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Abstract

Mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) are being actively implemented in a wide range of fields – psychology, mind/body health care and education at all levels – and there is growing  evidence of their effectiveness in aiding present-moment focus, fostering emotional stability, and enhancing general mind/body well-being. However, as often happens with popular innovations, the burgeoning interest in and appeal of mindfulness practice has led to a reductionism and commodification  – popularly labelled ‘McMindfulness’ – of the underpinning principles and ethical foundations of such practice which threatens to subvert and militate against the achievement of the original aims of MBIs in general and their educational function in particular.  It is argued here that mindfulness practice needs to be organically connected to its spiritual roots if  the educational benefits of such practice are to be fully realised.
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Introduction: The Mindfulness Revolution
Mindfulness has become something of a boom industry in recent times thanks largely to the work of Kabat-Zinn (1990) who developed a Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) programme in his work at the Massachusetts Medical School in 1979.  Since then the work of Kabat-Zinn and associates (Kabat-Zinn, 2005;  Segal, Williams & Teasdale, 2002; Williams, et al 2007; Williams & Kabat-Zinn, 2013) has been responsible for a massive global expansion of interest in mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) in a diverse range of domains including work in schools, prisons, workplaces and hospitals, in addition to wide applications in psychology, psychotherapy, education and medicine.  An internet search on the concept of mindfulness brings up around 18 million items and, in terms of publications, numbers have grow from one or two per year in 1980 to around 400 per year in 2011 (Williams & Kabat-Zinn, 2013,p.3; the growth of mindfulness research papers has been exponential in recent years, see American Mindfulness Research Association, https://goamra.org/)

Thich Nhat Hanh (1999) – the  renowned Vietnamese Buddhist teacher and campaigner for world peace and justice – describes mindfulness as being ‘at the heart of the Buddha’s  teachings’.  It involves ‘attention to the present moment’ which is ‘inclusive and loving ‘ and ‘which accepts everything without judging or reacting’ (p.64).   Kabat-Zinn (1990,1994) and associates have been largely responsible for transforming the original spiritual notion (i.e, the training of the mind to alleviate suffering in ourselves and others) into a powerful and ubiquitous therapeutic tool based on forms of meditation and mindful practices.  Mindfulness simply means ‘paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment and non-judgmentally’ in a way which ‘nurtures greater awareness, clarity, and acceptance of present-moment reality’.  Such practice – whether this involves breathing or walking meditation or giving full non-judgmental attention to everyday activities – can offer a  ‘powerful route for getting ourselves unstuck, back in touch with our own wisdom and vitality’ (Kabat-Zinn,1994, pp.4-5).  

In spite of the presence of different interpretations of mindfulness between older Buddhist traditions and modern strategies, the vast majority of commentators welcome the extension of mindfulness to therapeutic applications (Siegel, 2010; Williams & Kabat-Zinn, 2013).  Indeed, in the context of mindfulness practice in education, health services, psychology and psychotherapy, it could be argued that the new applications represent a dynamic and optimistic new wave of Western dharma (Buddhist teaching and practice) comparable to earlier developments in Eastern traditions as the basic teachings travelled out from India to China, Sri Lanka, Tibet and Japan (Batchelor, 2011; Bazzano, 2014). 

Mindfulness and Education
The secular applications of mindfulness inspired by the work of Kabat-Zinn and associates have been especially welcomed by educators concerned to address spiritual, ethical and affective dimensions of learning/teaching which are thought to have been marginalised by contemporary instrumentalist conceptions of the educational task (Siegel, 2007; Burnett, 2011; Hyland, 2011, 2013, 2014). There are direct and practical links between mindfulness strategies and educational practice at all levels. The ‘present-moment reality’ developed through mindfulness is widely acknowledged in educational psychology as not just ‘more effective, but also more enjoyable’ (Langer, 2003, p.43) in many spheres of learning, and there is now a wealth of evidence aggregated through the Mindfulness in Education Network (http://www.mindfuled.org) about the general educational benefits of the approach.  On the basis of work done in American schools, Schoeberlein and Sheth (2009) list a wide range of benefits of mindfulness for both teachers – improving focus and awareness, increasing responsiveness to student needs, enhancing classroom climate – and students in supporting readiness to learn, strengthening attention and concentration, reducing anxiety and enhancing social and emotional learning .  As they put it:

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 (p.xi).

