been dealing with difficulties better 

since doing the course were happier to have taken the course, and vice-versa. 

• a moderate, positive, statistically significant correlation between pupil perception of identity 

as a barrier or enabler and their perceived change in level of self-compassion; ρ(126) = .54, p 

< .001.  Higher perceived change in level of self-compassion was associated with greater 

perception of identity as an enabler to learning self-compassion.  Where pupils perceived that 

their level of self-compassion had dropped, in all cases their perception also was that their 

identity had been a barrier to learning self-compassion. 

Table 42 – Cohort 1 – correlations between perceived level of self-compassion and other variables 

 

4.3.6 Significant Correlations  

There were a number of statistically significant correlations between initial measures – see Table 43: 

• There was a weak, negative, statistically significant correlation between school year and T1 

SCS-pos; ρ(155) = -.22, p = .006.  SCS-pos decreased with increasing school year. 
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• There was a weak, negative, statistically significant correlation between school year and T1 

WEMWBS score; ρ(163) = -.21, p = .006.  Wellbeing score decreased with increasing school 

year. 

• There was a strong, negative, statistically significant correlation between T1 CAMM score and 

T1 SCS-neg score; ρ(149) = -.70, p < .001.  Higher mindfulness scores were associated with 

lower SCS-neg scores, and vice-versa. 

• There was a moderate, negative, statistically significant correlation between T1 SCS-neg score 

and T1 WEMWBS score; ρ(145) = -.40, p < .001.  Higher SCS-neg scores were associated with 

lower wellbeing scores, and vice-versa. 

• There was a moderate, positive, statistically significant correlation between T1 SCS-pos score 

and T1 WEMWBS score; ρ(145) = .44, p < .001.  Higher SCS-pos scores were associated with 

higher wellbeing scores, and vice-versa. 

Table 43 – Correlations between school year, CAMM score, SCS-neg, SCS-pos and WEMWBS score for 
both cohorts at T1 

 

 

Table 44 demonstrates a number of significant correlations between VAS line scores and pre-post 

changes in self-report scale scores: 

• There was a moderate, positive correlation between perception that the school creates a 

sense of community and whether a pupil’s sense of who they are (identity) helped them to 

learn self-compassion; ρ(74) = .45, p < .001. 
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• There was a moderate, positive correlation between whether a pupil perceived themselves to 

be an important part of the school community and whether their a pupil’s sense of who they 

are (identity) helped them to learn self-compassion; ρ(75) = .45, p < .001. 

• There was a weak, positive correlation between a pupil’s sense of who they are (identity) as a 

barrier or enabler to learning self-compassion and the pre-post change in SCS-pos score; ρ(53) 

= .28, p = .038. 

• There was a moderate, positive correlation between pupil perception of how much the school 

endeavoured to create a sense of community and how much a pupil felt a part of that 

community; ρ(75) = .46, p < .001. 

• There was a weak, negative correlation between a pupil’s sense of their identity as a barrier 

or enabler to learning self-compassion and pre-post change in CAMM score; ρ(60) = -.28, p = 

.028.  

• There was a moderate, negative correlation between pre-post change in SCS-neg score and 

pre-post change in WEMWBS score; ρ(55) = -.46, p < .001. 

• There was a weak, positive correlation between pre-post change in SCS-pos score and pre-post 

change in WEMWBS score; ρ(52) = .33; p = .016. Change in WEMWBS score was much more 

strongly correlated with the negative aspects of the SCS (SCS-neg) than the positive ones (SCS-

pos). 
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Table 44 – Correlations between VAS line scores and pre-post changes for Cohort 2 

 

 

There was a small negative correlation between reported weekly hours of social media usage and SCS-

pos; ρ(148) = -.18; p = .025 – see Table 45.  
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Table 45 – Correlations between T1 self-report scale scores and reported hours of social media use – 
both cohorts 

 

 
 

4.3.7 Summary of Results  

• Mindfulness (as measured by CAMM) tended to decrease.  Simply answering the 

CAMM questionnaire on two separate occasions without receiving the course resulted 

in a decrease in mean score.  There was a statistically significant pre-post drop in 

CAMM score for Cohort 2 pupils.  At follow-up time for Cohort 1 (T3), mean CAMM 

score had risen and the increase was statistically significant.    

• The negative aspect of the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS-neg) tended to increase, 

whether CAMM score increased or decreased.  There was a statistically significant pre-

post increase in SCS-neg score in Cohort 2 pupils. 

• SCS-pos tended to increase.  There was a statistically significant pre-post increase in 

SCS-pos score in Cohort 2 pupils. 

• Combining both cohorts, the difference in pre-post change in WEMWBS score between 

groups of those not entitled to FSM and those entitled was statistically significant, such 

that the wellbeing gap was narrowed to 0.86 from 5.47.  There was a mean increase in 

WEMWBS score for those entitled to FSM of 3.59, and this increase approached but 

did not reach the level of statistical significance.  
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4.4 RESEARCH QUESTION 2: HOW DOES A TRAINING IN SELF-COMPASSION AFFECT 

PUPILS’ EXPERIENCE OF SCHOOLING? 

A number of sources were analysed in order to explore this question: interviews, free text gathered 

from CCQs, and ‘leaves or coins’ (anonymous Post-it Notes) which represented student views sought 

at the final session of the course regarding what they had learned or what they had valued from the 

course. 

Both pupil and teacher perspectives are offered in this section, and some attention is given to 

misconceptions (see Section 4.4.3) and difficult experiences (see Section 4.4.4) since these form an 

important aspect of the effect of the course on pupils.  Misconceptions and difficult experiences are 

discussed in light of potential harm as part of the discussion chapter (see Section 5.4). 

4.4.1 Pupil Perspective 

The following figures in this section represent the results of thematic analysis of pupil perspective on 

how they were affected by the course.  Once again, the figures in brackets represent the number of 

references in each category.  Only themes with a minimum of 3 references have been included in the 

diagram.  References included anonymous Post-it Notes gathered during the course as well as free text 

from CCQs and pupil interviews.   
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How has the 

course affected 

you?

Difficult changes 

(3)

No change 

(13)

Changes noticed 

in friends 

(3)

Friends getting less 

upset after fallings out

(Pupil 21-14)

Friends have  been 

feeling a lot more 

relaxed and happy 

(Pupil 41-19)

Feel as though some of 

my friends changed

(Pupil 51-14)

Noticing unhelpful 

thoughts more but 

haven t learned to  be 

with  yet (Pupil 11-10)

I m more self-critical 

(Pupil 11-10)

 As someone who 

already has low self-

esteem and an anxiety/

panic disorder, this 

honestly just doesn t 

help at all  (Pupil 52-7)

e.g.  I didn t feel as if I 

needed it  (Pupil 52-24)

e.g.  Don t think it has 

helped me in school  

(Pupil 52-18)

e.g.  I don t know, I just 

feel like it didn t work 

(Pupil 12-10)

Other changes 

(477)

Pupil perspectives 

on changes relating 

directly to school 

(41)

Pupil perspectives 

on changes in their 

knowledge (124)

Pupil perspectives 

on changes relating 

to their well-being 

(306)

See 

Figure 

54

See 

Figure 

55

See 

Figure 

56

 

Figure 53 – Top level categories of change
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Pupil perspectives on 

changes related to their

 well-being 

(306)

Relating 

better (139)

Feeling 

better (145)

* = anonymous leaf or 

coin from final session 

of course

e.g.  These l ittle 

talks have 

heightened my 

confidence.  

(Pupil 31-13)

Happier/living 

with greater 

ease (14)

Coping better 

with grief (3)

More 

confident (7)

Changed 

perspective 

(9)

More 

appreciative 

(8)

e.g.  Life is a lot 

easier and more 

people can talk to 

me and trust me.  

(Pupil 51-13)

e.g.  Well done 

heather I'm happy 

:-)  

e.g.  I've learned 

to savour and 

think about things 

in greater detail  

e.g.  I've learned 

how to th ink more 

positive  

 This has helped 

me with a lo t of 

things especia lly 

my happiness and 

atatude  

More positive 

attitude (21)

e.g.  You ta lking 
about positivi ty 

and stuff, it real ly 
helped me.  

(Pupil 12-26)

e.g.  I've learned 

how to th ink more 

positive  

e.g.  It has made 

me calmer  and 

happier  (Pupil 41-

2)

e.g. Cooler-

headed in spor ts 

(Pupil 52-18)

e.g.  It helps me 

stay calm for the 

rest of the day.  

(Pupil 31-12'

Calmer

(80)

e.g. Better sense 

of what is va luable 

in ife (Pupil 11-23)

e.g. I've learned 

 to think about 

things in a 

different way  

(Pupil 21-19)

e.g.  I used to  
spend a lot of time 
thinking about my 
personal image 
and how no-one 

liked me, but ever 
since I've star ted 

the course it's 
more about my 

future  
(Pupil 51-13)

e.g.  I am now 

more appreciative 

of my food  

e.g.  Learned to  

appreciate  the 

simple things in 

life  

e.g.  I just like sa id 
to myself, 

'Everything's 
going to be OK' 

(Pupil 21-14)

e.g. Treated 

himself kindly after 

gran passed away 

(Pupil 41-17)

e.g. Calms hersel f 

down when 

memories arrive o f 

 nonna   

(Pupil 21-17)

e.g.  It has made 

me more confident 

and loved  

(Pupil 31-3)

e.g.  It s made me 

a lot more 

confident  

(Pupil 51-13)

to myself (80)
to others 

(59)

e.g.  It helped with 

my difficul ty with 

sleeping*

Sleeping 

better (12)

e.g.  Self-

compassion has 

helped me with 

sleeping and stuff 

like that.  I find 

your app really 

helpful 

(Pupil 21-14)

e.g.  Made getting 

to sleep easier  

(Pupil 21-18)

e.g. Noticing 

behaviour in 

friends that isn  t 

self-

compassionate

 (Pupil 51-13)

e.g. I ve learned 

 how to recognise 

how I fee l  

e.g.  I have 

learned to notice 

even the simplest 

of things  

More aware

(10)

Less conflict (3)

e.g. Less reactive 

when sister is 

argumentative (Pupi l 

22-16)

e.g.  When people 

have a joke with me, I 

used to  get agitated 

but I am able to laugh 

it off now   (Pupil 11-9)

e.g. Not getting so 

upset about fall-outs 

with  friends (Pupi l 21-

19)

Communicating 

better (10)

e.g. Started tel ling 

Mum when I m 

having problems 

(Pupil 21-14)

e.g.  I have learned 

to listen to people  

e.g. More open to 

discussing thoughts 

and feelings 

(Pupil 51-13)

e.g.  I have learned to 

be more kind to 

myself instead of 

being negative al l the 

time   

Kinder/more 

compassionate to 

self (41)

e.g. I've learned to 

appreciate  mysel f 

more than I was   

e.g.  I liked the course 

because I am a bit 

more nice to myself  

Pupil 21-15'

Increased self-

esteem (24)

e.g.  This class 

helped me feel better 

about myself  -   

(Pupil 21-4)

e.g.  It has made me 

look better  at myself  

(Pupil 32-28)

e.g. Didn t see the 

good in  myself, but 

now I do a bi t more 

(Pupil 52-4)

More accepting of 

self (13)

e.g.  It has made me 

real ise I don't have to 

worry or  talk bad about 

everyth ing I do wrong  

(Pupil 31-9)

e.g.  I m not as hard on 

myself  

(Pupil 12-14)

e.g.  I feel more open 

towards my feeling and 

understand that it is OK 

not to be OK  

(Pupil 12-22)

Kinder/more 

compassionate

(36)

e.g.  It has made me a 

kinder person  

(Pupil 11-17)

e.g.  I have learned to 

be kinder to  people 

and help others  

e.g. I have learned  to 

be kind to others and 

become what you 

want to be  

 

Figure 54 – Thematic analysis of ‘Pupil perspectives on changes relating to their wellbeing’
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Figure 55 – Thematic analysis of ‘Pupil perspectives on changes relating to their knowledge’
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Pupil perspectives on 

changes relating 

directly to school

(41)

More focused

(14)

e.g.  It helped me 

be more in the 

present moment 

instead of drifting 

off into thoughts  

e.g.  I have learnt 

to not get 

distracted easily  

e.g.  I feel like it 

has helped me 

concentrate more  

(Pupil 11-6)

* = anonymous leaf or 
coin from final session of 

course

Coping better 

(10)

e.g.  In school 

there has been a 

lot on my mind and 

I use mindfulness 

and self 

compassion to help 

me.  (Pupil 31-10)

e.g.  It has brought 

more relaxation 

into my classes, 

making me feel 

more confident for 

tests  

(Pupil 11-2)

e.g.  It kind of 

changes your 

school life so if 

someone is talking 

about you, you 

don't need to take 

that & just walk 

away  -  

(Pupil 41-20)

Changed attitude 

(11)

e.g.  It's helped me 

to be better and try 

harder in school  

(Pupil 21-18)

e.g.  I used to not 

like school 

because I got 

bored and a bit 

stressed but this 

has really helped 

me enjoy school 

more  (Pupil 32-3)

e.g.  I have been 

happier in classes I 

usually don't like  

(Pupil 12-24)

 
 

Figure 56 – Thematic analysis of ‘Pupil perspectives on changes relating directly to school’ 

4.4.2 Teacher Perspective 

Teacher feedback on the effects of the course was mostly limited to observations made during the 

sessions of the course unless the teacher was also involved with Guidance/Support, since contact-time 

between pupils and secondary school teachers in Scotland is confined largely to lesson periods where 

the teacher is assigned to work with a specific class of pupils; this is often – as is the case with PSE – a 

single lesson period per week.  Two themes emerged from teacher interviews: engagement and 

impact. 
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4.4.2.1 Engagement 

Teacher F, talking about the engagement of S1 pupils from their school, felt that the course “came at 

a time when they were very responsive to it” and they were “actually surprised how they stayed 

engaged for the duration of the whole course”.  They noted, however, that engagement may be 

affected by the relative level of engagement with the lesson subject that had been swapped out in 

order to facilitate the delivery of the course: “I think they were glad to get back to their cooking, which 

is unfortunate that it was backed up against the cooking period, whereas if it'd been up against their 

written home ec [sic] period they would've continued forever!”.  For Teacher D, there was some 

frustration that pupils weren’t always engaging in what they perceived to be the ‘right’ way: “I did love 

to see them engage and I think a number of them were highly engaged, but they forget how to offer 

an opinion in the right way and to share that opinion as well... and there's a format”.  Perception of 

variability in engagement was expressed by Teacher D, noting that “there was always ones that were 

maybe just a bit disengaged, but then they're disengaged everywhere” and Teacher A who felt that “a 

lot of them in that third year class really, really appreciated just that nice, calm start to the day” but 

who also reported: “some of them said it was boring … translating that it just means, 'I wasn't really 

doing very much, therefore that to me means boring’”. 

Teacher G expressed the variability in engagement in terms of settled and less settled behaviour 

exhibited by the class as a whole.  For them, the non-linear path of the class from less settled to more 

settled was sometimes a source of frustration:  

“I think there were some weeks that I thought, 'Wow! This...'.  I remember I said to you 
what I corner I thought we'd turned, and I thought you had really grasped them, and I 
thought they were engaged and they were enjoying it and they were focused.  But then 
maybe the next week it went again.  And I thought, 'Oh no!', because I'd told everyone, 
and went, 'Oh the mindfulness is really working!' and then the next week it wasn't.... I 
can't say it wasn't working again, but they were back to that behaviour where they 
weren't maybe as focused and concentrated as they could've been.” 

In contrast, and suggesting that eventually “they all bought in”, Teacher H offered their perspective of 

differing levels of pupil engagement more in relation to their willingness to engage with the concepts 

and interact verbally with the course facilitator: 

“[T]here is a thing about not speaking out in front of people.  And I would say that that 
can come from the more popular, confident ones if you like.  Because they've to keep 
up a kind of an appearance, where the ones who just say it like it is – you know, no 
inhibitions and just go for it, they don't really bother.  They'll just say.  But I think that 
those pupils did get something out of it at the end.  And I think they started to come 
round [sic] to it, you know?  I just think it was the unknown.”  
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Teacher D referenced a pivotal moment in the engagement of one pupil who had previously been very 

disengaged but with whom a kindness practice had struck a chord: 

“And I think one of the wee boys ... if you remember the one who said how he'd helped 
somebody?  And I thought, 'That's amazing!' and that child had been so disruptive... so 
disruptive.  And, you know, I just thought that was quite insightful – he could resonate 
with what you were talking about and he took time to think about that and I thought 
that was really interesting.” 

4.4.2.2 Impact 

On the whole, teachers spoke quite generally about the impact that they felt the course may have had 

on pupils.  Not all teachers felt able to comment on any effects of the course – Teacher G, for example, 

said: “I don’t know them well enough, that class, because I only get them one period”.   

Teachers D and H felt that some of the seeds of the benefits of the course may germinate and grow at 

a later date: 

“I would say on the whole that it has made a difference and I would say that it definitely 
impacted on them, and even though they might not have participated in the way that 
maybe I would anticipate they would react, but I definitely think it gave them food for 
thought.” (Teacher D) 

“… some I think might not realise it now, but might realise it a wee bit later, you know?  
And I can see some of them kind of thinking about it a wee bit later on in life, like, 'I 
didn't really get it when I was in first year, but I get it now', you know?  The penny can 
also drop...” (Teacher H) 

Teacher E reported that some of the pupils had found the course helpful in enabling them to get to 

sleep: “some of them actually did come in, maybe the next week, and say, 'I tried that when I was in 

my bed and I couldn't sleep, and 'Oh'– it worked!'” 

Teacher E felt that some pupils had been positively affected by the course and others had not really 

engaged, seeing the course as a ‘skive’ where they could essentially ‘switch off’: 

“I thought you delivered it really, really well to the kids and I think there will be some 
kids there that you will have a made a difference to.  I think there will be some who 
maybe saw it as, 'Well, this is another period Heather's coming in and we can...’” 

A number of the teachers made reference to the course adding to pupils’ life skills.  Teacher B reported 

that “some of them have said is that it's [skills learned from the course] part of their toolbox now”.  
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For Teacher C, the value of the course was in encouraging self-awareness and the noticing of unhelpful 

thinking: 

“I think it's made them think about themselves a lot more … I think the idea that being 
present and being now and stopping yourself going off somewhere in your head is really 
valuable for them, and I would hope that that's something they can take away from it.  
It's definitely something that I've taken away from it.” 

Teacher F felt that some pupils would perhaps care more for themselves as a result of the course: 

“I do think they genuinely got lots out of it.  And they still talk about it, so, yes, and if 
nothing else, I think that there'll be some of them who will spend more time on 
themselves because of that.” 

Teacher B is likely to have had considerably more interaction with pupils in this study than other 

teachers interviewed, firstly because of their role as Principal Teacher of Pastoral Care and secondly 

due to their being the classroom teacher for both cohorts in School 1.  This teacher spoke of some 

noticeable changes in some pupils in response to individual challenges, with some demonstrating new 

self-regulation strategy: 

“Some of them are able to – when they are having a moment of 'Urgh' – they're asking, 
'Can I step outside and just take a moment?'.  They're not necessarily saying, 'I'm going 
to do mindfulness' but I'm seeing in the corridor they're coming down quicker, so 
whether that's a coincidence or whether that's to do with this, I don't know … but what 
I'd like to think is that you've planted a seed.”  

Teacher B also referenced a reduced demand on school support services such as guidance and 

counselling: “for some of them, I've seen a reduction in how many times they're coming into guidance”, 

and: 

“I've seen a reduction in their time in counselling, because we've got a school counsellor 
here, who's fantastic.  Some of the ones who are seeing her and saying, you know, 
mindfulness works and they've been trying mindful breathing and they've been trying 
this 'anchoring' thing or they've explained it in a slightly different way but they got the 
concept…” 

This teacher felt also that there was a change in the class as a whole: “I'm also seeing it in the class in 

that they're settling quicker, they're less challenging.” 

Teacher A spoke of the “big impact” that they perceived the course to have had on the pupils, 

specifically in changing pupils’ awareness of the behaviour that they were capable of; feedback from 
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other teachers who had been encouraged by Teacher A to incorporate some ‘quiet time’ at the end of 

lesson periods as a way of calming disruptive behaviour had been “really positive”: 

“Well, I think there were so many teachers coming to me with complaints about them, 
that I was really at a loss as to where to go ….  And it was just because you had been in 
on Tuesday mornings and I thought, 'I'm just going to see how well they might buy into 
this' and I shared that with staff and I told them how they were in it [the mindfulness 
class], and I said 'Feel free to give them 5 minutes quiet time at the end – they seem to 
like it and it means then that the class finishes in a nice, settled way' and I had feedback 
from teachers, saying 'This is working, they've been great!' So fingers crossed!  So I think 
it has made them more aware of the difference in them – that they can achieve, that, 
because whenever they were asked to identify their poor behaviour, they all could say, 
'Yep, we're always hitting each other, we're swinging on our chairs, we're turned 
around, we're talking to our friends, we're throwing things across the classroom'. So, I 
think it allowed them to see that they don't always have to be like that, so just from my 
perspective and when I have them, it's been a really, really important... It has made a 
big impact on them, and so far, this feedback from some of the teachers is that it's been 
really positive as well.” 

