A large part of each session is taken up by interactive teaching processes – reviewing the
experience of mindfulness practices during the session and at home (inquiry), drawing out
experience during and after group exercises, and offering didactic teaching in an interactive
and participatory manner. This exploratory way of approaching experience illuminates the
habitual tendencies and patterns of the human mind and offers an embodiment of a potential
way of being and working with experience beyond the programme. 

The teacher demonstrates skilful and creative use of a range of different methods of teaching, including the use of metaphor, poems and stories. Participants’ difficulties (e.g., avoidance, distress, emotional reactivity) in sessions are crucial opportunities to convey course themes, and the way the teacher works in these moments should be given weight in assessing overall, and in this domain in particular.


(i) Experiential focus - supporting participants to notice and describe the different
elements of direct experience and their interaction with each other; teaching themes
are consistently linked to this direct experience

The teaching process is predominantly based on an experiential focus and supports
participants in reconnecting with their direct experience (with a particular emphasis on
sensations in the body) and uses this experiential ‘data’ as a starting point for exploration and
learning. When the dialogue moves into conceptualisations, the teacher quickly leads the
participants back towards connection with immediate experience. 

Participants are given opportunities to become aware of and discriminate the different elements of direct experience – sensations, thoughts, feelings – both retrospectively tracking these as they arose in a mindfulness practice and tracking them now as they arise in the moment.


Style of questioning/dialoguing in mindfulness-based teaching include:
- Use of open rather than closed questions which only require a “yes” or “no” answer
- Questions/statements that open space – “would you be willing to tell me more?”;
‘hows?’ and ‘whats?’ rather than ‘whys?’
- Avoiding questions/statements that close/fill the space – e.g. yes/no, fixing/solutions,
self stories
- Attentive and positive non-verbals
- Alternating questions and statements
- Opening the space – creating and recognising possibilities
- Sensing when inquiry is appropriate in group discussions – sometimes a question
needs an answer, sometimes inquiry, sometimes nothing but ‘thank you’ or a smile
- Humility – the other person is the expert in their own experience (Blacker, Stahl &
Meleo-Meyer, 2006) 


(ii) exploring the different layers within the inquiry process (direct experience, reflection
on direct experience, and linking both to wider learning) with a predominant focus on
process rather than content.


How much time is allowed for the actuality of experience and relationship with
experience to be explored before introducing broader teaching themes?

One can think of the dialogue as having three concentric circles and layers of inquiry:

1. Layer 1 – noticing sensations, thoughts, feelings (direct experience within self)

Areas of exploration/questioning include:
- What did you notice? (e.g. physical sensations, including sounds, feelings, colours, textures,
movement)
- How did it feel?
- Where were these occurring - specific location or through the whole body?
- Did the sensations change or were they constant?
- Emotions/feelings, and thoughts connected to them
- Thoughts about now, the past, the future?
- When your mind wandered where did it go?
Thoughts? – Memories, worries, planning, time, food?
Sensations? – Restlessness, pain, hot/cold
Emotions? – Sad, angry, fearful, happy, secure, loving


2. Layer 2 – dialoguing about them (placing the direct noticing in a personal context of
understanding) e.g.:
- How did you feel when your mind wandered?
- What did you do when your mind wandered (let it wander, get involved in the thoughts,
bring it back – with gentleness, firmness, guilt, annoyance, amusement, judgement, etc.)
- Explore the sensations of reactions/responses – what were the sensations of e.g. gentleness,
guilt, pushing away, holding on, tuning out, opening to, etc?
- How did bringing awareness to this experience affect it?
- Is this pattern of experience that you describe familiar? – in what ways?


3. Layer 3 – linking them to the aims of the programme (placing the learning in layers 1
and 2 in a wider context of understanding)

Within MBSR this linkage process is in relation to the broad application of mindfulness skills
to the areas of living life, managing stress, communicating, making choices about self care,
and so on. The encouragement is for the participants themselves to come naturally to a
process of making the links in relation to the application of the learning to their life through
the process of integration of the material offered in the programme and the mindfulness based
learning. This is true also in MBCT, but there is a greater emphasis within the linkage
process on connecting direct experience and learning with an understanding of the particular 
vulnerability which the programme is adapted for – e.g. relapse prevention in depression,
chronic fatigue etc. This process is held mainly by the teacher who supports participants in
integrating their direct experience with contextual understanding about the particular
challenge they are working with.


