(i) adherence to the form of the programme and coverage of themes and curriculum
Content

This feature assesses the presence or absence of appropriate curriculum content and themes
and the adherence to the overall form of the programme/session. There are some curriculum
elements to each session that are ‘non-negotiable’ and need always to be in place:

- at least 30 minutes of mindfulness practice; each session other than session 1 begins
with practice;
- practice and home practice review/inquiry; discussion of home practice for
forthcoming week;
- final mindfulness practice/mindful pause to close session, or some approach that
ensures sessions end with a mindful awareness of ending and transition;
- the session themes need to be conveyed both through the process and content of the
teaching session.

The intention and aims of curriculum elements that the teacher uses within the session need
to be clearly aligned with the kind of course (e.g. MBSR or MBCT), with the client group,
and with the overarching intentions of the session. The assessor requires contextual
information to clarify these, and also rationales for curriculum content that departs from the
usual MBSR or MBCT curriculum.

Curriculum guides for MBSR and MBCT courses are available elsewhere and are not
reproduced here (see Blacker et al., 2009, and Segal et al., 2002b in the Reference List at
end). The principles to bear in mind here are that MBSR courses usually aim to highlight
general patterns that create human suffering, while MBCT courses also aim to highlight
patterns that perpetuate specific vulnerabilities (such as vulnerability to depression
recurrence).

Questions to ask when assessing this feature: Did the teacher adhere to the expected
curriculum for the session? Was the content of the dialogue appropriate to the stage of the
course?

It is important to bear in mind the building blocks that are needed to enable participants to
apply new mindfulness skills in the face of difficulty. For example, it may be inappropriate at
an early stage in the programme to be encouraging participants to deliberately ‘turn towards’
difficult experience.


(ii) responsiveness and flexibility in adhering to session curriculum

Mindfulness-based teaching requires that time is given to exploring important issues with
sensitivity and simultaneously that time is used in an intentional and focused way. Effective
coverage and pacing of the session curriculum offers an opportunity to embody the
possibility of balancing working responsively with the present moment whilst holding an
awareness of overarching intention. Skilful teaching therefore requires a dynamic balance
between staying with the core intention for the session and responding to the spontaneity of
the moment. Generally, the teacher will have a session plan to work to with approximate
times allotted to each part of the session curriculum. A key skill is to hold this plan flexibly
and lightly, to enable appropriate responsiveness to the moment. This is particularly
emphasised in teaching MBSR, where content is transferable both between and within 
sessions. The main requirement is that the session themes are conveyed. A teacher may
appropriately decide to drop a particular planned exercise should the material be naturally
arising through other aspects.


It is important that the teacher conveys a strong sense of intention so that it is clear to the
participants that the choice of focus for the time together is carefully planned and particular.
Within this it is important to honour the contributions of participants. For example, at times it
can be fruitful to use seemingly unproductive digressions to build cohesion in the group or to
weave them in as examples of the kinds of mind patterns highlighted by mindfulness-based
teaching processes (e.g. recognising rumination in action; seeing the pressure to have
rationales for what we do and to search for outcomes).



(iii) appropriateness of the themes and content (to stage of programme and to the
participants)

This feature assesses the teacher’s ability to recognise participants’ needs and adapt the
session accordingly. The pacing of the material should always be accommodated to the
participant’s needs and speed of learning. For example, when there is evidence of difficulties
(e.g. emotional or cognitive difficulties), more time and attention may need to be given. In
such circumstances the agenda items may be shuffled or adapted accordingly. In some
extreme circumstances (e.g. participant expressing distress) the structure and pacing of the
session will need to change drastically in accordance with the needs of the situation.


(iv) level of organisation of teacher, room and materials
What was the level of organisation of the teacher, the room and the materials? Has the
teacher pre-arranged the room with the required number of chairs; have all the required
materials for the particular session such as CDs and handouts been prepared; are appropriate
teaching aids available and used? (N.B. The skill with which teaching aids are used is
assessed in Domain 5 Conveying course themes through interactive inquiry and didactic
teaching.)


(v) the degree to which the session flows and is appropriately paced

Was there any time during the session when the session moved too slowly or quickly? Did
the session flow well overall? Did the participants or the teacher appear rushed? Did the
teacher give the participants sufficient space and time to sense, feel and think? The teacher
may unwittingly belabour a point after the participant has already grasped the message, or
may spend time gathering much more direct ‘noticing’ than is necessary. In these cases, the
sessions can seem painfully slow and inefficient. On the other hand, the teacher may
intervene before having gathered enough direct ‘noticing’ to draw out the learning themes. In
summary, if the session is conducted too slowly or too quickly, the learning process may be
impeded and this could de-motivate the participant.

Was the teacher able to work skilfully with digressions? The teacher may appropriately
politely interrupt peripheral discussion and direct participants back to the agenda. The session
should move through discrete phases which are clearly connected. It is important that the
teacher maintains an overview of the session to allow correct pacing throughout without
seeming preoccupied with ‘time pressure’.

Was the pacing of the session adapted well to the needs of the participants? Was there
sufficient time allocated to each element of the session - e.g. was there sufficient time left for 
home practice assignment? A well paced session should address the intentions of the session
without needing to exceed the time allocated.

The teacher may be observed using phrases similar to the following to build effective pacing
into the session…

We may have strayed off our focus a little, shall we get back and focus on the key
exploration for this session?

Let’s pause there – the point you’ve just raised is important and will be addressed in
…..

Do you mind stopping a moment, you’ve given me lots of information already. Just to
make sure I have understood completely, let’s look together at what you are
describing here.