Teacher B talked of introducing mindful colouring to the classroom and into Guidance, and of the 

calming and focusing effects that this appears to have had: 

“… they do settle a lot quicker and when we did the mindfulness colouring ... complete 
focus.  And that’s amazing because that class doesn’t settle, ever!” 

The teacher went on to summarise the reach of the course thus: “So, it's not just the impact it's had 

on that class, it's the impact it's having on more pupils and also on staff... because they're hearing 

about it from kids.” 

4.4.3 Misconceptions  

This section sets out all potential misconceptions noted during data analysis.  There were 12 references 

that were coded as potential misconceptions.  Some misconceptions were clearer than others, in that 

interviews afforded the opportunity to explore a statement that appeared to represent a 

misunderstanding whereas anonymous Post-it Notes gathered at the end of the course did not.  Two 

clear examples from pupil interviews are given in the narrative that follows, and Table 46 summarises 

the coded references.   

Pupil 41-17 was asked during interview how he kept himself positive in times of difficulty, as he had 

reported in his CCQ, and his response demonstrated a suppressive attitude that did not align with the 

intended learning from the course: 
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PUPIL: I don't say anything to myself, I just don't think about bad things. 

RESEARCHER: Oh, OK, so you just direct your attention to the good things.  So that's 
interesting.  Do you feel like if there's kind of bad things here in your mind [gesturing to 
the left] and good things there [gesturing to the right], is it a case of taking your 
attention to good things, just in a 'Oh, there's stuff here [gesturing left] but I'm going to 
pay attention to this [gesturing right]' or do you feel it's more like kind of pushing away 
the bad things so that you can focus on the good things? 

PUPIL: Pushing them away. 

Similarly, Pupil 31-30 demonstrated similar misconception during interview: 

RESEARCHER: … you tell yourself that you shouldn't feel the way that you feel? 

PUPIL: Yeah, like if I was sad or that. 

RESEARCHER: Ah, so if you're feeling sad, you tell yourself that you shouldn't feel sad? 

PUPIL: Yeah 

RESEARCHER: Ah, OK … do you think that the course taught you anything about that 
kind of thing? 

PUPIL: Yeah, it taught me just like, 'Don't be sad' and all that. 

RESEARCHER: OK 

PUPIL: There's a happy side 

RESEARCHER: Yeah, so that's the message that you took away from the course, it was more 

sort of 'Don't be sad' rather than, 'It's OK to feel sad'? 

PUPIL: Yeah 
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Table 46 – Possible misconceptions arising through experiencing the MBLC-YA 

Source Reference Learning Intention(s) of 
Course 

Potentially Problematic 
Interpretation 

Interview 
with  
Pupil 41-17 

When asked how they look 
after themselves after a bad 
day, pupil replied, “I ask my 
mum to take me to places” 

• Notice difficulty and intend to be 
kind to oneself 

Seeing self-kindness only in 
material terms 

Interview 
with  
Pupil 41-17 

Keeping themselves 
positive by not thinking 
about bad things (this was 
clarified as pushing bad 
thoughts away rather than 
redirecting attention) 

• We can allow thoughts to pass 
by 

• We can choose where to place 
our attention 

• Our attitude affects how we 
experience life and we can 
cultivate a more positive attitude 

Suppressing experience rather 
than allowing 

Anonymous 
Post-it Note 

I have learned ‘how to try 
and ignore negative things’ 

• We can allow thoughts and 
feelings to pass by 

‘Negative things’ could refer to 
malicious behaviour by others 
that should not be ignored 

Anonymous 
Post-it Note 

‘I have learned when 
something bad is happening 
try to be calm about it’ 

• Mindfulness can help with good 
decision-making by calming the 
stress response (activating 
parasympathetic nervous 
system) 

Suppressing appropriate 
response to dangerous 
situation 

Interview 
with  
Pupil 31-30 

Message they took from the 
course was to not feel sad, 
rather than that it’s OK to 
feel sad 

• All emotions are OK 

• Our attitude affects how we 
experience life and we can 
cultivate a more positive attitude 

Suppressing experience rather 
than allowing 

Anonymous 
Post-it Note 

Learned to control my mind • We can choose where to place 
our attention 

• We can’t control events, but it’s 
possible to choose how to 
respond to an event 

Rigidity rather than fluidity; 
possible sense of failure arising 
when mind does not seem 
‘under control’ 

Anonymous 
Post-it Note 

I learned ‘to be happy + to 
never be down’ 

• All feelings are OK 

• Our attitude affects how we 
experience life and we can 
cultivate a more positive attitude 

Suppressing experience rather 
than allowing 

Anonymous 
Post-it Note 

‘I learned to: How to put 
away bad things’ 

• We can allow thoughts and 
feelings to pass by 

• We can choose where to place 
our attention 

• Our attitude affects how we 
experience life and we can 
cultivate a more positive attitude 

Suppressing experience rather 
than allowing; 
‘bad things’ could refer to 
malicious behaviour by others 
that should be disclosed rather 
than ‘put away’ 

Interview 
with  
Pupil 32-14 

Soldiering on when a 
difficulty is noticed: ‘I just 
try to think better about it’ 
rather than intending to be 
kind 

• Notice difficulty and intend to be 
kind to oneself 

• Our attitude affects how we 
experience life and we can 
cultivate a more positive attitude 

Distortion or denial of 
experience through noticing 
difficulty and intending to 
respond with positivity rather 
than kindness  

Anonymous 
Post-it Note 

I have learned: ‘focus on 
yourself’ 

• We can grow our self-awareness 

• We can work with our inner 
experience in a way that can 
promote greater wellbeing 

Self-awareness confused with 
self-centredness 

Anonymous 
Post-it Note 

I have learned: ‘don’t get 
angry’ 

• All emotions are OK 

• Emotions tend to arise in 
response to our evaluation of an 
event, rather than the event 
itself 

Suppressing experience rather 
than allowing; believing that 
letting go of negative 
evaluation means negative 
emotion need not be 
experienced 

Anonymous 
Post-it Note 

I have learned: ‘compliment 
yourself’ 

• We can be self-critical 

• We can motivate ourselves with 
a kind and encouraging inner 
voice rather than a critical one 

False praise vs. 
acknowledgement of genuine 
qualities and achievements 
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4.4.4 Difficult Experiences  

From the post-practice Post-it Notes (on which, as discussed previously, pupils noted down their 

experience of the practice), it was noted that the ‘Memories of Kindness’ practice in Session 2 elicited 

a number of difficult experiences as well as positive ones.  In other practices, the most common 

difficulties noticed related to boredom and/or feeling tired, however there were a wide range of 

difficulties reported after Memories of Kindness (58 references) ranging from mild difficulties such as 

boredom, itchiness, the desk was uncomfortable, people nearby were noisy, and “losing a level on 

FIFA” to potentially much more upsetting difficulties such as falling out with friends, “dreads about the 

future”, bullying, “having no friends + falling out with friends”, “my dog died 2 days ago and I can’t 

concentrate on anything” and “my grandad had a heart attack and is in hospital” and “my best friend 

passed away going into Primary 6”. 

In their CCQ, Pupil 51-14 revealed their perception of the course as being unhelpful: “I feel as though 

doing this, taking time to relax and be kind to myself makes me more stressed so I don't like to do it”.  

During interview, this pupil elaborated on her discomfort with doing ‘nothing’:  

“I don't think I'll ever get over silence, especially when we're doing for like maybe the 
9/11 or for the war or something, like there's 2 minutes' silence, which also feels very 
awkward, like I don't mean to be rude but … because [you’re] more self-aware of what 
everyone's doing and it just makes me very anxious and stuff.” (Pupil 51-14) 

For this pupil, “if we were in a more comfortable room … if the desks were pushed to the side ... maybe 

if you split the class with their friends”, a safer and more conducive environment would have been 

created in which to learn and practise, since “some people are just next to people they don't really talk 

to” because of the seating plan.   

Pupil 11-10 stated in their CCQ that “It hasn't helped much because mostly everyday [sic] I am upset” 

and “It was really good and helped at the start but recently I've been feeling really bad so it makes it 

harder to use it”.  At the time of completing the questionnaire, the pupil verbally indicated to the 

researcher that they felt they were possibly more upset as a result of doing the course.  At interview, 

they discussed the life context within which their CCQ had been completed, with a relationship break-

up to contend with as well as peers at school threatening physical violence: 

“… that was a week that lots of stuff was happening and it was like building it up, building 
it up and I don't like … talking to people about stuff.  And I'm not good for asking for like 
help and that.  So like that week, like, obviously like you're in high school/academy, 
you're going to get in like relationships and that – well, I got in one, and then, like, they 
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broke up and that, but I was finding stuff out through people about them, and … that's 
what would make me upset, and then, like, social media as well.  And then, like, just 
coming into school and actually having to deal with people and then, like, getting picked 
on as well, so that's harder as well, because I get picked on every day.  So, it's like, it 
makes you upset as well, and that's what makes school harder to like come to, and get 
into lessons and actually focus on my work.  Because, like, the picking on used to be easy 
and that, and now it's like they threaten to go physical.” 

For this pupil, who at interview indicated that they were still feeling ‘picked on’, resulting in anxious as 

well as angry feelings, difficult memories from the past were arising more noticeably: 

“I'm angry quite a lot and I think most of my feelings are actually being angry and I get, 
like, a really anxious feeling quite a lot, just thinking of like, some stuff that might have 
happened in the past.  And even though like it happened like ages ago, it's still, it feels 
like it's actually stayed in my brain permanently and a bit that I just keep jumping to.  
And that's what's made me, like, upset quite a lot and I cry quite a lot about it.  And like, 
it doesn't matter how long ago it was, I'll still be upset about it.” 

It appeared for this pupil that the technique of ‘noticing’ encompassed by mindfulness had developed 

without the attitudinal aspect of allowing: 

“I am happy that I've taken the course because it's helped me notice more stuff and 
actually helped me notice that not all of my thoughts are good to be thinking, but then 
again, like, I've still not learned how to like be with them.” (Pupil 11-10) 

In response to the difficulties outlined above, and to further explore acceptability, Cohort 1 pupils were 

given some ‘Final Questions’ as an addendum to the self-report scales administered at T3; see Appendix 

M.   Pupils were asked to rate their feeling about having attended the course.  Answers were rated 

from -5 (‘I wish I hadn’t done it’) to 5 (Glad I did it) on a 10cm VAS line, with a neutral point in the 

middle to indicate no view on the matter.  Results were categorised, based on scores, as per the table 

below: 

Table 47 – Feeling about having done the course – Cohort 1 at T3 

No answer Wish I hadn’t done it 

(-5 < score < -0.1 ) 

Neutral 

(-0.1 <= score <= 0.1) 

Glad I did it 

(0.1 < score <=5) 

3 pupils (3.3%) 8 pupils (8.7%) 34 pupils (37%) 47 pupils (51%) 

 

The intention behind the banding of the ‘Neutral’ category to 1mm either side of the neutral point was 

to take account of careless placement of the cross on the VAS line since it became apparent when 
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watching students complete questionnaires and when measuring VAS line answers on T2 

questionnaires for Cohort 1 that some pupils were rushing to finish.   

Pupils were also asked to indicate how well they felt they had been dealing with difficulties since 

completing the course.   Answers were rated from -5 (‘Less well) to 5 (Better) on a 10cm VAS line, with 

a neutral point in the middle to indicate ‘Just the same.  Results were categorised, based on scores, as 

per the table below: 

Table 48 – Student perception of how well they’ve been dealing with their difficulties since the course 
– Cohort 1 at T3 

No answer Less well 
(-5 < score < -0.1 ) 

Same 
(-0.1 <= score <= 0.1) 

Better 
(0.1 < score <=5) 

5 pupils (5.4%) 11 pupils (12%) 27 pupils (29.3%) 49 pupils (53.3%) 

 

As discussed in Section 3.4.4.7, follow-up questions were given to pupils who indicated they either (a) 

wished they hadn’t done the course, (b) felt they were dealing with difficulties less well since the 

course or (c) ticked a negative word in Q1 of the Final Questions, where pupils were asked to tick any 

of the 10 describing words (5 positive and 5 negative) that captured their experience of the course.  

Thirty pupils fell into this ‘Difficulties’ category and banding was not applied in this instance, i.e. those 

with a -0.1 score on a VAS line were included in order to avoid missing data from pupils whose negative 

rating was intentional rather than careless.  Table 49 details the individual pupil responses to Q1 Final 

Questions for these pupils; Table 50 places the responses in context by comparing against all Cohort 1 

pupils. 
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Table 49 – Individual Q1 Final Questions responses for Cohort 1 pupils in ‘Difficulties’ category 

 
Positive Negative 

Pupil ID relaxing calming safe friendly helpful unsettling disturbing unsafe difficult upsetting 

31-2 yes yes yes yes yes 
     

11-23 yes yes yes yes yes 
     

11-6 yes yes yes yes yes 
   

yes 
 

51-19 yes yes yes yes yes 
    

yes 

31-20 yes yes yes yes yes 
     

21-17 yes yes yes yes yes 
     

51-16 yes yes yes yes yes 
     

31-3 yes yes yes yes yes 
   

yes 
 

51-13 yes yes yes yes yes 
   

yes 
 

11-4 yes 
  

yes yes 
    

yes 

41-4 yes yes 
  

yes 
   

yes 
 

41-7 yes yes 
  

yes 
     

51-8 
    

yes 
     

51-5 
    

yes yes 
    

41-5 yes yes yes yes 
      

11-22 yes yes 
 

yes 
    

yes 
 

31-16 yes yes 
 

yes 
      

51-10 yes yes 
 

yes 
      

11-19 yes yes 
 

yes 
      

31-25 yes 
  

yes 
   

yes* 
 

yes 

51-6 yes 
  

yes 
    

yes 
 

21-3 
   

yes 
 

yes yes 
 

yes 
 

51-14 
   

yes 
 

yes 
    

11-10 
  

yes 
  

yes yes 
 

yes yes 

51-3 yes yes 
   

yes 
    

41-14 
 

yes 
      

yes 
 

51-12 
     

yes yes 
   

51-9 
          

21-10 
     

yes 
    

21-6 
        

yes 
 

* = this was a mark rather than a tick (other selections were marked by a clear tick for this pupil) so it was unclear whether 

 the pupil had intended to tick this word 

Table 50 – Analysis of Q1 Final Questions responses – Cohort 1 

 Positive Negative 

R
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H
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l 

U
p
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tt
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g 

U
n

se
tt

lin
g 

D
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tu
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in
g 

U
n
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fe

 

D
if

fi
cu

lt
 

Number of Pupils 
in ‘Difficulties’ 

category 
20 18 11 13 9 4 7 3 1 10 

All pupils 
(%) 

68  
(73.9) 

62 
(67.4) 

49 
(53.3) 

63  
(68.5) 

53  
(57.6) 

4  
(4.3) 

7  
(7.6) 

3  
(3.3) 

1  
(1.1) 

10  
(10.9) 
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Table 51 – Analysis of Follow-up Questions 1-6 for the 20 respondents from the ‘Difficulties’ category 
of Cohort 1 students  

 I didn’t 
understand 

some of 
the words 
you used 

The course 
didn’t seem 

that relevant 
to me 

I was 
often 
bored 

During some 
practices, I 

noticed difficult 
thoughts/feelings 

Since doing the 
course I have 
become more 

aware of difficult 
thoughts/feelings 

I feel that the 
course has made 

me less happy 

Number 
of pupils 

3 7 11 10 9 1 

 

The pupil who felt the course had made them less happy answered ‘No’ to the Follow-up Question 14 

(If you had been given the choice at the start of the course, would you have chosen to opt out (i.e. not 

take part)?’.  This indicates that permitting opt-out from the course is insufficient to ensure 

safeguarding of students.  It was notable that this student’s T1 WEMWBS score of 33 was in the lowest 

5% and this had dropped further to a score of 28 at T3. 
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4.5 RESEARCH QUESTION 3: WHAT ARE THE FACTORS THAT SUPPORT AND INHIBIT THE 

LEARNING OF SELF-COMPASSION IN A SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT? 

Table 52 demonstrates weak, positive, correlations between perceived change in level of self-

compassion and perception of: having been taught self-kindness when growing up, having been taught 

how to deal with difficult emotions when growing up, friend level of self-compassion, school 

endeavouring to create a sense of community, school environment conveying a sense of care, school 

staff conveying a sense of care, school staff encouraging self-kindness rather than self-criticism, being 

an important part of the school community, friends’ attitude towards self-compassion and the 

structure of the school day as being conducive to learning self-compassion.  Further, the table 

demonstrates moderate, positive correlations between perceived change in level of self-compassion 

and perception of: feeling safe in school, family’s attitude towards self-compassion, atmosphere in the 

school and personal identity.   
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Table 52 – Correlations between perceived change in level of self-compassion and other variables 
explored using VAS lines 
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4.5.1 Inhibitive Factors  

4.5.1.1 Quantitative Analysis 

Among the factors that were explicitly explored as potentially supportive or inhibitive in learning self-

compassion on the CCQ (i.e. Q12-Q18), structure of school life, identity and atmosphere in school were 

the three strongest pupil-rated inhibitive factors; teacher attitude was the weakest pupil-rated 

inhibitive factor – see Figure 57 which lists all CCQ factors in reverse order, i.e. Teacher Attitude 

represents Q18 and ‘Family encouraged SK’ represents Q2. 

 

Figure 57 – Number of pupils across both cohorts who rated each factor negatively 

 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50

Family encouraged SK

Taught to deal with difficult  emotions

Friend level of SC

How safe

How much school creates community

Physical environment conveys care

Staff convey care

Perception of being an important part of school community

Staff encourage SK

Family attitude

Friend attitude

Atmosphere in school

Physical environment

Structure of school life

Identity

Teacher Attitude

Course Completion Questionnaire Inhibitors (Q2-10 and Q12-Q18) - both 
cohorts

Strong inhibitor (-5 <= VAS score <= -2.5) Weak inhibitor (-2.5 < VAS score < -0.2)
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Table 53 – Inhibitors across Course Completion Questionnaire (Q2-10 and Q12-18) for Cohort 2 pupils with or without significant increase in SCS-pos score 

INHIBITORS 
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Pupils with SCS-
pos increase of 5% 
or greater  
(22 pupils) 

Strong inhibitor 
(-5 <= VAS score 
<= -2.5) 

0 0 2 1 1 2 0 2 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 

Weak inhibitor 
(-2.5 < VAS score 
< -0.2) 

1 0 1 0 0 1 2 0 2 1 1 1 2 2 2 1 

Pupils without 
significant 
increase in SCS-
pos  
(37 pupils) 

Strong inhibitor  
(-5 <= VAS score 
<= -2.5) 

3 2 3 4 2 4 3 6 4 2 2 3 2 4 5 1 

Weak inhibitor  
(-2.5 < VAS score 
< -0.2) 

3 2 2 2 1 3 2 5 2 1 3 2 1 2 3 1 

* Pupils missing T2 or T3 SCS-pos scores were excluded from table; figures represent the number of pupils whose response fell into each category 
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Table 53 demonstrates the following: 

• SCS-pos score did not increase significantly in any pupil who had strongly negatively scored the 

encouragement they received when growing up to practise self-kindness (Q2) 

• SCS-pos score did not increase significantly in any pupil who had negatively scored how much 

they were taught to deal with difficult emotions when growing up (Q3) 

• SCS-pos score did not increase significantly in any pupil who had strongly negatively scored 

teachers on the level of care they convey (Q8) 

• Of the 59 Cohort 2 pupils with both T2 and T3 SCS-pos scores, only 2 pupils whose score had 

risen significantly had negatively scored how much they felt part of the school community (Q9) 

whereas 11 pupils whose scores had not increased had scored this question negatively 

• SCS-pos score did not increase significantly in any pupil who had strongly negatively scored 

their teachers as encouraging self-kindness rather than self-criticism (Q10) 

• SCS-pos score did not increase significantly in any pupil who had strongly scored their family’s 

attitude as a barrier to learning self-compassion (Q12) and increased in only 1 pupil who had 

weakly scored their family’s attitude as a barrier 

• SCS-pos score did not increase significantly in any pupil who had strongly scored the attitude 

of their friends as a barrier to learning self-compassion (Q13) and increased in only 1 pupil who 

had weakly scored their friend’s attitude as a barrier 

• SCS-pos score did not increase significantly in any pupil who had strongly scored the physical 

environment of school as a barrier (Q15) 

• SCS-pos score did not increase significantly in any pupil who had strongly scored their identity 

as a barrier to learning self-compassion (Q17) 

• SCS-pos score did not increase significantly in any pupil who had strongly scored the teacher 

of the course’s attitude as a barrier to learning self-compassion (Q18) 

• SCS-pos increased in only one pupil out of the seven who had indicated that they don’t feel 

safe in school (Q5) 

4.5.1.2 Qualitative Analysis 

Qualitative analysis of inhibitive factors to learning self-compassion revealed five main themes of 

identity (24 references), difficulty in changing habits (18 references), distractions (18 references), 

language and structure of the course (8 references), and judgment, disapproval or unkindness of 

others (5 references).    These are set out and elaborated upon in Figure 58 overleaf.  
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Barriers to learning self-

compassion 

(76)

Identity (24)

* = anonymous leaf or 

coin from final session 

of course

Personal 

identity (10)
e.g.  I don 't think 
it's going to be 
easy to change 

that, because i t's 
just the way I've 

been [sel f-critical ] 
for a  while.  (Pupil 

11-10)

e.g.  I keep 

constantly trying, 

but  I feel it s 

qui te distant [self-

kindness]  

(Pupil 42-18)

e.g.  I'm just busy 
and I just forget   

(Pupil 32-15)

Difficulty in 

changing 

habits (18)

e.g.  sometimes it 
was a bit awkward 

because your 
friends weren't 
enjoying it and 
you could tell  
(Pupil 42-3)

Social identity 

– friends (6)

e.g. My friends   
atti tude towards 
self-compassion 
made it harder to 

learn (Pupil 21-14)

e.g.  Friends  

made it harder to 

learn (Pupil 52-24)

Social identity 

– family (4)

e.g. Didn t learn to 

be kind to myself 

when growing up 

(Pupil 42-18)

e.g. Mum is  qui te 

moody  and  qui te 

judgmenta l  and 

that has made i t 

harder (Pupil 11-

10)

e.g.  My mum's 

atti tude helped but 

my dad's a ttitude 

didn't  (Pupil 42-7)

e.g. The type of 

person that I am 

made it harder to 

practise self-

compassion (Pupil 

22-4)

e.g.  How I view 

myself  made it 

harder (Pupil 51-

25)

e.g.  The only 

thing that made it 

harder was me.  

