(i) Learning container - creating and sustaining a rich made safe through careful management of issues such as ground rules, boundaries and confidentiality, but which is simultaneously a place in which participants can explore and take risks 

Given the interactive, participatory and moment-to-moment dynamic of MBI teaching there is much that is unpredictable and unknown. Each group will be different – a co-creation between the participants and the teacher. The teacher’s role within this is to create the conditions within which the learning can take place. This requires attention to both creating a place of safety and a place in which participants can engage in an exploration of themselves in ways which they may never previously have done. Both aspects of this paradox need to be in place.


Attending to safety
The teacher clearly works with sensitivity to the inevitable vulnerabilities which being in a
group arouses within the individual. For example, s/he responds skilfully to expressions of
difference and to competition within the group, holding boundaries whilst demonstrating
acceptance and curiosity. S/he is attuned to and able to manage the basic group issues of
inclusion, belonging and control.

Group safety is also attended to in the following ways:
- group boundaries are established and maintained (e.g. “let me know if you can’t come
/ arrive on time / attend each week”)
- confidentiality issues are comprehensively addressed
- the intention of the group is clearly conveyed (implicitly and at times explicitly)
- digressions away from the core intention of the group or away from established norms
of MBI teaching processes are promptly responded to – the working ethos of the
group is maintained
- participants are encouraged to adopt towards each other the attitudes that are being
cultivated within the group (respect for each others’ contributions, stepping back from
giving each other advice)
- encouragement to express and explore a range of different experiences among group
members - whether experienced as positive or negative. This cultivates a sense that
there is room in the group for all experience to be safely explored.


(ii) Group development - clear management of group development processes over the 8
weeks – in particular management of beginnings, challenges from within the group
and endings

The teacher deliberately works with and responds to group development processes with
appropriate management of beginnings (including establishing safety, ground rules,
confidentiality, group norms etc. both at the beginning and as appropriate as the group
develops); ‘storming’ – turning towards and working with difficulty in appropriate ways
within the group; and endings – deliberately working with ending processes through
preparing for the end of the group from session six onwards, allowing space to acknowledge
the impact of ending, exploring experiences/concerns relating to the end of the group, and
attending to ongoing needs. 


(iii) Common humanity - moving from personal to universal learning - the teacher
consistently opens the learning process towards connection with the universality of the
processes under exploration.

The teacher deliberately uses the group context within which the learning happens to
underline the general nature of the human mind. The teacher takes opportunities to normalise
experience within the group. Inquiry is an engagement with an individual within the context
of a group of participants. The teacher needs to balance these processes, drawing out from the
particularities of the individual the generalities that might relate to participants more broadly.

Skilful teaching will involve moving between responding to the individual and relating the
learning to the wider group – a movement from the personal to the universal.

An individual question might take the form of: “What is happening in your body now as you
talk?” A group question might take the form of: “What do you all notice in your experience
when….?”. A movement from individual to group might take the form of: “Did any of you
also experience what Sally is describing?”

The internal process of the teacher will include bringing a deliberate focus of attention
towards the group process. Much of this will take place internally and will be observable only
on a subtle level or not at all. However, the teacher will be enabled through this to attune to
and then respond to shifts in group energy and or the prevailing moods (e.g. restlessness,
anxiety) through making choices (e.g. about moving the group on, shifting focus, inserting a
mindfulness practice, actively acknowledging felt experience in the group, etc.).


(iv) Leadership style which offers sustained ‘holding’, demonstrating authority and
potency without imposing the teacher’s views on participants

Creating and sustaining a context within which it is possible to take risks/explore edges

The leadership style that the teacher adopts conveys a sense of:
- purposefulness of intention (this is different from striving for particular outcomes)
- confidence and faith in the process of bringing mindful attention to experience: faith in
this context arises out of the experience the teacher has in this process – through this s/he is
able to invite the trust of participants in engaging in this learning process over these 8 weeks
with an open mind
- potency – the teacher carries influence and authority in a way which inspires the respect
of participants and simultaneously encourages them to look towards their own expertise
- authority – whilst it is important to convey confidence it is unhelpful to convey a strong
sense of expertise or of always knowing the answers. 

The approach is one of co-journeying – a sense of mutual exploration – ‘let’s explore this together’. The teacher and participants are relating to each other based on what they learn and share. The connection is compassionate – a sense of deep understanding of the challenges that we all face. This important sense that the teacher stands side by side with the participants within the process of exploration is balanced with the teacher needing to convey confidence and a sense of authority. Not a hierarchical authority – but a clear sense of being thoroughly ‘at home’ within this process of learning and having trodden this path for oneself, knowing it well. 

An authority which is derived from:
personal practice, psychological and spiritual development, experience of teaching
mindfulness, and expertise in a professional discipline; the experience which leads to this
authority is unique and thoroughly processed. When the teacher talks or acts from this
material her/his real or symbolic authorship of it is evident – both the person and the 
knowledge s/he reveals speaks volumes (McCown et al., 2010). 

The confidence that this stance instils can free participants to feel contained and safe; it can enable them to trust and open to the process – a sense that there is something here to lean on while they engage in this learning process. In order for the participants to be able to disclose and explore difficult material there must be both trust and confidence in the teacher.
