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Case study: Improving lives — exploring the effects of mindfulness training

OTLA 3   

North East and Cumbria 

Which organisations were involved?
Gateshead Council learningSkills, ALD Hair and Beauty Academy, Foundation of Light, North East Counselling Services, and Darlington Borough Council
What was the purpose of the project? 
The five project partners involved in this 2017/18 Outstanding Teaching, learning, and Assessment project were keen to find ways to better support learners, often with complex social and emotional needs, manage the additional pressures of attending a learning programme. Their aims were to:
· improve attendance, retention and progression of learners who have challenging lives
· provide learners with a range of coping mechanisms that enable them to focus on a positive future
· improve tutors’ resilience that enables them to deal with and recover from challenging situations with learners.
What did the project do? 
The project team selected staff keen to explore the benefits of mindfulness and gave them an opportunity to attend extensive professional development sessions which went beyond the lifetime of the project. Sessions were designed to help tutors deal with and recover from challenging situations with learners and equip them with strategies to help learners cope with their studies. This helped tutors design ‘mini interventions‘ from techniques to improve attendance, reduce college anxiety, defuse aggressive behaviour, bolster self-esteem, and build confidence, to meditation to reduce stress, and solution focussed therapy to create positive futures, etc. Staff explored a variety of approaches and then reflected on their usefulness with their learners and colleagues and then cascaded their findings to the wider project team.
What helped the project succeed? 
Practitioners said they benefitted from time to reflect on their teaching and that they believe that they can become better teachers, counsellors and support workers through practising mindfulness. They described dealing better with stressful situations and managing their anxieties more effectively. Some became more aware of how to reduce learner’s anxiety levels and more able to cope with challenges in the classroom. 
What challenges did the project face? 
The Education and Training Foundation (ETF) gave the project an extension because of a slow start as it took longer than expected to arrange external training. The extension helped by allowing time to fully evaluate the impact of the programme, which would not have possible within the original project timescale.
What difference did the project make?
The project had a substantial impact on the health and well-being of practitioners, which in turn had a positive impact on learners’ well-being as staff became confident in sharing techniques that worked for them. Practitioners describe developing techniques for switching off and lower levels of stress.  Practitioners identified how they would use some of the techniques with learners, e.g.:
· using breathing exercises to regain composure when stress levels increase
· using the ‘home base’ and a body scan as a means of distraction when learners may become distressed or angry
· being able to advise learners on how to deal with anxiety and stress
· being able to justify trying techniques because others have found them successful
· using breathing exercises with learners to improve mood

Although in its early stages, monitoring data suggests mindfulness contributed to improved performance, especially for learners on study programmes and traineeships, including their attendance in maths and English. 

Working with a range of sub-contractors and services through this project also resulted in a number of organisational changes for learningSkills including:
· A roll-on-roll-off mindfulness programme for new learners prior to joining classes
· Designing mindfulness curriculum for learners.
· Designated team of mindfulness practitioners who can be utilised for early intervention with staff and learners
· Introducing mindfulness to all tutors at a CPD event with a view to more tutors training to be practitioners and using mindfulness to help learners
· Introducing more opportunities for staff to practice mindfulness and other similar programmes such as yoga and meditation through a fully funded programme of events
· some learners asking for and being granted the chance to practise mindfulness independently within the centre.
Where can I find more information?
· A Summary of Projects in the OTLA Phase 3 (North East & Cumbria) Programme
· A 30-page final report of the project contains more detail, including a presentation used for training, individual learners’ case studies in which staff describe the mini-interventions they used and reflect on their impact. The report accompanies this case study in the project resources folder on the Excellence Gateway.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Details for someone you can contact directly about this project have unfortunately not been provided to the ETF. 

 “This has been wonderful to be part of. It has been a real privilege to see the learners’ realisation of the possibility of being able to work with their thoughts and feelings when they never knew this was possible.”
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