(Pupil 32-31'

Social identity 

– school (3)

e.g.  Some people 

put up a  front  to 

get through school  

and that makes it 

harder 

(Pupil 42-3)

e.g.  The 
atmosphere in the 

school is very 
negative.  There's 

not... you're lucky if 
you find a really 

nice person in this 
school.  Like, 

everyone ta lks 
behind everyone.  

Everyone has 
something to te ll 
about everyone.  

It's not a nice 
place.  (Pupil 12-

10)

e.g.   when you're 
inside you've got a 
reputation to kind 

of uphold and I 
think that that's 
why people talk 
the way they do 

[negatively]  
(Pupil 12-26)

Distractions 

(18)

Language and 

structure of 

course (8)

e.g. The course 

might be better 

suited to pupils 

who like to study

 (Pupil 22-4)

e.g.  Some of the 

wording I found 

difficul t to 

understand  

(Pupil 21-6)

e.g.  Just some of 

the fancy words  

made it harder to 

learn (Pupil 31-3)

Judgment, 

disapproval or 

unkindness 

of others (5)

e.g.  People not 

being n ice   makes 

it harder

 (Pupil 12-13)

e.g.  The people 

around me may be 

disappointed in 

me and that 

makes it harder  

(Pupil 42-18)

e.g.  Thinking that 

people judge you 

for taking part in 

stuff you like  

makes it harder 

(Pupil 12-29)

External (14)

e.g.  Thoughts  

made it harder 

(Pupil 12-22)

e.g. Things on my 

mind made it 

difficul t to stay 

focused

(Pupil 11-10)

e.g.  Thoughts and 

stuff  got in the 

way,    that s the 

main th ing 

(Pupil 12-26)

Internal (4)

e.g.  People sitting 
beside me, 
distracting  

(Pupil 51-10)

e.g. The chat of 

people behind/

upfront of me  

made it harder  

(Pupil 41-24)

e.g. People in 

school  dilly-dal ly  

and  I get 

distracted qui te 

easily  (Pupil 12-

10)

 

Figure 58 – Thematic analysis of pupil perspectives on barriers to learning self-compassion 
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Figure 59 – NVivo Word cloud from free text in response to ‘What made learning self-compassion 
harder?’ on Course Completion Questionnaire (1000 most frequent words of minimum length of 3 

characters, with stemmed words (e.g. talking) from 39 responses) 

Teacher perspectives on inhibitors to learning self-compassion tended to echo pupil themes.  For 

example, in relation to identity, experience growing up and difficulty in changing habits, Teacher F had 

this to say when asked why it was harder for some in the class to learn self-compassion than others:  

“Perhaps…  I don't want to blanketly say, 'poverty' or 'family' or 'deprivation' but those 
are all words that spring to mind right away.  Or perhaps they've never been taught any 
self-worth, or any need for self-care?  And it may be circumstances that they've grown 
up with.  Again, just maybe trying to break some cycles that are in their wee lives.” 

Further relating to pupils’ sense of identity, Teacher H explained the lack of interaction between some 

pupils and the course teacher as being related to the wish to “keep up a kind of an appearance” and 

perhaps concerned about “the way that other people might view them if they were to answer”. 

In relation to distraction, Teacher G felt that the relatively relaxed approach to discipline adopted by 

the course teacher was a significant barrier to learning: 
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“I think for some of them, I felt that they had identified that they were getting... that 
they got a lot of leeway in there, in that classroom, and they were taking advantage of 
the leeway.  That's what I think.  They weren't being pulled in, you know, and told, 'Focus 
more, be quiet'.” 

This teacher felt that if the pupils had been listening more carefully they would have learned more, 

but acknowledged the conundrum in which a ‘parachuting-in’ teacher finds themselves, such that 

without a prior relationship with the young people, enforcing strict boundaries can be a barrier to 

engagement. 

With regard to the language and structure of the course, Teacher A felt that some of the metaphors 

used to explain theory (for example, the river of the undercurrent as the place within which thoughts 

flow by) could be a barrier, “… your visuals about the undercurrent... I think if you're a young person 

that doesn't really understand symbols or figurative language … they could struggle with that”.  

Further, this teacher contrasted their prior experience of meditation being taught to young people 

with how it was to experience the MBLC-YA and highlighted her concern about the complexity of the 

subject matter: 

“I suppose when you think about anytime meditation's been done ever in my career, it's 
always been about, 'You know, you put your worries in a wee box and you attach it to a 
balloon and then it heads off into the sunset...' (laughter) And that's so simple, you 
know?  Whereas the mindfulness course is much more intellectual … because it's quite 
challenging really, even intellectually, it's quite challenging, and there were some of the 
things that you talked about that, when I was sitting watching them from the back I 
thought, I wonder do they get this? … I think some of it is quite difficult for them to make 
sense of.” 

A theme of authenticity of the person of the teacher was raised by Teachers A and B.  For Teacher A, 

this related to valuing, such that pupils will not tend to value something that the teacher clearly doesn’t 

value:  

“I think – like all of these things – it boils down to who's delivering it. So, you have a lot 
of people who would think that this is kind of touchy-feely nonsense and won't really 
buy into it, and I think as a result you've a lot of young people who won't see the value 
in it either.” 

For Teacher B, the authenticity related more to a sense of care for the pupils conveyed by the teacher: 

“'Do you actually care, are you actually here to do something or is this about you?' Do 
you know?  It's, 'Why are you here?' and they don't... I think, BS is one of the big things 
they don't take kindly to that and they can see through it, so if you're not a genuine 
person – if you're not genuinely there for them, they see right through it and they can 
make your life a living hell sometimes!” 
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4.5.1.3 QCA 

Items from the CCQ were input as potential causal conditions in a model of complex causality 

facilitated by fsQCA software, as described in Section 3.4.6.3.  In all cases below, ‘increase in SCS-pos 

score’ refers to an increase of 5% or more, in Cohort 2 pupils, between T2 and T3.  Mean SCS-pos score 

increased in Cohort 2 pupils between T1 and T2 (when acting as the control group for the study); for 

this reason, course-related changes in Cohort 1 pupils between T1 and T2 are not considered.  SCS-pos 

score rather than total self-compassion score was used in this model since, as discussed earlier in 

Section 4.3.7, SCS-neg had a tendency to increase along with the SCS-pos score; thus the total self-

compassion score may obfuscate positive changes that have taken place since increased awareness of 

unhelpful thinking, attitude and behaviours will cause the SCS-neg score to increase and cancel out the 

positive changes (since the SCS-M items relating to SCS-neg are reverse-scored, i.e. an increase in SCS-

neg score that is matched by an increase in SCS-pos of the same amount will result in an unchanged 

total self-compassion score). 

The calibration of whether or not a case (i.e. pupil) fell into the set of cases where SCS-pos had 

increased was based on whether the level of increase was deemed to be significant: in this study, the 

threshold for this was set at an increase of 5% or greater, i.e. for a case to be calibrated as being 

included in the set of those whose SCS-pos had increased, the increase had to be >= 0.25, since 

maximum SCS-pos score is 5.0. 
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Table 54 – Significant Inhibitive Factors (ie. consistency > 0.75) 

Condition  Consistency Note 

Q2 (Growing up, to what degree were you 
encouraged to be kind to yourself when 
experiencing a difficulty? 

0.86, 7 cases Six of the 7 pupils who perceived that they had not been encouraged to be kind to themselves when 
growing up were boys.  The single pupil (a boy) whose SCS-pos score had increased of these 7 had marked 
Q3 (strongly overlapping with Q2) as a strongly supportive factor, indicating a potential misunderstanding. 

Q3 (How much, when growing up, did your main 
caregiver(s) help you to learn to deal with difficult 
emotions) 

0.75, 4 cases All 4 pupils who perceived that they had not been taught to deal with difficult emotions when growing up 
were boys.  The single pupil whose SCS-pos score had increased of these 4 had marked Q2 (strongly 
overlapping with Q3) as a strongly supportive factor, indicating a potential misunderstanding. 

Q5 (How safe do you feel at school?) 0.86, 7 cases Five of the 7 pupils who did not feel safe in school were boys.  SCS-pos score increased in only one of these 
pupils – a girl – and although this pupil had rated other school climate factors as inhibitive, family factors 
for rated by this pupil as strongly supportive (Q2 – 4.7/5, Q3 – 5/5, Q7 – 4.7/5) 

Q6 (How much does your school foster a sense of 
community?) 

0.75, 4 cases Of the 4 pupils (all boys) who perceived that their school did not foster a sense of community, SCS-pos 
score increased significantly in only one.  This pupil had rated almost all conditions as inhibitive (with the 
exception of Q2 and Q5) but it was notable that this pupil’s pre-course SCS-pos score was very low (1.13) 
as was their pre-course WEMWBS score of 18. 

Q9 (How much do you feel an important part of 
your school community?) 

0.85, 13 cases Boys were much more likely than girls to not feel an important part of the school community (12 boys, 5 
girls, 1 pupil identifying as other and 1 pupil preferring not to say). SCS-pos score increased significantly in 
only 2 of these pupils (1 identifying as girl and 1 identifying as other); both rated family variables as 
supportive factor and both perceived the school to be endeavouring to create a sense of community. 

Q10 (How much do you think that school staff 
encourage self-kindness rather than self-criticism?) 

0.75, 8 cases Three girls and 5 boys indicated a position left of neutral on the VAS line for this question.  SCS-pos score 
increased significantly in only 2 pupils – 1 girl who had rated all other school climate variables positively 
and family variables positively, and the pupil who (as discussed in relation to Q6 above) had rated almost 
all conditions as inhibitive but whose pre-course SCS-pos and wellbeing scores were very low. 

Q12 (Your family’s attitude to the idea of self-
compassion) 

0.75, 4 cases Three boys and 1 girl rated Q12 as inhibitive.  SCS-pos score increased significantly in only 1 pupil – the 
pupil identifying as boy who is discussed above in relation to Q6 and Q10. 

Q13 (Your friends’ attitude to the idea of self-
compassion) 

0.83, 6 cases Five boys and 1 girl rated Q13 as inhibitive.  SCS-pos score increased significantly in only 1 pupil – the pupil 
identifying as boy who is discussed above in relation to Q6, Q10 and Q12. 

Q17 (How you see yourself, i.e. the kind of person 
you are) 

0.8, 10 cases Five boys and 5 girls rated Q17 as inhibitive.  SCS-pos score increased significantly in 2 pupils, both of 
whom had rated Q17 as only slightly inhibitive (-.8 and -.3) – one girl who had rated all family variables as 
supportive and all almost all school climate variables as supportive (with the exception of the structure of 
school life, which she had rated as slightly inhibitive), and the boy discussed above in relation to Q6, Q10, 
Q12 and Q13. 
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As demonstrated by Table 54, no condition was sufficient, on its own, to prevent significant SCS-pos 

increase.  After initial exploration of significant conditions, pairs of conditions were tested for 

sufficiency rather than simply creating a truth table for all combinations of conditions in fsQCA.  It was 

a time-consuming process to examine each pair on its own, but this more time-consuming method 

meant that all cases could be used in the analysis – provided that data was present for the outcome 

and at least two of the conditions  – rather than just those cases with complete data for all conditions.   

Table 55 – Combinations of CCQ conditions found to be sufficient (i.e. consistency = 1) 

Combinations of Sufficient Inhibitive Factors (consistency = 1) 

 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q12 Q13 Q14 Q15 Q16 Q17 Q18 

Q2  2 1 3 1 2 1 2 3 2 1 2 2 3   

Q3 2   2    3    1     

Q4 1   1    2    1     

Q5 3 2 1  2  1  2 1 1  1  4 2 

Q6 1   2    3    1     

Q7 2                

Q8 1   1    2    1     

Q9 2 3 2  3  2  3 2 3  2  5 2 

Q10 3   2    3         

Q12 2   1    2    1     

Q13 1   1    3    1     

Q14 2 1 1  1  1   1   1  3 2 

Q15 2   1    2    1     

Q16 3                

Q17    4    5    3     

Q18    2    2    2     

Numbers represent number of cases.  Family functioning variables: Q2, Q3 and Q12.  Peer variables: Q4, Q13.  School climate variables: Q5-
Q10, Q14-Q16.  Personal variable: Q17.  Staff variables (included as school climate): Q8, Q10, Q18.    

Table 55 demonstrates that a negative response to the family functioning question Q2 (Growing up, to 

what degree were you encouraged to be kind to yourself when experiencing a difficulty?) was 

sufficient, when combined with most other variables, to prevent significant increase of SCS-pos.  

Further, negative responses to the school climate variables Q5 (How safe do you feel at school?), Q9 

(How much do you feel an important part of your school community?) or Q14 (The atmosphere or 

‘ethos’ within your school) were sufficient, when combined with most other variables, to prevent 

significant increase of SCS-pos.  It is thus suggested that Q2, Q5, Q9 and Q14 could be considered to 

be strongly inhibitive conditions.  It is clear from the table above that personal identity (Q17) only 

became a sufficiently inhibitive factor when combined with a strongly inhibitive factor, i.e. one which 
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was sufficient, when combined with most other variables, to prevent significant increase in SCS-pos.  

In this case, the table demonstrates that perception of identity as an inhibitive factor only became 

sufficiently inhibitive to prevent SCS-pos increase when combined with either not feeling safe in 

school, not feeling an important part of the school community or finding the school atmosphere 

unconducive to becoming more self-compassionate.  Again, staff variables only became sufficiently 

inhibitive to prevent increase in SCS-pos score when they were combined with a strongly inhibitive 

factor. 

4.5.2 Supportive Factors  

4.5.2.1 Quantitative Analysis 

Among the factors that were explicitly explored as potentially supportive or inhibitive in learning self-

compassion on the CCQ, teacher attitude was the strongest pupil-rated supportive factor – see Figure 

60. 

 

Figure 60 – Number of pupils across both cohorts who rated each factor as supportive 
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Physical environment
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Identity

Teacher Attitude

Course Completion Questionnaire Supportive Factors (Q2-10 and Q12-
Q18) - both cohorts

Weak support (0.2 < VAS score < 2.5) Strong support (2.5 <= VAS score <= 5)
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Table 56 overleaf demonstrates that no investigated supportive factor stands out as being predictive 

of significant SCS-pos score change.  It was notable that a relatively large number of pupils without 

significant score change had rated the teacher attitude as a strongly supportive factor, and yet this did 

not translate to a significant SCS-pos score change. 
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Table 56 – Supportive factors across Course Completion Questionnaire (Q2-10 and Q12-18) for Cohort 2 pupils with or without significant increase in SCS-pos score 
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Pupils with SCS-pos 
increase of 5% or greater  
(22 pupils) 

Strong support 
(2.5 <= VAS 
score <= 5) 

11 19 7 9 9 9 12 8 10 11 9 6 7 3 11 13 

Weak support 
(0.2 < VAS 
score < 2.5) 

5 0 7 8 7 6 2 7 6 4 5 6 6 8 4 5 

Pupils without significant 
increase in SCS-pos  
(37 pupils) 

Strong support 
(2.5 <= VAS 
score <= 5) 

14 17 11 8 10 8 10 4 13 15 11 6 6 12 13 29 

Weak support 
(0.2 < VAS 
score < 2.5) 

9 11 11 12 13 10 10 8 11 8 9 7 11 2 6 1 
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4.5.2.2 Qualitative Analysis 

Qualitative analysis of supportive factors revealed eight main themes of the teacher of the course (37 

references), practice time (22 references), information/concepts (14 references), friends and learning 

together (13 references), tools or props (10 references), family experience (8 references), being 

present/awareness (5 references) and openness to learning (4 references).    These are set out and 

elaborated upon in Figure 61 overleaf. 
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Enablers to learning self-

compassion 

(115)

The teacher of 

the course 

(37)

Family 

experience 

(8)

e.g.  I always talk 
to my mum about 
it [my difficulties at 
school], and she 
helps me a lot 
 (Pupil 32-15)

e.g. What helped 

you to remember 

to be kind to  

yourself?  It s kind 

of the way I was 

brought up  

(Pupil 41-17)

e.g.  My mum  

made it easier  

(Pupil 12-26)

Openness to 

learning 

(4)

e.g.  Me being in a 

good mood   

makes it easier to 

learn

 (Pupil 31-31)

e.g.  Everyone in 

the class s 

atti tude   (Pupil 21-

18)

e.g.  It being warm 

and sunny  

(Pupil 52-28)Teacher 

attributes and 

attitude (14)

e.g. What made 

learning easier? 

 Just Heather cuz 

she is nice and 

kind to us  

(Pupil 21-15)

e.g.  The teacher 

being kind   made 

it easier 

(Pupil 41-3)

e.g.  The teacher s 

atti tude was 

awesome.  

(Pupil 31-2'

e.g. Giving 
personal 

examples:    the 
day you had your 
big test and you 
were talking in  
front of a ll the 

group members, 
you weren't really 
anxious about it, 

you were very 
confident and I 

think that reflected 
on a few of us   

(Pupil 31-1)

Teacher ways 

of doing (7)

e.g. Staying non-
reactive:  You've 

not been shouting 
at us or anything  

(Pupil 41-19)

e.g. Welcoming 
and respecting 
whatever pupils 
chose to share: 
 when we were 

talking and we told 
you what we 
thought, you 

always took it into 
account and it 

made you feel like 
you'd done 

someth ing well  
(Pupil 52-24)

As enabler of 

positive  

change (4)

e.g.  I'd  like to 

thank Heather  

because she has 

helped me calm 

down whenever I 

need it.  

(Pupil 31-10)

e.g.  The course 

has helped me in 

a couple ways and 

heather is an 

excellent teacher  

and somehow 

manages to  calm 

our class which 

isn't easy!  

(Pupil 12-28)

e.g.  Thank you so 

much for spending 

your time with us, 

you have made 

me feel  so much 

better than before 

so thank you so 

much!  (Pupil 21-

14)

Being 

present/

awareness (5)

e.g.  when the 
whole class 

absolutely listens 
with  their fu ll 

attention ... you 
can actually learn 

more  
(Pupil 51-14)

e.g.  I think I 
identified what I 

was doing to 
myself.  Like, 
real ising that 

when I look in the 
mirror I don 't see a 

nice person ... I 
think it was a bi t 
like the course 

showed me I was 
doing that 

sometimes.  
(Pupil 52-4)

e.g.  Probably a ll 
the silence  helped 

(Pupil 31-11)

e.g.  Being 
present and 

concentrating on 
what you were 
saying and just 

listening  made it 
easier to learn 

(Pupil 31-1)

e.g.  The relaxing  
helped 

(Pupil 11-19)

Practice time 

(22)

Information/

concepts (14)

e.g.  there was 

stuff that he lped, 

like the videos and 

all that  

(Pupil 31-30)

e.g. Discussing 
sessions on 

atti tude and self-
acceptance:  I 

think you ta lking 
about positivi ty 

and stuff, it real ly 
helped me. 

(Pupil 12-26)

e.g. Common 

humanity: 

 knowing you're 

not a lone 

made it easier  

(Pupil 21-1)

Friends and 

learning 

together (13)

e.g.  doing it with 

friends  made it 

easier 

(Pupil 12-29)

e.g.  What made it 

easier was seeing 

everyone else 

learning about the 

same thing   

(Pupil 32-27)

e.g.  my friends  

made it easier  

(Pupil 31-9)

Tools or props 

(10)

e.g. Sticky dots as 
reminders to be 

present and kind: 
 I just looked at 

the sticky dot and 
thought, "I need to 

take a break!  
(Pupil 51-13)

e.g.  when I have 
English and see 

the dot   I have a 
much better day  

(Pupil 31-1)

e.g.  I'm more 
relaxed since you 
did it [the course], 
because I've got 

the app  
(Pupil 41-19)

e.g.  I like to 
meditate and I had 
an idea of what i t 
is but before I met 
Heather I wasn't 
that sure and just 

5 mins before I get 
up and go to  bed 
makes life a  lot 

easier. 
(Pupil 51-13)

 

Figure 61 – Thematic analysis of pupil perspectives on enablers to learning self-compassion 
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Figure 62 – NVivo Word cloud from free text in response to ‘What made learning self-compassion 
easier?’ on Course Completion Questionnaire (1000 most frequent words of minimum length of 3 

characters, with stemmed words (e.g. relaxing) from 64 responses) 

4.5.2.3 QCA 

Using fsQCA software to explore supportive factors (and with the threshold for SCS-pos increase to 

simply be greater than 0) it was determined that no individual condition or combinations of conditions 

was sufficient to ensure an increase in SCS-pos score.  There were 25 Cohort 2 pupils with pre- and 

post-course SCS-pos score available who had not scored any condition as inhibitive (i.e. less than -0.2).  