The use of mindfulness in British schools is showing similarly promising results. Burnett  (2011) has shown its value when incorporated into moral/religious education or personal and social health programmes (PSHE), and the controlled trial conduct by Huppert and Johnson (2010) with 173 secondary school pupils indicated a positive impact of mindfulness-based approaches on emotional stability and an increase of well-being. The therapeutic applications of mindfulness strategies were recommended in the  report sponsored by the Department for Business Innovation and Skills, Mental Capital and Wellbeing (Government Office for Science, 2008),and there are a number of well established centres for the research and teaching in mindfulness-based approaches: the Centre for Mindfulness Research and Practice at the University of Wales, Bangor (www.bangor.ac.uk/mindfulness) , the Oxford Cognitive Therapy Centre (www.octc.co.uk), and the University of Exeter (www.exeter.ac.uk). More recently, a report by the All Party Parliamentary Group on Well Being Economics (New Economics Foundation, 2014) devoted a whole chapter to mindfulness and recommended that ‘mindfulness should be incorporated into the basic training of teachers and medical students’ (p.32).

In addition to the studies noted above, a body of educational research evidence is beginning to emerge from the UK Mindfulness in Schools Project (MiSP; Burnett 2011). A project undertaken in secondary schools connected with the MiSP (officially called the .b project) by Hennelly (2011) involving 64 mixed gender pupils reported that mindfulness training brought about immediate improvements in adolescents’ functioning and well-being and (on the basis of a questionnaire survey conducted six months after experience on the .b programme) established that these positive effects were maintained. More recently, a large-scale experimental project conducted by Kuyken et al. (2013) investigated the impact of mindfulness training in a study involving a total of 522 young people aged 12–16 in 12 secondary schools connected with the MiSP initiative. The results indicated that the pupils who participated in the intervention reported fewer depressive symptoms post-treatment and at follow-up and lower stress and greater well-being at follow-up. The degree to which students in the intervention group practised the mindfulness skills was associated with better well-being and less stress after a 3-month follow-up. Many of these positive benefits of MBIs in education have been confirmed in the meta-analysis and review of recent research in the field by  Zenner, Herrnleben-Kurz & Walach (2014). 
This burgeoning empirical research about the educational benefits of mindfulness practice will need, of course, to be grounded in practical examples linked to the activity of learning (learning here is understood as a primary means of becoming educated in any sphere; see Hamlyn, 1973; Curzon, 2004), and relevant work in this sphere has emerged in recent years.  Siegel’s neuropsychological research (2007, 2010) is useful in this respect since it makes direct connections between mindfulness practice and changes in the brain linked to the fostering of reflective capacities and emotional stability and resilience. Doidge (2007) and Hanson (2013) have assembled a wealth of evidence to show how mindfulness practice changes the brains of practitioners in positive ways which help to reduce anxiety, emotional instability, inattention, and restlessness. Applying these findings to learning and education, Siegel (2007) recommends the cultivation of reflective thinking – what he calls the ‘fourth R of education’ (p.259) – as a way of addressing the practical implications of his investigation of the mindful brain.   He explains that ‘reflection is the skill that embeds self-knowing and empathy in the curriculum’ by reinforcing the overlap between ‘social, emotional, cognitive, and attentional mechanisms’.  He goes on to state that:

In neural terms, the fourth “R” of reflection would essentially be an education that develops the prefrontal cortex.  This is our “cortex humanitas”, the neural hub of our humanity…Interpersonal attunement in adult-child relationships promotes the development of prefrontal functions.  The proposed teaching of mindful awareness would harness these same processes that emerge with prefrontal neural integration and promote a reflective mind, an adaptive, resilient brain, and empathic relationships (pp.261-262).  

 Spirituality, Secularism and Mindfulness
Carr & Haldane (2013) have usefully examined a number of rival conceptions of spirituality such as the Kantian notions of wonder, awe, the sublime and the ineffable which may also be connected with aesthetic and affective psychological and intellectual processes.  Certainly, the notion of diverse traditions and approaches to spirituality is an important one for educators in a multicultural and increasingly secular society (Hyland, 2013), and Wringe’s conception of the  enhancement of the ‘pupil’s non-material well-being’ (2002, p.167) as a general objective of spiritual education has much to commend it.  