So linkage is helping participants to illuminate their seeing of:
- The ways in which their mind becomes ‘caught’ or stuck through their particular way
of relating to experience
- The ways in which their learning about mindfulness has relevance within the various
spheres of their life
- The ways in which their learning about mindfulness has relevance to the particular
vulnerability that they are working with (e.g. susceptibility to depression, chronic
fatigue etc.) 
 
It is important that the teacher takes time with each ‘circle’, and if the group rushes to discuss
or ‘talk about’, to allow time for participants to come back to simply describing what they
noticed. There is no need to stick rigidly to a certain ‘progression’ through the inquiry; better
to see the ‘circles’ as a map for the teacher.



(iii) teaching of themes conveys understanding of underpinning theoretical principles
Jung’s well known quote is apt here – “Learn your theories as well as you can, but put them aside when you touch the miracle of the living soul” (Contributions to Analytical Psychology, 1928).

The mindfulness-based teaching process is designed generally to convey the themes implicitly
(through an experiential process of personal discovery) rather than explicitly (through a
conceptual process of understanding principles and rationales). The challenge for the
mindfulness-based teacher is to know the underpinning theoretical principles thoroughly so that

a) NOTICING -
Direct experiential knowing

b) DIALOGUE -
Exploring the effects of bringing awareness to direct experience

c) LINKING -
Exploring how this learning relates to ways of being with inner and outer experiences in daily life they can inform direction and emphasis within this implicit teaching process, and so that they are readily available for occasional moments of brief didactic teaching.

The majority of the material for exploration within the group is generated by the participants
rather than by the teacher – but it is also the teacher’s responsibility to bring in carefully
chosen material to inform and add context and understanding to the processes that are under
exploration.


(iv) teaching skills – teaching is concise, clear, participatory, playful, alive, responsive, and makes skilful use of teaching aids

Concise and clear – the teaching crystallises key processes in an accessible manner.

Participatory – the teaching process draws on all ways in which humans experience –
thinking, sensing and feeling – and aims to engage all these elements within participants
during the teaching.

Didactic teaching is based on material drawn from direct experience; experience of
participants is invited in relation to material offered. As much material as possible is drawn
out of the direct experience of the group, so that any didactic material is ‘woven’ from lived
experience – the teacher collaborates with participants to link direct observations of
experience to learning relevant to the participant and to the aims of the programme. When
teaching didactically the teaching is brief and clear; engages all elements of experiencing
(thinking, sensing and feeling) and encourages interactive responses from participants’ own
experience.


Playful, alive and responsive – the teaching is engaging and inspiring; the participants and
the teacher are mutually engaged in a creative exploration of the material; it is a highly ‘in the
moment process’ – the teacher is responsive to the material as it arises in the moment rather
than working from a plan or script; the teacher supports participants in navigating towards
dimensions of the material which are highly relevant to the immediacy of participants’
experience; the teacher shows skill in deflecting participants from getting stuck in their
stories, and instead keeps the focus on immediate experience.


Use of teaching aids – teacher makes skilful and appropriate use of flip chart or other
teaching aids (the provision of appropriate teaching aids is assessed in Domain 1 Coverage,
pacing and organisation of session curriculum; the use of these aids is assessed here). The
teacher integrates direct experiential teaching with teaching drawn from other sources e.g.,
stories, poetry and quotations, which point to other ways of experiencing.


(v) fluency – teacher conveys ease, familiarity with and confident knowledge of the
material

Ease – the teacher is clearly at home within the material.

Familiarity with the material – teacher clearly knows what they are teaching – and is able to
move around flexibly within its territory.

Confidence in the teaching process – the teacher conveys their knowledge and experience
and so inspires confidence in the process of the teaching