SCS-pos had increased in 17 of these pupils (only one of whom was entitled to free school meals) – 9 

girls and 8 boys. 

4.5.3 Exploring Differences 

This section explores differences between schools in CCQ variables relating to school climate (Q5-10 

and Q14-16). 
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Q5. How safe do you feel at school? (Scored from -5 – not at all, to 5 – very much)  

 

Figure 63 – Mean Q5 score by school 

 

Q6. How much does your school foster a sense of community? (Scored from -5 – not at all, to 5 – very 

much)  

 

Figure 64 – Mean Q6 score by school 
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Q7. How much does your school environment (the physical space of it) give a sense of care? (Scored 

from -5 – not at all, to 5 – very much) 

 

Figure 65 – Mean Q7 score by school 

Q8. How much do school staff convey a sense of care? (Scored from -5 – not at all, to 5 – very much) 

 

Figure 66 – Mean Q8 score by school 
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Q9. How much do you feel an important part of your school community? (Scored from -5 – not at all, 

to 5 – very much)  

 

Figure 67 – Mean Q9 score by school 

Q10. How much do you think that school staff encourage self-kindness rather than self-criticism? 

(Scored from -5 – not at all, to 5 – very much) 

 

Figure 68 – Mean Q10 score by school 
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Q14. The atmosphere or ‘ethos’ within your school  

 

 

Figure 69 – Mean rating of school atmsophere as supportive or inhibitive factor 

 

Q15. The physical environment of your school (i.e. the building, including the layout and décor of its 

classrooms and shared spaces)  

 

Figure 70 – Mean rating of physical environment as supportive or inhibitive factor 
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Q16. The structure of school life (i.e. moving between classrooms for different subject lessons, bells to 

mark end of lessons or break times etc)  

 
Figure 71 – Mean rating of structure of school life as supportive or inhibitive factor  

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

1 2 3 4 5

M
ea

n
 S

tr
u

ct
u

re

School no

Mean Rating of Structure of School Life as Supportive or 
Inhibitive Factor



272 

4.6 SHOULD SELF-COMPASSION BE TAUGHT IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS IN SCOTLAND? 

At interview, all pupils were asked whether they thought there was any value in teaching self-

compassion in schools.  All pupils said yes, although obviously a wish to please the researcher may 

have influenced their response, in spite of any suggestion by the researcher that all relevant responses 

were acceptable and gratefully received.  Ten of the pupils elaborated upon their answers to suggest 

where training in self-compassion would best fit into the school day: 4 pupils felt that the training 

should be mandatory for all and included as part of PSE (even, as Pupil 42-18 mentioned, if it meant 

that there was likely to be more disruptive behaviour in the class by participants who didn’t want to 

be there, since they felt it was important for everyone to have the opportunity to learn), 2 pupils felt 

that the training could either be included in PSE or optional, and 3 pupils felt that the training should 

be entirely optional (the primary reason for this being that they felt it would help learning if those 

attending had chosen to be there and were therefore less disruptive). 

Pupil 12-10 felt that – given the way school life is currently structured and the way that pupils tend to 

be suspicious of the unknown – it would be likely that many pupils would miss out on potential benefits 

of learning self-compassion if it was entirely optional: 

“I think it realistically could be its own little subject.  It could be kind of cool, self-
compassion and stuff like that.  That could be really good.  Or PSE again, like a month.  
'Cause you can't, like realistically, if you're going to have it after school or lunchtime, not 
many people are going to show up.  Unless you kind of force them to come, there'll be 
a lot of people who don't take the opportunity.  Like, if it's at lunchtime then people 
won't know if it's actually kind of good, while if they're forced to look at it in PSE, they 
might think, 'Oh I thought this was going to be rubbish, but it's actually quite a good 
thing'”.  
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5 DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this section is to interpret the findings of this study, contextualise them within 

established literature and assess their importance through reconsideration of key concepts in light of 

the results.  Each sub-section herein will proceed from a detailed to a more general discussion of the 

findings and their significance.  The key findings that will be discussed in this section are as follows: 

• the statistically significant pre-post decrease in CAMM score, 

• the statistically significant pre-post increase in SCS-neg score and increase in SCS-pos score, 

• the difference in pre-post changes in WEMWBS score between those entitled to FSM and 

those not entitled, 

• the significant evidence from the qualitative results of positive effects of the course,  

• the difficulties experienced by some pupils, 

• combinations of causal conditions that in this study were sufficient to prevent a measured 

increase in self-compassion, 

• the positive correlation between pupil perception of teacher attitude and perceived change in 

level of self-compassion, and 

• the finding that not feeling part of the school community was the most ‘successful’ barrier to 

pupils learning self-compassion. 

5.1 RESEARCH QUESTION 1 

The first objective of this research was to explore how the MBLC-YA affected pupils’ levels of 

mindfulness, self-compassion and wellbeing.  One of the main purposes of gathering this quantitative 

data was to inform the selection of pupils to interview, based on positive change and absence of 

change (or indeed negative change).  It should be noted that in this study the quantitative data did not 

fulfil its intended role, since the MBLC-YA appeared to cause a statistically significant decrease in 

mindfulness level (as measured by the CAMM), increase in SCS-neg (the ‘negative’ aspect of the SCS) 

and increase in SCS-pos (the ‘positive’ aspect of the SCS) such that total self-compassion score did not 

change statistically significantly due to the cancelling-out effect; this made it hard to judge positive 

change with any confidence, and the subsequent sub-sections elaborates on this.  Wellbeing scores (as 

measured by WEMWBS) were overall unchanged, but the effect of the course appeared to differ by 

entitlement to free school meals, with an increase in wellbeing in those who were entitled and a slight 

decrease in wellbeing in those who were not.  The difference between these two groups was 
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statistically significant.  The increase in wellbeing score of those entitled to FSM approached the level 

of statistical significance but did not reach it.   

5.1.1 Mindfulness 

This study demonstrated a statistically significant pre-post decrease in CAMM score and mean 

decrease was greater among younger pupils (groups 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 – see Figure 44 and Figure 47) 

although differences between school year did not reach the level of statistical significance. 

Taking the result of a post-course decrease in CAMM at face value, it could be suggested that the 

MBLC-YA does not ‘work’ as a mindfulness course in that it fails to improve participants’ mindfulness 

levels, and the post-course decrease in mean CAMM score is simply due (a) to the increased awareness 

that comes from completing the CAMM once more or (b) an expectation on the part of the pupils that 

the course will have a detrimental effect, i.e. negative cognitive bias.  It is argued that the first 

possibility can be discounted since Figure 23 and accompanying statistical tests indicate that the course 

does more to decrease CAMM score than simply repeating the completion of the questionnaire – the 

pre-post decrease in CAMM score for Cohort 1 was statistically significant, whereas the decrease for 

the control group was not.  When acting as the control group, Cohort 2’s decrease in mean CAMM 

score was not statistically significant but then after taking part in the course, the drop was significant.  

So it can be stated with reasonable confidence that the MBLC-YA, in the context of this study, was 

associated with a decrease in mean CAMM score beyond the increased awareness of mindlessness 

that seemed to come with completing the CAMM a second time prior to undertaking the course. 

The second possibility requires an exploration of the possible role of cognitive bias.  It could be, for 

example, that adult participants of mindfulness courses tend to demonstrate increases in mindfulness 

levels due to the ‘halo effect’ of choosing to attend a training that they believe will have positive 

effects, i.e. cognitive bias predisposing participants to believe that they have been positively changed 

simply because they have favourable expectations, and that this positive bias is absent in a course 

delivered in schools to conscripted pupils.  If there was a simple absence of the halo effect in 

conscripted pupils, then this would have some power to explain no significant change in mindfulness 

levels, but it does not explain a post-course decrease in CAMM score unless the ‘normal’ effect of a 

mindfulness course is to reduce measured mindfulness levels but the halo effect in adult mindfulness 

courses where participants have chosen to take part somehow counteracts this.  This seems a complex 

and somewhat unlikely scenario.   
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For the post-course decrease in CAMM to be related to participant expectations rather than the course 

itself,  it would seem necessary for there to have been a ‘horn effect’ at work, such that pupils expected 

the course to have a detrimental effect on them and this manifested in decreased CAMM scores.  

However, evidence presented in Figure 25 (Section 4.3.1) contradicts this: if ‘gladness at having taken 

the course’ is understood as a measure of pupil valuing, and thus engagement with the course, then 

higher engagement with the course appears to have been associated with a greater likelihood of post-

course decrease in CAMM score.  This supports the notion that it was the course (rather than 

participant expectations or biases) that caused the decrease in mean CAMM score, since it seems 

nonsensical for participants to value the course but expect it to be detrimental to them.   

Mean post-course CAMM score still decreased in S2 and S3 pupils but the decrease was considerably 

larger in S1 pupils, so there may have been a developmental issue at play such that younger pupils 

were more lacking in self-awareness than older pupils, and the course in general terms brought pupils 

an increased awareness of their mindlessness. 

A pre-post decrease in CAMM score has also been noted in studies such as Harpin et al. (2016), Johnson 

et al. (2016, 2017) and Whittaker (2017), although these decreases were not statistically significant.  

Casson (2017) did report a statistically significant post-course reduction in CAMM score, in her 

relatively small study (N=33) with adolescents (Mage= 15.15) where 16 pupils completed the course.   

One explanation offered for a decrease in mindfulness score is offered by Huppert & Johnson (2010) 

who, citing the Melbourne Academic Mindfulness Interest Group, 2006, suggest that a key initial 

realisation of mindfulness training is that one is not very mindful, hence “levels of mindfulness may 

show an initial decrease, until training is sufficient to lead to an improvement in day-to-day 

mindfulness skills” (p.271).  Baer (2019) echoes this possibility in her discussion of assessing 

mindfulness by self-report and further suggests that,  

“[If] decreases occur due to increased awareness of mindlessness, the number of 
participants showing this pattern may be small enough that they are obscured by group 
averages showing the opposite pattern.  However, this has not been documented and 
remains speculation” (p.46).   

This study provides direct evidence of this phenomenon as an observable barrier to the accurate 

measurement of mindfulness using self-report measures in youth: the MBLC-YA is a training course 

that attempts to facilitate cultivation of mindfulness and self-compassion in participants, and the 

outcome has been a decrease in measured mindfulness level.  In interviews with pupils whose CAMM 

score had decreased, the measured outcome was shown in Section 4.3.1.1 to be at odds with pupil 
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perception.  In Section 4.3.4.3 it was reported that by far the most common patterns of responding to 

the course involved a decrease in mindfulness score and an increase in SCS-neg score.  Given that a 

pre-post decrease in CAMM score seems relatively common in studies that have been published to-

date, but a decrease in mindfulness score that reaches the level of statistical significance has not been 

common, it appears that the MBLC-YA may do something more to the level of mindfulness than has 

been the case in other studies.  This is a bold suggestion, but one worth exploring since the MBLC-YA 

differs in some fundamental ways to other youth mindfulness courses of which the researcher is 

aware:  

1) In the MBLC-YA, there is explicit focus on intention (one of the three axioms of mindfulness, as 

posited by Shapiro et al. (2006) in Mechanisms of Mindfulness) in every practice. 

2) Reperceiving as a meta-mechanism (again as posited by Shapiro et al. (2006)) is encouraged more 

explicitly in the MBLC-YA than the MiSP’s ‘.b’ curriculum (the mindfulness curriculum for 

adolescents that is currently the most researched in the UK), for example, through practices such 

as ‘Noticing the Content of the Undercurrent’ and in particular via Session 6 which focuses on 

perception, with the reverse-poem ‘Worst Day Ever?’ by Chani Gorkin and the ‘Attitude of 

Observer’ practice.  Participants are invited to notice how they are relating to their experience 

and recognise choice in their perception.  This is not just a ‘decentering’ or ‘detachment’ 

mechanism whereby the experiencer is no longer fused with their experience, i.e. no longer 

completely identified with it (Ergas (2017b) refers to this dis-identified ‘I’ as reflective I), but the 

torchlight of attention in Session 6 is shone on the knowing or observing part of consciousness 

rather than on the experience ‘flowing by’.  The emphasis is on embodied sensing rather than 

thinking. It is suggested that this is closer to what Ergas (2017b) refers to as the contemplative I 

than the noticing of experience that is the focus of ‘.b’. 

3) Shapiro et al. (2006) theorise that there are four mechanisms of mindfulness that arise from 

reperceiving: “(1) self-regulation and self-management, (2) emotional, cognitive and behavioral 

flexibility, (3) values clarification and, (4) exposure” (p.380).  MBLC-YA aims to be balanced across 

all of these domains and contains a values clarification exercise within the final session (which is 

based upon becoming the person one wants to become).  This is in contrast with the ‘.b’ 

curriculum which at the time of writing does not contain explicit values clarification. 

Baer et al. (2008) demonstrated that the observing facet of mindfulness in meditators is associated 

with psychological health, whereas in non-meditators it is either unrelated or is associated with 

psychological dysfunction or distress.  It is important, therefore, to ensure that a training is successful 

in conveying the attitude of mindfulness and self-compassion, rather than simply increasing observing 

ability. 
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Numerous papers describe the difficulties and perils of measuring mindfulness using self-report scales 

(see, for example, Grossman (2008), Grossman (2011), Bergomi, Tschacher & Kupper (2013), Davidson 

& Kaszniak (2015), Eklund, O’malley & Meyer (2017), Goodman, Madni & Semple (2017), Im (2017) 

and Baer (2019)).  Self-report scales such as the CAMM measure what Hart, Ivtzan and Hart (2013) 

term ‘meditative-mindfulness’ as conceived of awareness plus attitude, as discussed previously in 

Section 2.1.2.  This is in contrast with Langer’s ‘creative-mindfulness’, which is concerned primarily 

with awareness. 

Since self-report measures rely on self-awareness, it seems apparent that a training designed to 

increase self-awareness might result in awareness of behaviours of which one was previously unaware.  

Perhaps the measurement of attitude in addition to (in effect) measurement of self-awareness often 

obfuscates the picture: if the ‘noticing' aspect of mindfulness develops faster than the attitude that 

mindfulness encompasses, the mindfulness level of participants will indeed drop post-course.  

Whether or not they subsequently rise may depend on whether the seeds of mindful attitude have 

been planted in soil that is sufficiently fertile to nourish them (personal identity, personal resources) 

and whether the conditions provided by the environment (social identity, family, friends, school 

climate, school staff) are enablers or barriers to its development.  In short, it is suggested that 

participants become aware of their unmindful behaviours and unmindful ways of self-relating rather 

more quickly than new attitudes and behaviours are developed.  The statistically significant rise in 

mean CAMM score in Cohort 1 at follow-up is consistent with this, particularly since mean scores for 

items 4 and 7 (which directly relate to mindful attitude) increased statistically significantly at T3.  

Further research is needed to explore the developmental trajectories of increasing awareness and 

attitudinal development in relation to learning mindfulness. 

In adult mindfulness courses, it can be argued that the seeds of attitudinal change are in general terms 

at least beginning to flourish by the time an individual completes an 8-week mindfulness course, since 

a significant amount of time is given over to inquiry where the facilitator models the attitudinal 

qualities of mindfulness whilst helping the individual to explore their experience, drawing attention, 

where appropriate, to attitude.  Inquiry with children and young people tends to be extremely brief 

and confined to normalization of experience because of (a) the wish of the facilitator not to expose 

the “soft underbelly of the child”, as Susan Kaiser-Greenland is reported to have described it (Willard 

& Saltzman, 2015, p.50) and (b) reluctance of pupils to share anything at all of their experience with 

their peers, some of whom may be somewhat judgemental.   
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Another possibility is that the MBLC-YA fosters a non-accepting attitude towards thoughts and feelings, 

perhaps through the mistaken belief that self-compassion relates to always being (and perhaps also 

feeling) positive.  Lending weight to this possibility are the changes in particular CAMM items 

referenced in Section 4.3.1 and in the misconceptions detailed in Section 4.4.3, where some students 

were not able to appreciate the subtle difference between redirection of attention and suppression.  

In terms of attitude towards experience, a training in mindfulness and self-compassion is full of 

subtleties.  As Singh (2017) notes, “the experience of turning toward, noticing, and allowing our 

experience raises endless complexities” (p.243) and in a busy classroom filled with distracted pupils, it 

is perhaps inevitable that – in at least some of the pupils – some of these complexities will be missed 

or misconstrued.  In adult groups, enquiry offers the facilitator the opportunity to draw participants’ 

attention to any misconceptions that should arise.   This opportunity is missing when teaching a 

conscripted class in a relatively short lesson period over a relatively short period of time, and is another 

reason why training in these skills and attitudes is arguably better conceived as a whole-school (or 

whole education system) approach, rather than simply as an intervention or interlude in ‘business as 

usual’.   

Running counter to the argument that the overall effect of the MBLC-YA is to foster non-acceptance 

of feelings, however, is the evidence presented in Section 4.4.1 of significant positive change in both 

awareness and mindful attitude.  Further, it logically seems unlikely that a training in mindfulness and 

self-compassion would have the overall effect of decreasing participants’ mindfulness and more likely 

that there is an issue with its measurement.  The statistically significant pre-post decrease in CAMM 

item 2 (At school, I often walk from class to class without noticing what I’m doing) is the direct evidence 

of the increased awareness of mindlessness that Baer (2019) calls for.  This is the first experimental 

study of moderate size to show a statistically significant decrease in participant CAMM score and the 

result must not only give pause for consideration of how and when the CAMM is used in future 

experimental studies but also pull into question the issue of measuring changes in mindfulness in 

young people more generally. 

5.1.2 Self-Compassion 

The MBLC-YA appears to cause an increase in mean SCS-neg score as well as SCS-pos score.  It is notable 

in Figure 30 in Section 4.3.2 that all pupils with initial SCS-neg scores less than 2.50 had increases in 

SCS-neg post-course, and given that this effect was confined to those with low initial SCS-neg score 

rather than across-the-board, it seems plausible that this is a corrective effect of increased self-

awareness rather than representative of increased uncompassionate self-responding. 
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The preceding argument in relation to measurement of mindfulness is just as relevant to the 

measurement of self-compassion, and indeed any self-report scale that is being used to measure 

changes potentially caused by a training that intends to increase self-awareness.  Where a self-report 

scale intends to capture unhelpful self-responding or behaviour, it seems likely that any training that 

increases self-awareness will entail a higher score in such items – at least until such time as the noticing 

is sufficient to lead to changed self-responding or behaviour. 

“[…] questionnaire measures that request individuals to provide accounts of their own 
experience depend, in part, on their practice and experience in interrogating their own 
minds and we view this as a skill that will change with training.” (Davidson & Kaszniak, 
2015, p.8) 

It was notable that pupil perception of change in level of self-compassion did not correlate with change 

in either SCS-neg score, SCS-pos score or total self-compassion score as measured by the SCS-M.  The 

only correlation between pupil perception of change and the SCS-M was with the sub-scale element 

of common humanity, and surprisingly this was a moderately strong, negative correlation such that 

measured level of common humanity dropped the most in those pupils who felt that their level of self-

compassion had increased the most.  This result, and others relating to the SCS could be explained at 

least partially by a lack of mindfulness leading to responses that were not intended, through failure to 

notice the mixture of positively and negatively worded items.   

Use of total self-compassion scores 

As discussed in Section 2.2.3 Criticisms of Self-Compassion, there are voices that counsel against 

modelling self-compassion as a single-factor construct. Use of total self-compassion scores can clearly 

obfuscate important changes, given that this study demonstrated statistically significant changes in 

both SCS-neg and SCS-pos and that these both increased such that total self-compassion scores did 

not change statistically significantly (since the negative aspect of self-compassion – SCS-neg – is reverse 

scored.  This adds some weight to the argument that two different and conceptually separate ‘things’ 

are being measured since there is logical inconsistency in the statement that the MBLC-YA did not 

affect participant self-compassion: it affected levels of SCS-neg and SCS-pos. 

Further, this study did not support Phillips' (2019) notion of self-compassion mindsets where it is 

suggested that individuals adopt one of three mindsets: uncompassionate self-responding (where 

positive elements of the SCS are low and negative elements of the SCS are high), moderately self-

compassionate (where both positive and negative elements of the SCS fall into the moderate category) 

and highly self-compassionate (where positive elements of the SCS are high and negative elements of 

the SCS are low).  The theory behind this is that the positive and negative elements represent a 
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“synergistic system of interplay” (ibid., para 1).  As discussed in Section 4.3.2, it was common in this 

sample for individuals to be rated in the ‘High’ category for a positive element as well as for its negative 

counterpart, and similarly it was common for those rated in the ‘Low’ category for a positive element 

to also be rated ‘Low’ for its negative counterpart.  It could be argued that the thresholds for moderate 

and high are relatively low in this sample in comparison with those in Phillips’ study (which involved 

adults rather than adolescents), such that all values would potentially fall into one category of ‘Low’ if 

a much larger sample was used, but this does not explain why the three patterns of (High + AND Low 

-), (Mod + AND Mod -) and (Low + AND High -) were not discerned in this sample – recategorization of 

this sample such that most values would fall into the ‘Low’ category would simply mean that the 

primary pattern observed was low self-compassionate responding in combination with low 

uncompassionate responding, which is a pattern that makes no sense if indeed the interplay exists that 

is suggested by Phillips. 