Harris (2014) has argued cogently for a non-mystical, naturalistic conception of spirituality rooted in the investigation of consciousness and, indeed, it does seem to be the case that certain forms of consciousness are what unite different versions of spirituality. Referring to the spiritual practices of contemplation and meditation associated particularly with the Buddhist traditions, Harris (2006) describes them in terms of ‘investigating the nature of consciousness directly through sustained introspection’ (p.209). Elaborating upon this conception, he observes that: 

Investigating the nature of consciousness directly, through sustained introspection, is simply another name for spiritual practice. It should be clear that whatever transformations of your experience are possible – after forty days and forty nights in the desert, after twenty years in a cave, or after some new serotonin agonist has been delivered to your synapses – these will be a matter of changes occurring in the contents of your consciousness (Harris, 2010, pp.209-210).

In his debate with quantum physicist, Mlodinow (Chopra & Mlodinow, 2011), about the different claims and evidence bases of science and spirituality, Chopra is concerned to place a similar emphasis on the central role of certain forms of consciousness within Eastern spiritual traditions.  In referring to what he calls the dilemma of scientific materialism which, on the one hand, has brought so much improvement to the quality of human life  but, on the other, has led to ‘endless consumption, exploitation of natural resources and the diabolical creativity of warfare’, Chopra argues that:

Religion cannot resolve this dilemma: it has had its chances already. But spirituality can. We need to go back to the source of religion.  That source isn’t God.  It’s consciousness.   The great teachers who lived millennia ago...offered a way of viewing reality that begins not with outside facts and a limited physical existence, but with inner wisdom and access to unbounded awareness (ibid., p.6).

This point is elaborated through the observation that:

The difference between a spiritual life and every other life comes down to this.  In spirituality, you find out what the mind really is.  Consciousness explores itself, and far from reaching a dead end, the mystery unravels.  Then and only then does wisdom blossom...The mind has looked deeply into itself and discovered its source...(ibid., p.225).

The project of introspection and contemplation – of finding out ‘what the mind really is’ – referred to in different ways by Harris and Chopra is at the very heart of Buddhist philosophy and practice.   The Buddha famously claimed that he ‘taught one thing and one thing only; that is, suffering and the end of suffering’ (Salzberg & Goldstein, 2001, p.123) and the practice of mindfulness has a principal place in this overarching process of alleviating suffering in ourselves and others. Moreover, this is essentially a practical project in which secular spirituality is connected with pragmatic ends. As Harris (2014) puts it, the

realistic goal of spiritual practice is not some permanent state of enlightenment that admits of no further efforts but a capacity to be free in this moment, in the midst of whatever is happening.  If you can do that, you have already solved most of the problems you will encounter in life (p.50).

In their use of mindfulness in approaches to mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT) treatments for depression, Segal, Williams & Teasdale (2002), for example, observe that: 

Mindfulness lies at the core of Buddhist meditative practices, yet its essence is universal. It has to do with refining our capacities for paying attention, for sustained and penetrative awareness, and for emergent insight that is beyond thought but that can be articulated through thought (p.viii).

Kabat-Zinn (2005) one of the most influential contemporary proponents of secular or therapeutic mindfulness, similarly appeals to the universality of  mindfulness notions whilst at the same time paying homage to what might be called its natural home.  He observes that ‘mindfulness, which can be thought of as openhearted, moment-to-moment, non-judgmental awareness, is optimally cultivated through meditation’ and ‘its most elaborate and complete articulation comes from the Buddhist tradition’.  However, he is at pains to state that ‘I am not a Buddhist’ but, rather, a ‘student of Buddhist meditation, and a devoted one, not because I am devoted to Buddhism per se, but because I have found its teachings and its practices to be so profound and so universally applicable, revealing and healing’ (pp.25-26).  

Contemporary therapeutic applications of mindfulness in mind-body medicine, psychotherapy and education (Siegel, 2007; Schoeberlein & Sheth, 2009) are unequivocally secular in all senses of the term in that their aims are, as suggested earlier, essentially pragmatic and seek to re-interpret the original spiritual roots of mindfulness in adapting them to therapeutic and developmental purposes. Moreover, against the background of the secular spirituality described above it could be argued that the original Buddhist project itself is substantially pragmatic, therapeutic and secular in nature, concerned with alleviating suffering in ourselves and others (Batchelor, 2011; Bazzano, 2014).

This emphasis on secular spirituality also brings with it a secular approach to morality as this is revealed in the ethical underpinnings of mindfulness in both ancient contemplative and modern therapeutic perspectives (Keown, 2005). The important point about this value basis is that it is claimed to be universally humanist rather than exclusively Buddhist. As the most influential advocate of the contemporary approach, Kabat-Zinn (2003) explains in relation to the dharma :
dharma is at its core truly universal, not exclusively Buddhist. It is neither a belief, an ideology, nor a philosophy. Rather, it is a coherent phenomenological description of the nature of mind, emotion, and suffering and its potential release, based on highly refined practices aimed at systematically training and cultivating various aspects of mind and heart via the faculty of mindful attention.(p.145).