The preceding discussion is important because Neff et al. (in press), in an article titled Development 

and validation of the Self-Compassion Scale for Youth, have used Phillips’ (2019) study to bolster the 

argument for self-compassion to be considered as a single, unified construct: “There were no 

individuals who were high or low in both compassionate and uncompassionate responding, suggesting 

they form a balanced system and are not independent” (p.5) and, further citing Phillips’ 

aforementioned study, suggest that “for researchers wanting to examine self-compassion as a holistic 

construct, use of a total SCS-Y score is recommended as it represents the system level balance of the 

six components which comprise a self-compassionate mindset” (p.23).  

It is possible that self-compassion in adolescents differs in some fundamental way to self-compassion 

in adults, and work such as that of Harter et al. (1997) may be useful to consider in developing this 

idea.  Harter et al. point to the formation of multiple selves from mid-adolescence where 

“contradictions between self-attributes in different contexts create conflict, … when cognitive-

developmental structures allow one to detect but not resolve opposing attributes” (p.835).  Conflicts 

arise not only between roles, but within roles, Harter and colleagues suggest, and thus the idea of 

being either high in self-compassionate responding or high in uncompassionate self-responding but 

not both, seems beholden to the proposition that adolescents experience the ‘self’ as a unified, 

integrated whole.  There are numerous proponents of the notion of multiplicity of selves, or ‘plural 

self’ across different strands of psychology (e.g. Mearns and Thorne, 2013) who would argue that this 

is not the case, either in adolescents or indeed in adults.  In short, perhaps it is not too huge a leap to 

suggest that individuals can experience themselves as being both very kind to themselves (self-

kindness) and often highly judgmental (self-judgment); both very mindful at times (mindfulness) and 

also at times very over-identified or wrapped up with thoughts and feelings (over-identification), and 
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both aware of the shared nature of human suffering (common humanity) and also at times feeling very 

isolated and alone (isolation).   

Bluth and Blanton (2015) were the first to have explored subscales of self-compassion among 

adolescents, and few have done this since.  This study makes an important contribution to the research 

field in demonstrating that subscale scores should be examined and reported upon rather than solely 

reporting total self-compassion score. 

This study demonstrated that mean initial SCS-neg score was highest in the school with lowest SES 

(School 1) and that this school was rated lowest by pupils in all but two of the factors relating to school 

climate (such as feeling of safety, quality of physical environment, feeling of being an important part 

of the school community etc.) that are discussed in Section 4.5.3.  Section 4.3.4.3 demonstrated some 

evidence of difference between changes in elements of self-compassion based on SES – mean SCS-neg 

increased less in those entitled to FSM than those not entitled, and mean SCS-pos score increased 

more in those entitled to FSM than those not entitled.  The difference did not reach the level of 

statistical significance since the sample size contained only 9 pupils in Cohort 2 who were entitled to 

FSM, but this avenue should be explored in future research. 

5.1.3 Wellbeing 

Section 4.3.3 demonstrated a statistically significant difference between pre-post change in WEMWBS 

score between those entitled to FSM and those not entitled, such that the initial gap between 

wellbeing score was narrowed from 5.47 to 0.86 post-course; pre-course wellbeing score was lower in 

those entitled to FSM.  This is an interesting finding from the perspective of equality in education but 

must be treated with considerable caution since pre-post WEMWBS score was only available for 22 

pupils who were entitled to FSM (six from Group 1, five from Group 2, two from Group 3, two from 

Group 4, two from Group 5, one from Group 7, two from Group 8 and one from Group 9) and a higher 

proportion of pupils entitled to FSM came from School 1 (Groups 1 & 2; S2 pupils) with the remainder 

from S1 pupils except for one S3 pupil in Group 9.   Scottish Government (2015c), reporting WEMWBS 

scores for children aged 13-15 in its National Health Survey, did not find any differences in wellbeing 

between most deprived and least deprived areas but at an individual level the area of deprivation is 

not definitive since it is not uncommon for deprived people to live in non-deprived areas and vice-

versa. 

Scottish Government (ibid.) found that wellbeing declined between the ages of 13 and 15 for all young 

people.  This decline with increasing age makes the exploration of any positive changes relating to a 
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course that aims to increase wellbeing more problematic, since it is harder to get a sense of what (if 

any) changes relate to the course.   Clarke et al. (2010) found only a moderate test-retest reliability of 

WEMWBS within a two-week period in a relatively large sample of adolescents between the ages of 

13 and 15 (N = 212) and suggested this could indicate the score is subject to fluctuation at the individual 

level.  Fluctuation at a group level was certainly notable during the study: it was clear that the mood 

at T2 data-gathering was relatively excitable and jovial as schools prepared to break for the Christmas 

holidays and at T3 data-gathering in School 5, the mood was relatively sombre as participants (S3 

pupils) were readying to take their first examinations.  On an individual level, it was clear that personal 

circumstances could change for the better or worse relatively quickly for participants and that this had 

an impact on how a pupil would complete the self-report measures.  For example, Pupil 11-10 in 

Section 4.4.4 talked about how experiencing a relationship break-up at the time of the post-course 

data-gathering session had very much coloured how they had responded in the self-report measures 

but by the time of the interview they were feeling quite different. 

5.2 RESEARCH QUESTION 2 

The second objective of this study was to explore how the MBLC-YA affects pupil experience of school 

life.  The vast majority of feedback from pupils was that the MBLC-YA had beneficially affected them, 

and that effects were not solely limited to school life.  This study identified three main themes of 

change: (1) changes in wellbeing, (2) changes related to knowledge, and (3) changes relating directly 

to school.  Main sub-themes within wellbeing were ‘Feeling better’ (mostly ‘calmer’) and ‘Relating 

better’ (both to myself and to others).  The main sub-themes within changes to knowledge was 

‘Learned how to…’ (‘relax/be more relaxed’, and ‘be more mindful’).  Sub-themes of relatively equal 

size within changes relating to school were ‘More focused’, ‘Changed attitude’ and ‘Coping better’.  

The top-level theme of changes in wellbeing was by far the strongest theme, with over 300 references.  

There are obvious benefits to schools (as well as to the pupils themselves) of pupils feeling calmer, 

relating to themselves and others in more helpful ways, and feeling more relaxed and more focused.  

It is worth noting that a recent meta-analysis by McKeering and Hwang (2019) of school-based MBIs 

concluded that MBIs with early adolescents seemed more effective in reducing negative traits (the 

authors give the examples of anxiety and affective disturbances) than increasing positive ones such as 

positive affect or prosocial functioning; however the qualitative results of this study do not seem to 

align with that finding since there is ample evidence of increased positive affect, and more positive 

relating to self as well as others. 
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While there were relatively few difficult experiences reported in comparison with a wide number of 

benefits, it is possible that pupils may have perceived insufficient opportunities to raise any ways that 

they felt the course may have negatively impacted upon them; this is discussed further in Section 5.5 

Limitations.  Difficulties that were expressed (see Figure 53 and Section 4.4.4) appeared to be in 

relation to that which arose from the invitation to turn attention inwards to become more familiar 

with their mind, where the quality of awareness was somewhat harsh and critical rather than 

something warmer and more allowing.   

For Pupil 52-7, some of this critical attitude may have arisen from their identification with labels of 

‘low self-esteem’ and ‘anxiety/panic disorder’ since this seemed to make it difficult for them to see 

any value in engaging in contemplative practice.  The pathologising of mental life has interesting 

implications for any educational experience that aims to introduce individuals to the possibility of 

attending more to inner life.  Where a person experiences many present moments of physical 

sensations that they have learned to associate with ‘my anxiety’, accompanied by worry-related 

thoughts, and then stretches these present-moment experiences out on a continuum of ‘me in the 

past’ to ‘me now’ and to the likelihood of ‘me in the future’ (in a making of narrative self, as opposed 

to simply experiencing the thoughts, feelings and sensations in the present moment as they arise, 

display and eventually fall away), the possibility for imprisonment becomes clear.   

Did difficulties arise for Pupil 52-7 that they then related to their diagnosis, or was the perspective of 

their diagnosis the lens through which they viewed their experience of the MBLC-YA?  It is proposed 

here that is more likely to be the latter, since that which is perceived is generally that which best fits 

self-concept (Rogers, 1961).  For pupils with mental ill-health diagnosis – where that diagnosis has 

become a defining part of the self-concept – it seems likely that there may be accompanying beliefs 

that may arise from the medical model of ill-health and treatment, e.g. “those who have difficulties 

with their mental life should not be engaging with exploration of the mind in this setting, since that is 

only for psychiatrists or psychologists to do” or “medication is the treatment for my disorder”.  The 

irony of course is that it is likely those who are most strongly defined by labels or categories who could 

most benefit from training in mindfulness and compassion.   

For Szasz (2011), “Mental illness is [still] in the eye of the beholder” (p.181) just as he proposed some 

50 years earlier, and that which is deemed a mental disease or disorder is either physically explicable 

or logically explicable in terms of responding that makes absolute sense within an individual’s 

experience of “problems in living” (p.113), but which society has deemed undesirable or offensive.  In 

considering this argument in the context of mindfulness, Hyland (2012), citing Bayer and Spitzer (1982), 
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noted that homosexual behaviour was listed in the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual (DSM-II) of mental illness up until 1973.  For Hyland, “Almost all of the afflictions 

that tend be labelled as mental illnesses or disorders (excluding, of course, those which have an 

etiology in the body …) can be reinterpreted as examples of the rich diversity of conduct which make 

up the human condition” (op. cit., p.5).  What are the implications for mindfulness in education?  It is 

argued that medicalisation of problems in living is not only fuelling a worrying epidemic in ‘mental 

illness’, where the Scottish Government website reports that,  

“Mental illness is one of the major public health challenges in Scotland. Around one 
in three people are estimated to be affected by mental illness in any one year.” (Scottish 
Government, no date, para 2), 

but also that attributing labels that pathologise the ways in which individuals respond to problems in 

living is potentially a significant barrier to ‘good’ mental health, i.e. development of more helpful ways 

of responding to the challenges faced, such that a person is better able to thrive in their environment 

rather than struggle.  Problems of closed-mindedness in relation to identification are not, of course, 

confined to mental health diagnosis.  Ten pupils, as evidenced by the results presented in Table 53, 

saw their identity as a barrier to becoming more self-compassionate.  There are implications for 

practice here that are raised in Section 5.6.2. 

For Pupil 11-10, it seems that the difficulties being experienced were primarily related to past trauma.  

Seeing their inner life more clearly, but without yet having developed a corresponding attitude of 

warmth to be able to hold the noticing of highly unpleasant thoughts, feelings and sensations, 

appeared detrimental to this young person; it seemed to make life more rather than less challenging 

for them.  This is obviously counter to the intention behind the creation of the MBLC-YA and is valuable 

to explore further in the context of potential harm in Section 5.4.  For this pupil, the didactic elements 

of the course appeared helpful and they could see the merit in learning to become more self-

compassionate, however the intention to relate to inner experience more compassionately had not 

yet translated to behaviour and the increased self-awareness was proving quite painful. 

Figure 56 included a quote from Pupil 12-24: “I have been happier in classes I usually don't like” and 

while at face value this could be interpreted as evidence of greater open-mindedness, i.e. ‘good’ – and 

indeed the pupil certainly saw this as beneficial – it is important to consider such a statement through 

a critical lens.  For Ecclestone (2004), who credits the therapeutic turn in education as having been 

responsible for “the shift from responsible agency to ‘being only human’” (p.121), this is surely 

potential evidence of the promotion of passivity of which she speaks.  The therapeutic turn is at once 

argued to take away individual responsibility by suggesting that we are ‘only human’ and therefore 
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deeply flawed and unable to cope with life’s difficulties (ibid), and yet at the same time co-opted by a 

neoliberal agenda that places the burden of responsibility onto individuals for their own mental health 

and wellbeing – stress is personal problem rather than societal or cultural: 

“Learning to become mindful is one way members of the younger generation become 
charged with a moral responsibility to augment their own emotional wellbeing. The 
capacity for personal prevention and self-surveillance that school-based mindfulness 
training inculcates in the young, in turn, is central to the self-managing figure that 
neoliberalism prizes.” (Reveley, 2016, p.497) 

This is in contrast to Reveley's (2018) later position where, citing Biesta’s The Beautiful Risk of 

Education (Biesta, 2014) he argues that mindfulness training in schools can indeed be a technique of 

‘emancipatory’ education of the type proposed by Biesta (Chapter 5, p.77).   

The risk with pupils feeling happier in attending classes that they don’t like is that training in 

mindfulness and compassion becomes a way to mollify or pacify pupils such that they become more 

accepting of that which should not be accepted.  There is a clear need to balance critical thinking with 

wellbeing and to ensure that pupils understand acceptance of inner states to be beneficial but do not 

confuse this with acceptance of external events that should not ideally be acceptable, e.g. a curriculum 

that does not inspire interest or engagement.  Also feeding in to this notion of mollification as a goal 

was the clear indication in Section 4.4.2.1 that Teacher G equated success of the course with pupils 

being less bothersome.  On one hand it is clear that less disruption in the classroom can have more 

positive outcomes for all, including the teachers, however it can be argued on the other hand that 

pacification of ‘disruptive pupils’ means that schools can then get on more efficiently with the business 

of delivering ‘bad’ education.  It seems a worthy goal to help pupils to self-regulate more effectively, 

since that potentially reduces their suffering, but falling into this deficit model seems short-sighted 

and could be likened to taking medication for symptoms of an illness without addressing the underlying 

cause.  The wide-ranging stresses and difficulties that are faced by pupils every day, as discussed in 

Section 4.2, call for the reimagining of an education system that nourishes the whole person so that 

the ‘symptoms’ of disengagement and disruptive behaviours may fall away.  
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5.3 RESEARCH QUESTION 3 

The final aim of this study was to uncover factors that inhibit and support the learning of self-

compassion in a school environment, since no study to-date has attempted to do this. 

Section 4.5.1 highlighted a number of inhibitive factors, particularly relating to family functioning and 

school climate and Section 4.5.2 indicated the attitude of the teacher of the course to be the most 

strongly supportive factor.  The word cloud depicted in Figure 62 demonstrated the high frequency of 

the word ‘friends’ in free text that participants had entered on their CCQs in response to Q19 (‘Is there 

something else that made learning self-compassion easier?’) and ‘Friends and learning together’ was 

a significant theme in thematic analysis of CCQs and interviews (see Figure 61 in Section 4.5.2.2).  

Although some variables in this study aimed to investigate the role of peer support as an inhibitive or 

supportive factor in learning self-compassion, it might have been fruitful to explore peer attachment 

relationships more explicitly since it has been theorised that peers become important attachment 

figures during adolescence (Buhrmester 1992; Carlo et al. 1999) and that attachment has an important 

role to play in the development of self-compassion.    

Section 4.5.1.3 brought to light a number of combinations of causal conditions that in this study were 

sufficient to prevent the learning of self-compassion in a school environment, and important results 

can be summarised as follows:  

• the family functioning variable of Q2 (perception of not having been encouraged to be kind to 

self when experiencing a difficulty when growing up), and the school climate variables of Q5 

(not feeling safe in school), Q9 (not feeling an important part of the school community) and 

Q14 (perceiving an unhelpful atmosphere in the school) were found to be strongly inhibitive 

conditions in that when combined with almost any other condition they were sufficient to 

prevent significant increase in SCS-pos score, 

• Q17 (perception of personal identity) was not a strongly inhibitive factor, 

• staff variables (Q8 and Q10, a subset of school climate variables) were not a strongly inhibitive 

factor, at least directly, but arguably contribute to school climate in implicit ways such as in 

helping to create a sense of school community, and 

• peer variables of Q4 and Q13 were not strongly inhibitive factors. 

The discovery of barriers that were sufficient to prevent the learning of self-compassion in the context 

of this study is knowledge that is of significant value to the field of self-compassion research. 
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Perception of having been encouraged to be kind to oneself when growing up (Q2) can be related to 

attachment theory: Section 2.2.2.1 discussed the view proposed by Gilbert (2005, 2010) that the 

capacities for compassion arise from and are developed by the attachment system, and a number of 

studies have found correlation between security of attachment and level of self-compassion (see, for 

example, Neff and McGehee, 2010).  Bluth (2012) found that self-compassion partially explained the 

link between family functioning and wellbeing: “it appears that an adolescent learns to be self-

compassionate because she has received maternal support and lived in a healthy family atmosphere” 

(p.38, italics added).   

Family functioning variables in this study were: 

• when growing up, the degree to which participants felt they were encouraged to be kind to 

themselves when experiencing a difficulty (CCQ Q2), 

• when growing up, how much participants felt main caregiver(s) helped with learning to deal 

with difficult emotions (CCQ Q3), and 

• family attitude towards the idea of self-compassion (CCQ Q12) 

This study lends additional support to the notion of a relationship between family functioning and self-

compassion,  and potentially to Gilbert et al.'s (2011) assertion that insecure attachment is an inhibitor 

to developing greater self-compassion, although the family functioning variables in this study did not 

specifically aim to identify any particular attachment type. 

Clearly, caregiver failure to encourage self-kindness during formative years is not something that can 

be directly addressed at the level of secondary education, however personal identity may be malleable 

at this stage: although initial identity formation occurs during infancy through attachment with primary 

caregiver(s), adolescence appears to be a time of identity reformulation and thus potentially a time 

where unhelpful initial influences may be countered (Ferrer-Wreder and Kroger, 2020).  This study has 

provided evidence that lack of nurturing family environment may be a significant barrier to the 

development of greater self-compassion and that pupil-teacher relationships may be a strong enabler 

in the development of more positive ways to self-relate.   

“Nowadays, many children grow up in unhappy homes. If they do not receive proper 
affection, in later life they will rarely love their parents and, not infrequently, will find it 
hard to love others. This is very sad.  
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As children grow older and enter school, their need for support must be met by their 
teachers. If a teacher not only imparts academic education but also assumes 
responsibility for preparing students for life, his or her pupils will feel trust and respect 
and what has been taught will leave an indelible impression on their minds. On the other 
hand, subjects taught by a teacher who does not show true concern for his or her 
students' overall wellbeing will be regarded as temporary and not retained for long.” 
(Tenzin Gyatso; The Fourteenth Dalai Lama, 2020) 

The positive correlation between perception of teacher attitude and perception of change in level of 

self-compassion, discussed in Section 4.3.2.1, could be considered in terms of a therapeutic 

relationship.  First of all, the obvious point must be made that a person’s perception that their level of 

self-compassion has increased does not necessarily mean that it has: the young person’s 

understanding of what self-compassion is may differ from the working definition being used in this 

piece of research, or the young person’s positive feelings towards the teacher may result in ‘wishful 

thinking’.  But equally, the young person’s perception should not be discounted since it is possible that 

the SCS-M did not detect the reported change because (a) the mixture of negative and positive 

statements resulted in some unintentional answers, (b) some of the words were not fully understood 

which again resulted in some unintentional answers, (c) increased awareness obscured attitudinal 

change or (d) the measure wasn’t sufficiently sensitive to measure any changes that took place.   

According to Mearns and Cooper (2018), a therapeutic relationship has the potential to return a person 

to their “natural state of connectedness” (p.5). The authors discuss at length the potential for such 

relationships in the realm of counselling and psychotherapy, but it is perhaps worth considering 

whether a therapeutic relationship of some kind is created in a group setting in school, as facilitated 

by a course such as the MBLC-YA, and whether such a relationship could be a strongly supportive factor 

in enabling the development of self-compassion.  Perceived warm and supportive pupil-teacher 

relationships have been shown to correlate with stronger social and emotional functioning in pupils 

(Murray and Greenberg, 2000). 

Rogers (1956, 1961, 1969), founder of the person-centred approach within humanistic psychology, 

sets out six necessary and sufficient conditions for therapeutic personality change which include the 

‘core conditions’ of empathy, unconditional positive regard and congruence – ways of doing and ways 

of being that facilitators of mindfulness endeavour always to embody.  It seems pertinent at this point 

to consider why experiencing these conditions might support the learning of self-compassion, i.e. what 

mechanism could possibly exist that could facilitate the development of self-compassion through being 

in a particular kind of supportive relationship with the teacher of a training in self-compassion?  It could 

be that if a person feels cared for or valued, without condition, then their perception of being worthy 

of care is increased (and perhaps also the spectrum of situations in which they feel worthy) and thus 
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they are more likely to wish to give themselves the care that they need in times of difficulty rather 

than engage in self-criticism.   There has been a growing amount of interest in attachment theory in 

relation to pupil-teacher relationships (Riley, 2011) and a rich vein for the research community to mine 

with regard to how pupil-teacher relationships might mitigate against shortfalls in main caregiver 

attachment and go some way to dissolving conditions of worth that a child has accumulated through 

early experiences of conditional positive regard. 

The risks associated with lack of positive relationships with teachers have been summed up thus by 

Jamal et al. (2013) in their meta-ethnography of qualitative research: “positive relationships with 

teachers appear to be critical in promoting student wellbeing and limiting risk behaviour; however, 

certain aspects of schools’ organisation and education policies constrain this, increasing the likelihood 

that students look for a sense of identity and social support via health-risk behaviours” (p.1).  The 

authors found that organisational issues such as high staff turnover and systemic issues such as the 

focus on attainment were constraining the ability of teachers to cultivate more supportive 

relationships. 

The supportive factor of the teacher-pupil relationship in this study, along with the inhibitive aspects 

of lack of feeling of school connectedness (not feeling safe in school, not feeling an important part of 

the community and perceiving the school atmosphere to be unconducive to becoming more self-

compassionate) seem together to lend support for the notion of a whole school approach to nurturing, 

particularly when considered in light of the drawbacks of teaching mindfulness and self-compassion in 

a course of only 10 weeks’ duration, where misconceptions such as those presented in Section 5.1.1 

are much more likely to arise than if some contemplative practice was an integral part of the school 

day.  

Colaianne, Galla and Roeser's (2020) study into high school student perceptions of mindful teaching 

(which they defined as “being calm, clear, and kind in the interactions with students” (p.1)) indicated 

that when students perceived teachers to be mindful, they perceived the school as meeting more of 

their needs and over time this was related to students’ own levels of mindfulness and self-compassion 

as well as compassion for others.  Their findings supported their hypothesis that mindful teaching may 

promote optimal adolescent development, and the authors explained their findings in terms of a social 

affordance model, such that when students’ needs are perceived as being met, they are more likely to 

be willing to internalize the qualities demonstrated by the teacher, thus becoming more mindful and 

more compassionate, both to themselves and others. 



290 

School Climate 

An inhibitive factor of significant relevance within the realm of education lies in the direction of school 

climate, specifically the feeling of belonging or connectedness to the school community.  Quantitative 

analysis of CCQ answers supported the QCA of the significance of not feeling an important part of the 

school community as a barrier to becoming more self-compassionate: it was the most significant 

barrier of all variables explored in terms of numbers of pupils whose SCS-pos score did not increase 

who had rated the variable as a strong or weak inhibitor.   

Addressing barriers relating to school climate will clearly require a whole-school approach.  In relation 

particularly to safety, schools may – at least in the short term - require additional resources so that 

pupils feel common areas are properly monitored.  In the longer term, a stronger and more cohesive 

sense of community within the school along with greater social and emotional competency through 

infusion of mindfulness and compassion in the school ethos could lead to less need for such 

monitoring.  It seems clear that practical measures to foster a greater feeling of physical safety within 

a school can only go so far, since threat can be perceived just as easily from words or school pressures 

more generally.  The concept that is closest in relevant literature to ‘feeling an important part of the 

school community’ is ‘school connectedness’ – a term that was discussed earlier in Section 2.6.3.3 

where it was highlighted that pupil-teacher relationships are one of the most significant predictors of 

pupils feeling bonded to schools.  It seems not too big a leap to say, therefore, that relationships 

represent both the biggest barrier and the biggest support to learning self-compassion in school.  

Indeed, for Riley (2011), relationships – to which far too little attention is given – lie at the heart of 

education, rather than the three ‘Rs’ of Reading, aRithmetic and wRiting.  Lack of school connectedness 

in this study was a very ‘successful’ barrier to learning self-compassion and a positive relationship was 

highly rated by pupils as enabling their learning.  “Schools, and adults in schools, can have a powerful 

impact on children” (Murray and Greenberg, 2000, p.424).   

Denominational vs. Non-denominational Schools 

Although not pertaining to the research questions that emerged from the literature review, it was 

surprising to discover the differences in some of the factors explored in the CCQ relating to perception 

of school climate in denominational and non-denominational schools.  As demonstrated in Section 

4.5.3, denominational (in this case Catholic) schools rated considerably higher in pupil perception of: 

• School endeavouring to create a sense of community 

• School environment conveying a sense of care 

• Staff conveying a sense of care 
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• Staff encouraging self-kindness rather than self-criticism 

• Feeling an important part of the school community 

Further, pupils in denominational schools had significantly higher initial SCS-pos scores and higher 

initial wellbeing scores, with moderate effect size. 

Since earlier discussion has highlighted the significance aspects of school climate as inhibitive and 

supportive factors in learning to become more self-compassionate, it is worth considering why it might 

be that the perception of school climate was found to be so different in the two denominational 

schools.  Table 25 in Section 4.2 pointed to a different conception of caring in denominational schools, 

although there was clearly insufficient evidence in this particular study to draw any strong conclusions.  

Abductive and retroductive logic, however, invite explanation for potential difference and it is 

postulated that denomination schools, through the mechanism of a shared sense of meaning and 

purpose, provide pupils with a sense of belonging and safety.  It may also be that the central nature of 

compassion to Catholicism (and of course other religions) inculcates such a school with a caring 

sensibility such that those within its system feel cared for (and thus feel worthy of care) and are more 

caring towards others.  It is further suggested that the faith held by teachers in denominational schools 

is likely to support them in embodying qualities that are perceived by pupils as being more caring and 

more supportive.   

These are only tentative steps towards explaining differences, and indeed from a practical stance the 

exploration is moot if nothing arises from such an understanding that might be transferrable to non-

denominational school environments.  What is suggested here is this: as Postman (1995) has 

highlighted, the secularization of schools has left a void of meaning and purpose.  In this void, the  

future – perhaps especially in light of climate change anxiety – is a fearful and lonely place.  As Jamal 

et al. (2013) have pointed out, if at the very least that void is not filled at least partially by supportive 

relationships in school, then pupils will find meaning and purpose in unhelpful ways such as substance 

use and aggressive behaviour – “a strong source of status and bonding at schools where pupils feel 

educationally marginalised or unsafe” (p.1).   

How might connectedness in the form of shared meaning and purpose be found, if not through 

religion?  For Siegel (2016), the answer lies in what might be termed a ‘new spirituality’ of integration, 

framing the mind as something that arises both from within us as well as between us and suggesting 

that “the natural purpose of our mind is integration … integration—harmony, health, resilience—can 

be seen as natural drives of our lives. These domains of integration, and the self-organization they 
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depend upon, reveal how mental life and wellbeing can arise from within and between” (p.97).  For 

Siegel: 

“we can envision how finding some way to view health as core to our reason to be here 
can actually give rise to not only a sense of meaning and purpose in our individual lives, 
but also to enhancements of wellbeing for the larger world in which we live.  Integration 
begets integration. Integration imbues our life with a warmth and gentleness. Kindness 
and compassion, for self, others, and for the planet, are integration writ large” (ibid., 
p.98). 

In light of the foregoing discussion, Figure 72 overleaf takes steps toward drawing together aspects of 

person-centred personality theory, SDT, mindfulness theory and self-compassion theory in relation to 

how a teacher enables the learning of self-compassion.  It attempts to highlight some of the 

mechanisms potentially in operation and should be seen as stimulus for future discussion and research 

rather than as a complete model.  

The model can be understood as proposing that the teacher enables learning of self-compassion by 

the three routes of (1) their being, embodying qualities that promote feelings of safeness (via non-

judgment) and relatedness (via care, or warmth), (2) conveying knowledge about self-compassion and 

(3) through facilitation of practice that addresses the four domains of attention, autonomy, attitude 

and valuing.  While all four of these domains of practice are seen as key, it is perhaps worth highlighting 

here the notion of facilitating autonomy, where pupils are encouraged to understand that they can’t 

‘fail’ at exploring their experience and can choose how much or how little to engage with the 

exploration.  In handing power to the student, and in valuing the student’s self-determination, the 

teacher conveys quite a powerful message of belief in their ability to decide what they value and what 

feels right for them – belief that the student may not have in themselves but may begin to internalise. 

Further, the model assigns a key role to the lowering of defense mechanisms in the revision of self-

concept: self-knowledge can be painful when a person sees something about themselves that does not 

align with their notion of how they ‘should’ be, but self-knowledge is necessary in order to become the 

person that one wants to be; seeing oneself more clearly involves the lowering of such mechanisms 

that keep one’s self-concept intact, and self-compassion can reduce the need for these mechanisms.  

Finally, it is important to note here the proposition that there are routes to learning self-compassion 

that do not involve formal practice.  It is theorised that each of the three routes to learning self-

compassion described above may be sufficient on their own to enable some students to become more 
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self-compassionate, that route (1) is the most powerful on its own, and that the three routes combined 

enable the greatest change.  Future research could seek to examine these propositions. 
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5.4 POTENTIAL HARM 

Dimidjian and Hollon (2010), speaking in particular about psychotherapy, argue that if it “is powerful 

enough to do good, it may be powerful enough to do harm” (p.21) and Baer et al. (2019) extend this 

argument to MBPs.  The authors suggest that there is a dearth of research into the potential for harm 

as a result of MBPs: this section intends to go some small way to rectifying this by considering the 

results of sections 4.4.3 Misconceptions and 4.4.4 Difficult Experiences in light of potential harm to 

participants.   

Baer et al.'s (2019) review of the understanding of harm in a variety of approaches in combination with 

their review of the research into detrimental effects of contemplative practice led them to propose 

three categories of factors in the delivery of evidence-based MBPs that could contribute to harm and 

these were related to (1) the programme, (2) the participants and (3) the teachers of the course.  

Offering a variety of different definitions relating to a range of approaches, the authors conclude that 

the most relevant and fruitful notion of harm in MBPs aligns with the notion of harm in psychotherapy, 

i.e. harm is considered to have occurred if, after experiencing some or all of the MBP, “the participant's 

symptoms or level of functioning are worse than beforehand and this deterioration is sustained, 

attributable to the program, and more severe than it would have been without the program” (ibid., 

pp.106-107).  Harm is something more than simple lack of helpfulness (Dimidjian and Hollon 2010; 

Baer et al. 2019) – a programme that is harmful creates difficulty rather than failing to ameliorate it. 

Although Baer et al. (2019) counsel that: 

“effective teaching of mindfulness must include both present-moment awareness and 
its nonreactive, nonjudgmental qualities. Otherwise, increases in awareness might lead 
to unintended increases in symptoms.” (p.108), 

there was considerable emphasis on the importance of attitude in the teaching of the MBLC-YA and 

yet still it appeared that the development of greater awareness outstripped the development of 

accompanying attitude in a great many of these adolescents, as evidenced by decreasing CAMM 

scores. 

General Harm 

It could be argued that the net effect of the course – a decrease in mindfulness – means that the course 

has in general terms harmed the pupils, however it was notable in Section 4.3.3 Wellbeing that 

mindfulness level was rather more likely to have decreased than increased in those participants whose 
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wellbeing scores had increased.  This seems to run counter to the idea that a decrease in mindfulness 

score necessarily equates to a detrimental effect.  The most common pattern, in those whose 

wellbeing score had increased, was of mindfulness decrease and SCS-neg increase along with SCS-pos 

increase, lending weight to the argument that decreases in mindfulness scores and increases in SCS-

neg scores are likely related to increased awareness rather than a detrimental effect of the course that 

represents something more than increased awareness of mindlessness and unhelpful ways of self-

relating.  Again, it is worth noting that pupil perception of change in their mindfulness level seemed to 

be at odds with their CAMM score – at least in those pupils who were interviewed whose CAMM score 

had decreased (see Section 4.3.1.1).  These pupils may of course have simply wanted to please the 

researcher by reporting that they felt more mindful after the course, but their surprise seemed genuine 

when they were told that their measured mindfulness level had dropped. 

Also counter to the notion that the course has harmed the pupils in general terms is the finding that 

the course statistically significantly affected wellbeing score in those entitled to FSM differently than 

those not entitled (increasing wellbeing in those entitled to FSM and slightly decreasing it in those not 

entitled), thus narrowing the gap in mean wellbeing score between those entitled and those not 

entitled.   

It is important to point out that it is not possible to entirely reject the notion that taking part in the 

study has harmed participants, since longitudinal data is not available to establish whether any 

decrease in mindfulness score is relatively temporary or longer lasting and the definition of harm 

settled upon by Baer et al. (2019) (and adopted herein) requires that deterioration is sustained. 

Individual Harm 

It was clear from the pupil feedback after the Memories of Kindness practice in Session 2 (see Section 

4.4.4) that the type of life challenges (and corresponding difficult inner experiences) being faced by 

many students had the potential to leave them feeling vulnerable after practice at least in the short-

term if not in the longer term.  When such difficulties arise in adult mindfulness courses then, as Baer 

et al. (2019) point out, there is usually ample opportunity for psychoeducational support in the form 

of enquiry and structural support in the form of teachers making themselves available before and/or 

after sessions to discuss any difficulties one-to-one.  As discussed earlier in Section 5.1.1, mindful 

enquiry tends to be minimal in the school environment.  The use of Post-it Notes post-practice in this 

study allowed for anonymous feedback, so at least every participant had a chance to air any difficulty 

experienced, but this method does not allow for unpacking of the difficulty through dialogue with the 

facilitator, and if Post-it Notes aren’t addressed immediately in the class then the opportunity has 
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passed to attend to the issue.  To mitigate this potential for adverse experience to not be addressed, 

it would be helpful for facilitators of school-based MBIs to ensure that participants are aware of helpful 

ways that they might work with difficulty and where to find assistance if they feel they need it.  

The difficulties experienced by Pupil 11-10, who discussed the prevalence of traumatic memories in 

their moment-to-moment awareness – increasingly so after completing the course – highlight the 

possibility for contemplative practice to potentially stretch an individual’s inner resources to the point 

of overwhelm.  Trauma awareness and adverse experience in the facilitation of mindfulness has 

recently come to the fore in light of the work of those such as Leigh Burrows (Burrows, 2017a, 2017b), 

Willoughby Britton (Britton, 2019) and David Treleaven (Treleaven, 2018) and their work might be seen 

as a wake-up call to those who – spurred on by their own profoundly transformative experiences with 

mindfulness and compassion training – see such training as delivering a universal good that should be 

brought to all, as quickly as possible.  Whether or not such training can deliver a universal good is one 

issue, and the preceding analysis has gone some way towards developing an argument for this; quite 

another issue is the question of how to craft any delivery mechanism such that, at the very least, it 

does no harm. 

5.5 LIMITATIONS 

This study has a number of limitations that will be outlined in this section.   

A significant limitation of this study was the use of a modified version of the Self-Compassion Scale 

with early adolescents.  Although the SCS has been used in other studies with children aged 11+ in its 

long form (Bluth and Blanton, 2015) and its short form (Bluth, Roberson, et al. 2016; Bluth and 

Eisenlohr-moul 2017) and Cunha et al.’s (2016) study verified a Portuguese version of the full scale for 

use with adolescents aged 12 to 19, this latter study did not separate out younger participants from 

older participants.  From observing the pupils at data-gathering, it appears that some difficulties with 

understanding the wording of the scale, combined with the mixture of positively and negatively 

worded items and the extensive number of items, is likely to have resulted in some unintended 

answers. 

A further limitation of this study was the use of WEMWBS with young people below 13 years of age 

(the minimum age which it has been validated for).  It was initially intended that pupils involved in this 

study would primarily be in third year of secondary school (13 years and older), but the researcher 

tended to be allocated a younger class of pupils within the school.  Decisions on class allocation were 
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ostensibly primarily based on availability, however in later interviews with teachers it came to light on 

two occasions that schools had based their decision on which class the teachers were having the most 

trouble with in terms of level of disruptive behaviour.  Even with older pupils, however, it appeared 

that sense of wellbeing was subject to considerable fluctuations on a day-to-day basis.  Pupil 11-10’s 

experience was a prime example of this, since this 13-year-old indicated that their experience of going 

through a relationship break-up had significantly affected their responses to self-report measures.  A 

couple of weeks later, they reported that their responses to measures would have been quite different.  

Other participants reported a similar perspective on their wellbeing during data-gathering, i.e. that 

things change very quickly in the life of a secondary school pupil and that any feeling of wellbeing can 

quickly fall away through any number of difficult experiences in their school day.   

As discussed in Section 3.4.3, another significant limitation of the study was the deviation from study 

protocol in two of the schools away from the sessions being held during normal scheduled PSE lesson 

slots.  In School 3, both cohorts were from the same lesson slot, i.e. Home Economics, meaning that 

the two groups from that school were still comparable but meaning that all of the School 3 pupils were 

still attending PSE lessons throughout the duration of the study; it is possible that the learning during 

these PSE lessons contributed to changes in self-report measures.  In School 4, Cohort 1 pupils were 

given the MBLC-YA during R.E. lesson slots and Cohort 2 pupils were given the course during P.E. lesson 

slots, thus introducing some further confounding factors that make the comparison of these groups 

with others less reliable.   

In light of pupils potentially wishing to please the researcher (who had been their teacher of the MBLC-

YA during this study), pupils may not have felt completely free to air any ways in which the course had 

detrimentally impacted their lives: although CCQs were anonymised, pupils were aware that the 

researcher completed a coding sheet at T1 in order to be able to associate their name to a pupil code 

and having the data collection undertaken by teacher of the course is a clear methodological drawback.  

Also, for the same reason, pupils may have felt uncomfortable in discussing with the researcher, during 

interview, any difficulties that they may have as a result of the course.   

It should be noted that at the end of four out of the ten of the data-gathering sessions (with Group 2 

from School 1, Group 3 from School 2 and Groups 5 and 6 from School 3) the class teacher and pupils 

chose to hold unexpected closing ceremonies where the researcher received gifts and cards.  This may 

have positively affected the mood and perception of participants, amidst anticipation of the 

researcher’s gratitude, and could therefore have affected how questionnaires were filled in. 
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5.6 IMPLICATIONS 

While the initial premise of this thesis was that self-compassion should be part of what is considered 

‘education’ and that schools should routinely teach self-compassion as a part of the curriculum that is 

of equal import to mathematics, history and other such academic subjects, a conclusion that may be 

drawn from this piece of work is that educational practitioners and researchers, in search of a panacea 

for obvious ills, have been a little too quick to embrace contemplative practice in schools as a ‘bolt on’ 

to the business-as-usual practice of teaching academic subjects.  The need for the inclusion of the inner 

curriculum in what is attended to as part of ‘education’ is still argued for, since this study has further 

highlighted the potential benefits as perceived by many of the young people who took part in this 

research.  However, the difficult experiences of some pupils, particularly in light of the prevalence of 

trauma in young people, must draw philosophical consideration and research effort, since it seems 

clear that insufficient attention has thus far been paid to what the risks are of ‘bolting on’ this attending 

to the mind (and the attitudes that arise from it) in such a stark contrast to the ‘normal’ curriculum of 

the outer world.  It appears that some experience this contrast as quite a sting.   

If it is minds that will solve the problems of today and tomorrow, then it is curious that first-person 

enquiry into the mind is so conspicuously absent from the kind of ‘education’ that happens in schools.  

There has been tension for the researcher between the practical desire to ameliorate the suffering 

that takes place every day in Scottish secondary school classrooms and the perceived chasm between 

this propping-up of an education system that could be described as myopic in the extreme (where 

education simply seeks to impart ‘skills’, including ‘thinking skills’ that arguably serve a political 

agenda) and something more radical and arguably much more important – not just redefining 

education as an anti-oppressive practice or pedagogy of freedom, but reconstructing education to 

shine the light of attention on the knower just as much as on what is known.  Understanding how we 

construct meaning, moment-to-moment, and seeing that meaning-making in action, necessarily 

begins to free the mind from its constraints.  Sureness that “I am right”, “you are wrong” or that “I am 

a failure” becomes not only questionable but the illusion can be witnessed, and compassion naturally 

arises for both self and other when it becomes clear that each of us responds to what happens to us 

in ways that make sense given the meaning that we have attached.   

5.6.1 Implications for Research 

A number of results have arisen from this study that merit further investigation: 
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• Future research could replicate the design of the existing study, using SCS-Y instead of SCS-M, 

ensuring stable baseline levels of self-compassion are first established prior to course delivery 

and endeavouring to gather more longitudinal data to establish whether any measurable 

effects were maintained, diminished or increased.  Data should be gathered pertaining to 

difficult experiences with follow-up some months later to establish whether any ill-effects are 

lasting or temporary. 

• Future research should expand on this study by endeavouring to explore and explain 

differences in the effect of the MBLC-YA both on the negative and positive aspects of self-

compassion as well as wellbeing levels of those of different SES (if indeed the statistically 

significant result of difference in wellbeing change between the groups is replicated).  Sample 

size will need to contain a sufficient number of pupils entitled to FSM. 

• In light of the difficulties experienced and discussed of using self-report scales to measure 

mindfulness, more research is needed into measurement of mindfulness in young people.  As 

per Section 5.1.1, further research is needed to explore the developmental trajectories of 

increasing awareness and attitudinal development in relation to learning mindfulness but also 

into how the conundrum of increased awareness leading to lower rating of mindfulness can 

be resolved. 

• Further research into barriers to learning is needed, particularly to establish the degree to 

which not feeling part of the school community is a barrier to learning and how any such 

barriers may be overcome. 

• This study adds further weight to the body of evidence linking school climate to pupil wellbeing 

and demonstrates a potential link between the kind of environment provided by the Catholic 

schools in this study and greater wellbeing.  It is proposed that the likely mechanism for this is 

shared sense of meaning and purpose, and future research could investigate whether and to 

what degree this is the case.  

• The course could justifiably be accused of fostering excessive focus on self.  Some evidence of 

this was presented in Section 4.4.3 where an anonymous Post-it Note states, “I have learned: 

‘focus on yourself’” and indeed the course materials refer to mindfulness and self-compassion 

as opposed to mindfulness and compassion. Future research should explore changes in 

relation to the concept of ‘self’ as a result of self-compassion training with adolescents. 

5.6.2 Implications for Practice 

There are a number of implications arising from this research that may be of interest to educators and 

policymakers: 
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1. Importance of safeguarding – it was clear from student feedback that not having to engage in 

practice was an important safeguard.  It was also clear from evidence gathered about difficult 

experiences (see Section 4.4.4) that the option of blank paper or a printed mandala for colouring-

in was not a sufficient safeguard for all pupils.  There are two important recommendations that 

arise from this:  

a. It is imperative that participants can easily opt out of practice without drawing attention to 

themselves (since enduring a somewhat overwhelming inner experience is sometimes 

preferable to being made fun of by peers), and so ensuring that participants have access to 

some sort of activity with materials already on their desk is very helpful, rather than simply 

placing materials at the front of the class for a student to fetch if needed.  Teachers can 

facilitate the normalisation of having such materials easily to-hand with the words and 

manner in which the materials are handed out, as well as passing around the classroom with 

materials rather than asking pupils to come to the front of the class. 

b. It appears to be important to give options to engage in activities of different sorts, since for 

some pupils in this study having access to blank paper or drawing materials was equivalent 

to having no activity at all to engage in, since their self-concept was such that they did not 

see themselves as ‘arty’ or ‘creative’.  It will be helpful, therefore, to ensure a variety of 

different materials are available that accommodate participants who need more cognitive 

engagement to effectively distract them from engaging with their inner life, e.g. crossword 

puzzles or sudoku.  

  

2. Quality of teachers of contemplative courses – this study had provided some evidence of the 

importance of relational aspects in learning a warmer way of self-relating in pupils, and this has 

implications both for the quality of teachers of mindfulness-based courses in educational sittings 

and for educational practice more generally.  Quality of mindfulness teaching in schools has 

recently been focused on by Emerson et al. (2019) who indicated that “intervention integrity was 

indicated in 45% of studies that included core mindfulness practices, and standards of teacher 

training were met in 26% of studies” (p.1).  This finding should be of concern in light of some of 

the difficulties experienced by pupils in this study, since the potential for harm has clearly not 

adequately been explored in school settings and such potential is likely to be greater when 

courses are delivered by teachers who do not adequately safeguard pupils during practice and 

who do not embody the core attitudinal qualities of mindfulness and compassion. 

3. Language and structure of the MBLC-YA and mindfulness courses more generally – qualitative 

analysis of a number of sources revealed 5 main themes of barriers to learning: (1) identity, (2) 
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difficulty in changing habits, (3) distractions, (4) language and structure of course, and (5) 

judgment, disapproval or unkindness of others.  The theme that clearly stands out from these as 

something that can be directly addressed is the language and structure of the course.   

Mindfulness teachers tend to have adopted a language of mindfulness (e.g. ‘felt sense’, ‘noticing 

what is arising’, ‘being with whatever it is that you notice’) that can be quite non-sensical to all 

beginner meditators, not just young adolescents.  The difficulties experienced by some pupils in 

accessing the learning of the course because of failure to understand ‘some of the fancy words 

used’ is important to address not solely because such a barrier exists but even more so because 

language barriers can further disadvantage those who are already disadvantaged.  The MBLC-YA 

is more theory-laiden than other youth mindfulness courses of which the researcher is aware; this 

theory can support young people in scaffolding their experiential learning but it can be perceived 

as a barrier to those who see the theory as something to be understood and/or mastered or else 

they have ‘failed’. Mindfulness teachers need to find creative ways to convey theory in an age-

appropriate language and should emphasise that any theory presented should never be a barrier 

to, or take precedence over, inner experience.   

4. Diagnoses and other issues of identity – given the prevalence of mental illness diagnoses, it is 

likely that any given classroom may contain at least one (if not many) individual(s) who have 

received a diagnosis of a condition or disorder affecting their mental health.  Session 5 of the 

MBLC-YA discusses beliefs, expectations and assumptions and how these determine to a large 

degree the types of inner experience that we have, and Session 6 of the course builds on this, but 

it seems that an opportunity may have been missed to address potential closed-mindedness right 

from the start.  In the introductory session of the MBLC-YA it is common to frame the course as 

something that may contain elements that may be helpful in responding in more skilful ways to 

life’s challenges and that the conceptual material is likely to be useful to most pupils but that 

practices may not be right for everyone – they should be engaged in to whatever degree feels 

right in the moment (i.e. if a pupil is experiencing difficulties that feel a little overwhelming then 

it might be better to engage in an activity during practice time rather than meditate).  It might be 

useful to also talk about and normalise having a mental health diagnosis in this introductory 

session and suggest that it does not necessarily mean that it isn’t helpful to explore the workings 

of the mind.  The introductory or early sessions of any mindfulness course could perhaps usefully 

be augmented by a discussion about labels and sense of identity in terms of how they can limit 

experience, particularly in conscripted groups of participants who may be less likely to be open to 

learning. 
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5. Nurturing of teachers, so that teachers can nurture – within the limited context of five secondary 

schools in Scotland, this research has highlighted levels of stress and fatigue in teachers that 

undoubtedly contribute to an embodiment of attitudes and behaviours that are not always warm 

and supportive.  It is therefore argued that nurturing teachers should be of primary importance 

such that they are able to embody the qualities that are seen as desirable to be cultivated in young 

people, and ultimately in society.    
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6 CONCLUSION 

This study demonstrated that during the potentially challenging period of life that is characterised as 

‘adolescence’, introducing training in self-compassion for Scottish secondary school pupils can result 

in many perceived benefits, however not all pupils felt that the training was beneficial and, to some, 

the training may even have been experienced as detrimental. 

This study has highlighted a potential role for self-compassion in Scottish secondary schools, since it 

has argued and evidenced that: 

- Scottish secondary schools can be challenging places to navigate, both for pupils and teachers, 

and not feeling an important part of the school community is a very ‘successful’ barrier to learning 

self-compassion for pupils; 

- experiencing adolescence in a secondary school environment that in many ways stimulates the 

‘threat and self-protection’ emotion regulation system affords numerous opportunities for 

adolescents to educate themselves in responding to threat; similarly, there is much in the school 

environment that stimulates the competitive drive or ‘incentive and resource-seeking’ emotion 

regulation system, and thus adolescents are afforded numerous opportunities to educate 

themselves in a mindset of insufficiency (the gap between where they are now and where they 

need to get to – associated with what is called ‘doing mode’ in the MBLC-YA) rather than 

sufficiency (at least in this moment, they are enough – associated with ‘being mode’ in the MBLC-

YA); 

- Scottish secondary schools seem to afford pupils plenty of opportunities to activate two of the 

three types of emotion regulation systems but noticeably scant opportunity to engage the  

soothing/contentment system, at least as appeared to be the case in the secondary schools 

included in this study; it is likely that this is not confined to the schools within this study but it is 

up to the reader to decide to what degree any generalisations may be made.  Engaging in 

mindfulness and compassion practice can engage the soothing/contentment system, thus 

allowing pupils to also educate themselves in self-soothing; 

- learning about and practising mindfulness and self-compassion in the school environment seemed 

to confer numerous benefits, as perceived by pupils, most notably in wellbeing (feeling calmer 

and relating better both to themselves and others); and  

- all pupils interviewed (including those who had difficult experiences and/or whose pre-post self-

report scale scores had decreased) felt that self-compassion should be taught in schools. 
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Future research could build on the findings of this study by prioritising exploration of more satisfactory 

measurement of self-compassion in addition to assessment and mitigation of potential harm.  This will 

require gathering longitudinal data over a longer time span and will necessitate mixed methods or 

qualitative research such that pupil perspective is captured rather than sole reliance on self-report 

scales.  
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8 APPENDICES 

 Appendix A – School Permission Letter 

 

 

Mrs Heather Grace Bond 
PhD Student 

School of Education 
University of Aberdeen 

         MacRobert Building 
         King’s College 

         r01hgm16@abdn.ac.uk 
          
May 2018 
 
Dear Head Teacher   
 
I am currently studying for a PhD in Education with the University of Aberdeen and am piloting the 
Mindfulness Association’s ‘Mindfulness Based Living Course for Young Adults’ (MBLC-YA) as part of my 
research into the potential role of mindfulness and self-compassion in Scottish secondary schools.  The 
course is an adolescent version of the Mindfulness Association’s ‘Mindfulness Based Living Course’ 
(MBLC). 
 
I am aiming to deliver the course to a single registration class (or ‘cohort’) of pupils (ideally between 
20-30 pupils) within the PSE class of S1-S3 year groups in the Autumn Term of this year, and 
subsequently in the Spring Term of 2019 to a single registration class of pupils in the same year group, 
in a waitlist-crossover trial.  The course consists of 10 sessions of approximately 40-50 minutes’ 
duration, delivered at a rate of 1 session per week. 
 
I am writing to ask whether you would be willing for pupils of your school, and their PSHE teacher, to 
take part in this project.  In practical terms, this would involve: 
 

• pupils of both the course and waitlist groups filling in a questionnaire the week prior to  session 
1 and one week after the final session (the questionnaire should take around 10-15 minutes 
to complete) 

• Cohort 1 pupils repeating the post-course questionnaire after Cohort 2 has received the 
course, to establish if any changes have been maintained 

• 2 pupils from each cohort being invited to take part in a 30-minute video-recorded interview  

• an interview with the member of school staff present during the delivery of the course. 
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A proposed timeline is illustrated below: 
 

 T1  T2   T3  
Cohort 
1 

Pre-Course 
Questionnaire 

MBLC-YA Post-Course 
Questionnaire 

interviews 
conducted  

 Post-Course 
Questionnaire 

 

Cohort 
2 

Pre-Course 
Questionnaire 

 Post-course 
Questionnaire 

 MBLC-YA Post-Course 
Questionnaire 

interviews 
conducted  

T1 = one week prior to first session of course, T2 = within one week of final session of course with Cohort 
1, T3 = within one week of final session of course with Cohort 1 
 
In terms of my qualifications to deliver a mindfulness course in schools, I hold a Postgraduate Diploma 
in Mindfulness Studies from the University of Aberdeen and have been teaching mindfulness to adults 
and children on a professional basis since 2013, both one-to-one and in group settings.  I am on the UK 
Listing of Mindfulness-Based Teachers (www.ukmindfulnessnetwork.co.uk/uk-listing/) which requires 
mindfulness teachers to have undergone rigorous training and to adhere to the Good Practice 
Guidelines for teaching mindfulness courses and continuing professional development.  I am a trained 
'Mindfulness in Schools Project' teacher and have delivered mindfulness trainings in various secondary 
schools in Lanarkshire.  I am a published author on the subject of teaching children mindfulness and 
compassion (my book is called 'Awakening Child: A journey of inner transformation through teaching 
your child mindfulness and compassion'). 
 
I would be delighted to meet with you in person to discuss any questions or concerns that you may 
have, and look forward to hearing whether this project is of interest to you. 
 
Yours sincerely     
 
 
 
 
 
Heather Grace Bond 
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Appendix B - Parent/Guardian Cover Letter 

 

Mrs Heather Grace Bond 
PhD Student 

         School of Education 
         University of Aberdeen 

         MacRobert Building 
         King’s College 

         r01hgm16@abdn.ac.uk 
          
August 2018 
 
Dear Parent/Carer 
 
We are inviting pupils from S1-S3 at your child’s school to take part in a research study being conducted 
by a PhD student of the University of Aberdeen.  The purpose of the research is to explore the effects 
of a training in mindfulness and self-compassion on pupil wellbeing and involves delivering a 10-session 
course called ‘Mindfulness Based Living Course for Young Adults’ (MBLC-YA) that your child is invited 
to take part in as part of their PSE (Personal and Social Education) lessons.  This information sheet 
explains what will happen in the study.  All information will be treated in the strictest confidence and 
no child taking part in the study will be identified. 
 
Before you decide whether your child should take part, it is important that you understand why the 
research is being done and what it will involve.  Please take time to read this information carefully and 
discuss it with others, if you wish. 
 

Why is this study being conducted? 
Research to-date on mindfulness and self-compassion training for adults and adolescents has been 
very promising and benefits may range from reduced anxiety, depression and stress to improved sleep, 
mood, ability to cope with change, and academic performance.  More research is needed to better 
understand whether and how such training may beneficially fit within schools. 
 

What do the terms ‘mindfulness’ and ‘self-compassion’ mean? 
Mindfulness has been described as involving “the skilful use of attention to both your inner and outer 
worlds” and can be thought of as training the mind to remain more focused on present-moment 
experience rather than drifting into day-dreaming or becoming lost in thinking about past or future 
(which can reinforce low mood and worrying).  The ‘skilful’ use of attention relates to the idea of 
bringing a certain kind of attitude to inner experience – one of curiosity, openness, patience and 
allowing.  Whilst mindfulness has its origins in Buddhist teachings, the course contains no religious 
content whatsoever.   
  
The term ‘self-compassion’ refers to the intention to meet our sometimes-difficult inner experience 
with kindness rather than criticism, and to recognise that difficulties are part of being human.  Studies 
to-date have shown that self-compassionate people are happier, more resilient, and experience more 
harmonious relationships.  A common concern about self-compassion is that it will result in reduced 
motivation to do well and that learning to be more self-compassionate will result in ‘letting ourselves 
off the hook’, but studies so far have shown quite the opposite; self-compassionate people tend to be 
better able to cope with life’s challenges, and more successful in life. 
 

Why has my child been chosen to take part? 
The researcher is conducting the study in schools in North and South Lanarkshire and your child’s 
school has agreed to take part. 
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What does the research involve? 
The researcher, Heather Grace Bond, will attend the school during your child’s scheduled weekly PSE 
(Personal and Social Education) lesson during either the Autumn term of 2018 or the Spring term of 
2019 to deliver the course.  During the first session, your child will be given information about the 
course and asked to give their consent to take part in the research.  If your child consents to take part 
then they will be given a pre-course questionnaire to fill in, which will take around 10-15 minutes to 
complete.  After the final session of the course, your child will be given a post-course questionnaire to 
fill in, which again will take around 10-15 minutes to complete.  A small number of the pupils attending 
will also be invited to take part in a 30-minute video-recorded interview, the purpose of which is to 
further explore pupils’ experience of school life and any impact the course may have had on that 
experience as well as to better understand what helps and what hinders the cultivation of self-
compassion in a school environment. 
 

What happens if I do not want my child to take part? 
If you do not want your child to take part, please fill in the form at the end of this letter and return to 
the school office.  The school will arrange an alternative lesson/activity for the session. 
  

Can I see my child’s answers? 
No, but you can request a blank copy of the questionnaires if you wish. 
 

What will happen to the results of the study? 
The questionnaires will be coded by the researcher so that pre-course questionnaires can be matched 
with post-course questionnaires, but information identifying a pupil will never be published in any 
form and none of the other pupils, staff or head teachers will know your child’s answers to the 
questionnaire. 
 
The overall findings of the study will be written in a PhD thesis that will contain the results in 
anonymised format.  The anonymous results may also be published in journals and presented at 
conferences. 
 

Does the research have ethics committee approval? 
This research has been fully approved by the University of Aberdeen School of Education Ethics 
Committee. 
 

Does my child know about the study? 
Yes, they will be given an information sheet like this one at school. 
 

Contact information 
If you have questions regarding the study, you can contact the researcher, Heather Grace Bond, by e-
mailing her at r01hgm16@abdn.ac.uk. 
 

Consent 
If you’re happy for your child to take part, please sign and print your name on the consent slip. 
 

  



355 

Appendix C -Parent/Guardian Consent Form 

 

 

 

  

Mindfulness Based Living Course for Young Adults (MBLC-YA) 

I have read the information provided about the study and agree to allow my child,  

______________________________________________________, to participate. 

(child’s name) 

Name of school ………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Parent/guardian’s name …………………………………………………………………………... 

Parent/guardian’s signature …….………………………………………………………………. 

Date…………….….………… 
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Appendix D - Pupil Consent Form 

 

Mindfulness Based Living Course for Young Adults (MBLC-YA) 
 

Student Consent Form 

 
You are being invited to be part of a study to see if the MBLC-YA course will help you to become more 
mindful (aware of your present-moment experience) and kinder to yourself when you experience 
difficulties. We are doing this study because we are looking at ways to help you have an easier time 
with school, friends, and growing up in general. 
 
If you agree to be part of this study, you will be asked to complete a pre-course questionnaire that will 
take around 10-15 minutes of your time and you will be asked to complete a similar questionnaire 
after the end of the course.  After the course, you may be asked to attend a 30-minute interview with 
the teacher of the course (who is not a school-teacher), to ask you about your experience.  You can 
take part in the course but turn down any interview invitation if you wish, and there will be no pressure 
to take part in an interview.   
 
Your participation in the study is completely voluntary, which means you can skip any questions that 
you don’t feel comfortable answering and that you can stop taking part in the study at any time. 
All your answers will be kept private, and only the researcher will know how you answered the 
questions. None of your answers will be shared with your parent/guardian or teachers. 
 
If you sign this consent form, it means that you have read it and that you agree to be in the study.   
 
 
 
Your signature ………………………………………………………………. Date ………………………………….…  
 
 
Your printed name ………………………………………………………………………………………………………..   
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Appendix E - Pupil Demographic Questionnaire 

Pupil Demographic Questionnaire 

Please circle the appropriate response to the questions below, except for question 6 which asks for a number: 
 
How old are you? 
11  12  13  14  15  16 
 
 
The gender you most strongly identify with: 
 
Boy  Girl  Transgender boy  Transgender girl  Prefer not to say  Other (please write below) 
 
                ________________________ 
   
Are you entitled to free school meals? 
 
Yes No Don’t know 
 
 
What is the highest level of education of your parents? (e.g. if your mum went to university and your dad went to college, circle ‘University’ below) 
 
Some secondary school    Completed secondary school   College   University 
 
 
How many hours per week do you use social media (e.g. Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat etc)? 
 
_______________ hours 
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What race/ethnicity do you consider yourself?  Choose ONE section from A to E, and check the box next to your chosen answer, or write in your answer in the space 
provided 
 

A - White  

❑ Scottish ❑ Northern Irish ❑ Gypsy/Traveller 

❑ English ❑ British ❑ Polish 

❑ Welsh ❑ Irish ❑ Any other white ethnic group:_______________________________________ 
 

B - Mixed or multiple ethnic groups 

❑ Any mixed or multiple ethnic groups: ______________________________________________________________________________ 

C – Asian, Asian Scottish or Asian British  

❑ Pakistani, Pakistani Scottish or Pakinstani British ❑ Chinese, Chinese Scottish or Chinese British 

❑ Indian, Indian Scottish or Indian British ❑ Other: _____________________________________________ 

❑ Bangladeshi, Bangladeshi Scottish or Bangladeshi British  
 

D – African, Caribbean or Black  

❑ African, African Scottish or African British ❑ Black, Black Scottish or Black British 

❑ Caribbean, Caribbean Scottish or Caribbean British ❑ Other: _____________________________________________ 
 
 

E – Other ethnic group  

❑ Arab ❑ Other: _____________________________________________ 
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Appendix F - Child and Adolescent Mindfulness Measure (CAMM) 
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Appendix G – Modified Version of Child and Adolescent Mindfulness Measure (CAMM) 

Measuring Mindfulness 

We want to know more about what you think, how you feel, and what you do.  Read each sentence.  Then, circle the number that tells how often each sentence is 
true for you.   

 
 
 

     

I get upset with myself for having feelings that don’t make sense.  1 2 3 4 5 

At school, I often walk from class to class without noticing what I’m doing. 1 2 3 4 5 

I keep myself busy so I don’t notice my thoughts or feelings. 1 2 3 4 5 

I tell myself that I shouldn’t feel the way I’m feeling. 1 2 3 4 5 

I push away thoughts that I don’t like. 1 2 3 4 5 

It’s hard for me to pay attention to only one thing at a time. 1 2 3 4 5 

I get upset with myself for having certain thoughts. 1 2 3 4 5 

I think about things that have happened in the past instead of thinking about things that are 
happening right now. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I think that some of my feelings are bad and that I shouldn’t have them. 1 2 3 4 5 

I stop myself from having feelings that I don’t like. 1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix H - Self Compassion Scale, amended (SCS-M) 

Measuring Self-Compassion 

 (mindfulness, common humanity and self-kindness) 

 

 
Almost 
never 

    
Almost 
always 

I’m disapproving and judgmental about my own flaws and faults.  1 2 3 4 5 

When I’m feeling down, I tend to obsess and fixate on everything that’s wrong. 1 2 3 4 5 

When things are going badly for me, I see the difficulties as part of life that everyone goes 
through. 

1 2 3 4 5 

When I think about my faults, it tends to make me feel more separate and cut off from the 
rest of the world. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I try to be loving towards myself when I’m feeling difficult emotions (e.g. I say something kind 
to myself). 

1 2 3 4 5 

When I fail at something important to me, I become consumed by feelings of not being good 
enough. 

1 2 3 4 5 

When I'm feeling low, I remind myself that there are lots of other people in the world feeling 
like I am. 

1 2 3 4 5 

When times are really difficult, I tend to be tough on myself. 1 2 3 4 5 

When something upsets me, I try to keep my emotions in balance. 1 2 3 4 5 

When I feel not good enough in some way, I try to remind myself that feelings of not being 
good enough are shared by most people. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I’m intolerant and impatient towards those aspects of my personality I don't like. 1 2 3 4 5 

When I’m going through a very hard time, I give myself the caring and kindness I need.  1 2 3 4 5 

When I’m feeling down, I tend to feel like most other people are probably happier than I am. 1 2 3 4 5 
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Almost 
never 

    
Almost 
always 

When something difficult happens, I try to take a balanced view of the situation.  1 2 3 4 5 

I try to see my failings as part of being human. 1 2 3 4 5 

When I see aspects of myself that I don’t like, I criticise myself (e.g. by speaking to myself 
unkindly). 

1 2 3 4 5 

When I fail at something important to me, I try to keep things in perspective. 1 2 3 4 5 

When I’m really struggling, I tend to feel like other people must be having an easier time of 
it.  

1 2 3 4 5 

I’m kind to myself when I’m experiencing suffering (inner difficulty). 1 2 3 4 5 

When something upsets me, I get carried away with my feelings. 1 2 3 4 5 

I can be a bit cold-hearted towards myself when I'm experiencing suffering. 1 2 3 4 5 

When I'm feeling down, I try to approach my feelings with curiosity and openness. 1 2 3 4 5 

I’m tolerant of my own flaws and faults (i.e. I don’t give myself a hard time for being 
imperfect). 

1 2 3 4 5 

When something difficult happens, I tend to blow the incident out of proportion. 1 2 3 4 5 

When I fail at something that's important to me, I tend to feel alone in my failure. 1 2 3 4 5 

I try to be understanding and patient towards those aspects of my personality I don't like. 1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix I – Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale (WEMWBS) 
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Appendix J – Amended Version of Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale (WEMWBS) 

Measuring Wellbeing 

Below are some statements about feelings and thoughts.  Please tick the box (or circle the number) that best describes your experience of each over the last 2 
weeks. 
 

 

     

I’ve been feeling optimistic about the future  1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve been feeling useful 1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve been feeling relaxed 1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve been feeling interested in other people 1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve had energy to spare 1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve been dealing with problems well 1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve been thinking clearly 1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve been feeling good about myself 1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve been feeling close to other people 1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve been feeling confident 1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve been able to make up my own mind about things 1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve been feeling loved 1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve been interested in new things 1 2 3 4 5 

I’ve been feeling cheerful 1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix K – Course-Completion Questionnaire 

Course-Completion Questionnaire 
 

We would like to know how (if at all) the Mindfulness Based Living Course for Young Adults (MBLC-YA) has affected your experience of school life and what has 
helped or hampered (got in the way of) your learning.  Remembering one definition of self-compassion is that it is being kind to ourselves when we’re struggling, 
please indicate your answer to each question by placing a cross on the line, just like in the example below: 
 

 
e.g.  chocolate cake         Hate it   ____________________________|____________________________    Love it 

                                                   Neutral 

 
 
 

6. How much do you think that learning self-compassion (or about 
self-compassion) has changed how you experience school life? 

Not at all    _______________________________________________    Very much 

                                                                                   

 
Can you say more about this?  
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

About your FAMILY   

7. Growing up, to what degree were you encouraged to be kind to 
yourself when experiencing a difficulty? 

Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 
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8. How much, when growing up, did your main caregiver(s) help you 
to learn to deal with difficult emotions  

Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

 

About your FRIENDS  
 

4. How self-compassionate do you think your closest friends are? Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

 
 

About SCHOOL 
 

5. How safe do you feel at school? Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

6. How much does your school foster a sense of community? Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

7. How much does your school environment (the physical space of it) give a 
sense of care? 

Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

8. How much do school staff convey a sense of care? Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

9. How much do you feel an important part of your school community? Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

10. How much do you think that school staff encourage self-kindness rather than 
self-criticism? 

Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

 
 
Please complete the following sentence: 
 

11. Compared to primary school, secondary school is _______________________________ , _______________________________ and  
 
_______________________________ . 
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Do you want to say any more in relation to these questions about school?  
 
….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..…………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..…………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..… 
 
 
Looking at what has helped or got in the way of you learning self-compassion: 

12. Your family’s attitude to the idea of self-compassion Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

13. Your friends’ attitude to the idea of self-compassion 
 

Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

14. The atmosphere or ‘ethos’ within your school Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

15. The physical environment of your school (i.e. the building, including the 
layout and décor of its classrooms and shared spaces) 

Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

16. The structure of school life (i.e. moving between classrooms for 
different subject lessons, bells to mark end of lessons or break times 
etc)  

Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

17. How you see yourself, i.e. the kind of person you are Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 

18. The attitude of the teacher of the course (Heather) Not at all    _______________________|_______________________    Very much 

Neutral 
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19. Is there something else that made learning self-compassion easier? 
 

….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..…………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………………………………………………………………..……… 
 
 
20. Is there something else that made learning self-compassion harder? 

 
….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………………………………………………………………..……… 
 
….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………………………………………………………………..……… 
 
 
Please complete the following sentence: 
 
 
21. If I were to become more self-compassionate, then …………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..…………………………………………………………………………………………………..………… 
 
 
 
Is there anything else that you’d like to say in relation to any of the above or more generally about your experience of the course?  
 
….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………………………………………..……………………………… 
 
….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………………………………………..……………………………… 
 
….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………………………………………..……………………………… 
Thank you so much for taking the time to complete this questionnaire! 
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Appendix L  - Additional question added to Course-Completion Questionnaire 

 

22. How much do you feel that your level of self-compassion changed as a result of this course? 
  

                                                            I’m less self-compassionate now    _______________________|_______________________    I’m more self-compassionate now 

                                                                                                                                                                           Same as before 
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Appendix M  - Final Questions for Cohort 1 at T3 

Final Questions 

Words you might use to describe the course (circle or tick as many as words in the circle below as you’d like): 
Any words you’d like to add?  …………………………..………………,  ……………..……………………………, ………………..…………………… 
 
 
 

 

relaxing

unsettling

calming

disturbing

safe

unsafe

friendly

difficult

helpful

upsetting
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Please indicate your answers questions 2 and 3 below by placing a cross on the line, just like in the example below: 
 
 

 
e.g.  chocolate cake         Hate it   ____________________________|____________________________    Love it 

                                                           Neutral 
 

 
 
Please mark the line with a cross to answer the following questions: 

Since finishing the course last term, I have dealt with any difficulties I’ve 
experienced…     

         Less well    _______________________|_______________________    Better 

                                                                                Just the same 

Feeling about the course 
 
Wish I hadn’t done it    _______________________|_______________________    Glad I did it 

             Neutral 
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Appendix N – Follow-up Questions for Specific Pupils 

Follow-up Questions for Cohort 1 

Thank you so much for your honesty when filling in the last questionnaire I gave you.  Your honesty 
is very much appreciated and will help me to consider how best to adapt the course in future. 
 
You’re receiving these additional questions because you said either that the course was difficult for 
you or that you wish you hadn’t done the course.  I would love to understand a little more and 
wonder if you could please tick any statement below that applies to you: 
 

I didn’t understand some of the words you used  

The course didn’t seem that relevant to me – there was nothing useful for me to learn in it  

I was often bored  

During some of the practices in the course, I noticed some difficult thoughts/feelings  

Since doing the course I have become more aware of difficult thoughts/feelings  

I feel that the course has made me less happy  

 

If you ticked number 4 above, did you choose to draw during the practices?  Yes /  No    (please 
circle your chosen answer) 
 
If you answered ‘yes’ to this question, please tick any statements below that are correct for you: 
 

Drawing didn’t distract me from my difficult thoughts/feelings  

I would have preferred to do some colouring in if I had been offered 
a drawing to colour in, plus some colouring pens; this would have 
helped me more 

 

 
If you answered ‘no’ to this question, please tick any statements below that are correct for you: 
 

I wasn’t offered any drawing paper  

I’m not ‘arty’ so there was no point in taking paper  

It wouldn’t have helped me  

I would have taken the opportunity to do some colouring in if I had 
been offered a drawing to colour in, plus some colouring pens; this 
would have helped me more 

 

 

 
If you had been given the choice at the start of the course, would you have chosen to opt out  
(i.e. not take part)?  Yes  /  No    (please circle your chosen answer) 
 
Is there something else that would have helped you? ……………………………………………………………………. 
………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………
.………………………………………………………………………….…………………………………………………………………………… 
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Appendix O - Pupil Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

 
 
1. Tell me what a good day at school is like for you? 
 
 
2. Tell me what a bad day at school is like for you? 
 
 
3. How do you deal with difficulties that you experience in your school life? 

Follow-up: Has anything changed in the way you deal with these difficulties since you took 
part in the MBLC-YA course… If so, could you explain? 

 
 
4. Remembering that we defined self-compassion as directing kindness to ourselves when 

we’re having a hard time, do you feel that your level of self-compassion has changed since 
the start of the course?  If yes, what kinds of things do you think helped you to learn self-
compassion?  If no, what kinds of things got in the way of learning self-compassion? 

 
 
5. If you’re aware of a time that you have felt self-compassion, what do you think helped that 

to happen? 
 
 
6. Do you think there is any value in teaching self-compassion in schools?  Please explain your 

answer. 
 
 
7. Is there anything else that you’d like to say? 
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Appendix P - Teacher Semi-Structured Interview Questions – Term 1 

 
 

1. What are the ways, if any, that compassion features in the school ethos? 
 
 

2. To what extent do you feel that the school ethos encourages a caring attitude towards self?   
 

3. To what extent do you think the school fosters a sense of community? 
 
 

4. Speaking about your school, and more generally about secondary schools if you wish, how 
well do you think that secondary school pupils are supported in their transition from 
primary school? 

 
 

5. To what degree do you think that secondary schools meet the needs of their pupils?   
 

6. In what ways, if at all, do you feel that the MBLC-YA has impacted the lives of any of the 
pupils who attended? 

 
 

7. Where, if anywhere, does self-compassion belong in schools?  
 

8. Is there anything else that you’d like to say? 
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Appendix Q - Teacher Semi-Structured Interview Questions – Term 2 

 
 

1. What are the ways, if any, that compassion features in the school ethos? 
 

2. To what extent do you feel that the school ethos encourages a caring attitude towards self?   
 

3. To what extent do you think the school fosters a sense of community? 
 

4. To what degree do you think that secondary schools meet the needs of their pupils?   
 

5. In what ways, if at all, do you feel that the MBLC-YA has impacted the lives of any of the 
pupils who attended? 

 
6. For those in the class who struggled to learn self-compassion, what do you think the 

barriers were?  In other words, what made it hard for them? 
 

7. For those in the class who seemed to really take on the message of self-compassion, i.e. to 
intend to be kind to ourselves when we’re struggling, what do you think helped them to 
learn? 

 
8. Where, if anywhere, does self-compassion belong in schools?  

 
9. Is there anything else that you’d like to say? 
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Appendix R - Researcher Brief Curriculum Vitae 

 

The researcher of this thesis has been involved in teaching different forms of meditation and 

aspects of emotional learning to children since 2010 after attending Connected KidsTM Level 1 

training, first informally with the children of friends and relatives and then professionally since 2013 

as a Connected KidsTM tutor.  This required adherence to the Connected KidsTM Code of Ethics and 

Codes of Professional Practice and has involved working with children and adolescents individually 

and in group settings, both in private practice and in state schools.  The researcher qualified as a 

teacher of the Mindfulness in Schools Project ‘.b’ secondary pupil curriculum in 2014 and has 

delivered this curriculum within several schools in the Lanarkshire area. 

The researcher became an adult mindfulness teacher in 2013, formally qualifying as a teacher of 

the Mindfulness Association’s Mindfulness Based Living Course (MBLC) in January 2015 and 

qualifying as a teacher of the Mindfulness Association’s Compassion Based Living Course (CBLC) in 

February 2016.  Qualifying as a mindfulness teacher of the MBLC programme involved assessment 

by the Mindfulness Association as ‘Ready to Teach’ based on competency evaluation against the 

Mindfulness-Based Interventions Teaching Assessment Criteria (MBI-TAC) (Crane et al., 2012).  The 

researcher has been listed on the British Association for Mindfulness-Based Approaches (BAMBA), 

(formerly known as UK Network for Mindfulness-Based Teachers) teacher listing (see 

www.bamba.org.uk) since 2016.  In order to be listed, teachers are required to demonstrate via an 

assessment process that they meet the UK Good Practice Guidelines (GPGs) for Mindfulness-Based 

Teachers (BAMBA, 2020).  Listed teachers must have received training from a recognised 

organisation, hold appropriate insurance, commit to regular continuous professional development 

(CPD) activities and be receiving regular teaching supervision.  Teachers must renew their 

application for the listing on an annual basis. 

Since beginning studies in 2013 on the Studies in Mindfulness MSc programme which is a course 

run by the Mindfulness Association in conjunction with the University of Aberdeen, the researcher 

has placed considerable emphasis on self-compassion in personal practice as this has experientially 

been found to be necessary in response to the clear-seeing that accompanies mindfulness, as well 

as profoundly transformative.  Self-compassion is a key element of Mindfulness Association 

trainings, and, it has been argued in the literature review portion of this thesis, may be a key 

element in supporting the development of adolescents.  The researcher became interested in 

exploring whether self-compassion might be a valuable way for adolescents to self-relate and how 

the capacity for self-compassion might be increased in adolescents.  Self-compassion is an integral 

http://www.bamba.org.uk/
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part of the MBLC – a course that the researcher currently teaches - and thus the idea was conceived 

of developing an adolescent version of this course. 
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Appendix S – Data transformation file for use in QCA 

* Encoding: UTF-8. 
DATASET ACTIVATE DataSet1.  
 
* SET IDENT BARRIER. 
IF ((identity >= -5) & (identity < -0.2)) qcaIdentB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((identity >= -0.2) & (identity <= 5)) qcaIdentB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET IDENT ENABLER. 
IF ((identity >= -5) & (identity <= 0.2)) qcaIdentE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((identity > 0.2) & (identity <= 5)) qcaIdentE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET STRUCTURE BARRIER. 
IF ((structure >= -5) & (structure < -0.2)) qcaStructureB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((structure >= -0.2) & (structure <= 5)) qcaStructureB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET STRUCTURE ENABLER. 
IF ((structure >= -5) & (structure <= 0.2)) qcaStructureE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((structure > 0.2) & (structure <= 5)) qcaStructureE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT BARRIER. 
IF ((phys_env >= -5) & (phys_env < -0.2)) qcaPhysEnvB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((phys_env >= -0.2) & (phys_env <= 5)) qcaPhysEnvB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET  PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT ENABLER. 
IF ((phys_env >= -5) & (phys_env <= 0.2)) qcaPhysEnvE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((phys_env > 0.2) & (phys_env <= 5)) qcaPhysEnvE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
 
* SET PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT CONVEYING CARE BARRIER. 
IF ((phys_care >= -5) & (phys_care < -0.2)) qcaPhysCareB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((phys_care >= -0.2) & (phys_care <= 5)) qcaPhysCareB = 0. 
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EXECUTE. 
 
* SET  PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT CONVEYING CARE ENABLER. 
IF ((phys_care >= -5) & (phys_care <= 0.2)) qcaPhysCareE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((phys_care > 0.2) & (phys_care <= 5)) qcaPhysCareE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET ATMOSPHERE BARRIER. 
IF ((atmosphere >= -5) & (atmosphere < -0.2)) qcaAtmosB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((atmosphere >= -0.2) & (atmosphere <= 5)) qcaAtmosB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET ATMOSPHERE ENABLER. 
IF ((atmosphere >= -5) & (atmosphere <= 0.2)) qcaAtmosE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((atmosphere > 0.2) & (atmosphere <= 5)) qcaAtmosE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET SAFENESS BARRIER. 
IF ((safeness >= -5) & (safeness < -0.2)) qcaSafeB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((safeness >= -0.2) & (safeness <= 5)) qcaSafeB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET SAFENESS ENABLER. 
IF ((safeness >= -5) & (safeness <= -0.2)) qcaSafeE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((safeness > -0.2) & (safeness <= 5)) qcaSafeE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET COMMUNITY BARRIER. 
IF ((community >= -5) & (community < -0.2)) qcaCommB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((community >= -0.2) & (community <= 5)) qcaCommB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET COMMUNITY ENABLER. 
IF ((community >= -5) & (community <= 0.2)) qcaCommE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((community > 0.2) & (community <= 5)) qcaCommE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET IMPORTANT PART OF SCHOOL COMMUNITY BARRIER. 
IF ((imp_part >= -5) & (imp_part < -0.2)) qcaImpPartB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
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IF ((imp_part >= -0.2) & (imp_part <= 5)) qcaImpPartB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET IMPORTANT PART OF SCHOOL COMMUNITY ENABLER. 
IF ((imp_part >= -5) & (imp_part <= 0.2)) qcaImpPartE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((imp_part > 0.2) & (imp_part <= 5)) qcaImpPartE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET FRIEND ATTITUDE BARRIER. 
IF ((friend_att >= -5) & (friend_att < -0.2)) qcaFriendAttB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((friend_att >= -0.2) & (friend_att <= 5)) qcaFriendAttB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET FRIEND ATTITUDE ENABLER. 
IF ((friend_att >= -5) & (friend_att <= 0.2)) qcaFriendAttE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((friend_att > 0.2) & (friend_att <= 5)) qcaFriendAttE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET PERCEIVED FRIEND LEVEL OF SC AS BARRIER. 
IF ((friends >= -5) & (friends < -0.2)) qcaFriendScB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((friends >= -0.2) & (friends <= 5)) qcaFriendScB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET PERCEIVED FRIEND LEVEL OF SC AS ENABLER. 
IF ((friends >= -5) & (friends <= 0.2)) qcaFriendScE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((friends > 0.2) & (friends <= 5)) qcaFriendScE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET PERCEIVED FAMILY ASSISTANCE WITH ENCOURAGING SELF-KINDNESS AT TIMES OF 
DIFFICULTY AS BARRIER. 
IF ((family_help >= -5) & (family_help < -0.2)) qcaFamHelpB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((family_help >= -0.2) & (family_help <= 5)) qcaFamHelpB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET PERCEIVED FAMILY ASSISTANCE WITH ENCOURAGING SELF-KINDNESS AT TIMES OF 
DIFFICULTY AS ENABLER. 
IF ((family_help >= -5) & (family_help <= 0.2)) qcaFamHelpE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((family_help > 0.2) & (family_help <= 5)) qcaFamHelpE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
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* SET PERCEIVED LACK CAREGIVER HELP TO DEAL WITH DIFFICULT EMOTIONS, IE A BARRIER. 
IF ((diff_emot >= -5) & (diff_emot < -0.2)) qcaDiffEmotB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((diff_emot >= -0.2) & (diff_emot <= 5)) qcaDiffEmotB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET PERCEIVED CAREGIVER HELP TO DEAL WITH DIFFICULT EMOTIONS AS ENABLER. 
IF ((diff_emot >= -5) & (diff_emot <= 0.2)) qcaDiffEmotE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((diff_emot > 0.2) & (diff_emot <= 5)) qcaDiffEmotE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET FAMILY ATTITUDE AS BARRIER. 
IF ((fam_att >= -5) & (fam_att < -0.2)) qcaFamAttB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((fam_att >= -0.2) & (fam_att <= 5)) qcaFamAttB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET FAMILY ATTITUDE AS ENABLER. 
IF ((fam_att >= -5) & (fam_att <= 0.2)) qcaFamAttE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((fam_att > 0.2) & (fam_att <= 5)) qcaFamAttE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET STAFF CARE AS BARRIER. 
IF ((staff_care >= -5) & (staff_care < -0.2)) qcaStaffCareB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((staff_care >= -0.2) & (staff_care <= 5)) qcaStaffCareB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET STAFF CARE AS ENABLER. 
IF ((staff_care >= -5) & (staff_care <= 0.2)) qcaStaffCareE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((staff_care > 0.2) & (staff_care <= 5)) qcaStaffCareE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET HOW MUCH STAFF ENCOURAGE SELF-KINDNESS RATHER THAN SELF-CRITICISM AS BARRIER. 
IF ((staff_kind >= -5) & (staff_kind < -0.2)) qcaStaffKindB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((staff_kind >= -0.2) & (staff_kind <= 5)) qcaStaffKindB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET HOW MUCH STAFF ENCOURAGE SELF-KINDNESS RATHER THAN SELF-CRITICISM AS ENABLER. 
IF ((staff_kind >= -5) & (staff_kind <= 0.2)) qcaStaffKindE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
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IF ((staff_kind > 0.2) & (staff_kind <= 5)) qcaStaffKindE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET TEACHER ATTITUDE AS BARRIER. 
IF ((teacher_att >= -5) & (teacher_att < -0.2)) qcaTAttB = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((teacher_att >= -0.2) & (teacher_att <= 5)) qcaTAttB = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* SET TEACHER ATTITUDE AS AS ENABLER. 
IF ((teacher_att >= -5) & (teacher_att <= 0.2)) qcaTAttE = 0. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF ((teacher_att > 0.2) & (teacher_att <= 5)) qcaTAttE = 1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
* INCREASE IN COMP SCORE - has to have changed more than 5% i.e. 0.25. 1=increase 5% or more. 
IF (int_ch_comp >= 0.25) qcaIncreaseCompSC=1. 
EXECUTE. 
 
IF (int_ch_comp < 0.25)  qcaIncreaseCompSC=0.  /* It's only a small change or it's a DECREASE so 
set to 0. 
EXECUTE. 
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Appendix T – Pupil Interview Transcripts 
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Appendix U – Teacher Interview Transcripts 