It is this foundation of universal values – combined with specific and easily accessible strategies for cultivating mindfulness – which have recommended contemporary MBIs to educators at all levels (Burnett, 2011; Hyland, 2014).
Mindfulness and Present Moment Awareness: Limits and Reservations
Almost all the educational benefits claimed for the introduction of MBIs in educational contexts – enhanced attention span and ability to maintain focus, greater emotional resilience and improved well-being (Langer, 2003; Schoeberlein & Sheth, 2009; Kuyken, et al, 2013) - stem from the efficacy of practices such as breath and movement meditation in maintaining attention to and awareness of the present moment. Although this capacity for mindful attention is clearly beneficial for many learning activities, it will not be sufficient to achieve the wider goals of mindfulness practice concerned with cultivating the moral qualities of compassion and equanimity, and realising what Batchelor (2014) has called ‘the experience of the everyday sublime’ (p.37).  Access to this deeper dimension of spirituality requires the constant renewal of connections between techniques for establishing present moment awareness and the use of such awareness in disclosing aspects of the human condition which militate against mind/body flourishing.
Maintaining awareness of the present moment may, as Peacock (2014) argues, be very effective in enhancing focus but sati (the original Pali word for mindfulness, smirti in Sanskrit) is wider than this and ‘functions in a much more dynamic way than the simple non-judgemental observation of experience’ (p.9).  In this more expansive perspective, mindfulness can be used to develop ‘introspective awareness’  which allows us to note the differences between wholesome and unwholesome states, enabling us to ‘recognize them and cultivate the skilful and wholesome states, whilst relinquishing the unskilful and unwholesome’ (ibid., p.10). This wider interpretation of mindfulness practice has important implications for learning
Bodhi (2013) explains that the original sati meant memory or recollection as originally interpreted by Rhys Davids the founder of the Pali Text Society in 1910.   Another layer of meaning relating to ‘lucid awareness’ using all the senses was added later and this forged the connection between the ‘two primary canonical meanings: as memory and as lucid awareness of present happenings’ (ibid.,p.25). There are two aspects of the secular therapeutic conception of mindfulness – as ‘bare attention’ and non-conceptual, non-judgmental awareness – which require explanation in terms of their difference from Buddhist traditional notions.  Buddhist accounts of the awareness involved in sati indicate an awareness which is cognitive, discursive and goes beyond bare attention to include the ‘perception of the body’s repulsiveness, and mindfulness of death’.  Moreover, there is ‘little evidence in the Pali canon and its commentaries that mindfulness by its very nature is devoid of conceptualization’ (Bodhi, 2013, p.28, original italics),

In addition, the work of Dreyfus (2013) on the cognitive dimensions of mindfulness has suggested that the non-judgmental features of the modern mainstream interpretation need to be modified in the light of original Buddhist emphases.  Echoing aspects of Bodhi’s analysis, Dreyfus contends that the ‘understanding of mindfulness/sati as present-centred non-evaluative awareness is problematic for it reflects only some of the ways in which these original terms are deployed’ (p.45).  Using Buddhagosa’s (the 5th century Indian Buddhist scholar) commentaries, he concludes that:

Mindfulness is then not the present-centred non-judgmental awareness of an object but the paying close attention to an object, leading to the retention of the data so as to make sense of the information delivered by our cognitive apparatus.  Thus, far from being limited to the present and to a mere refraining from passing judgment, mindfulness is a cognitive activity closely connected to memory, particularly working memory...(ibid.,p.47).

Although many modern representations of mindfulness in the context of MBSR and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) programmes (Williams, et al, 2007; Crane, 2009) implicitly contain this additional active dimension of awareness, Dreyfus is concerned to foreground and emphasize the important cognitive features of meditation.   Through constant practice such insightful awareness uses evaluation of mental states to ‘gain a deeper understanding of the changing nature of one’s bodily and mental states so as to free our mind from the habits and tendencies that bind us to suffering’ (Dreyfus, 2013, p.51).  The crucial importance of developing such deeper insights into the nature of suffering are present in the literature on MBSR/MBCT but, as Teasdale and Chaskalson (2013) argue, they deserve much greater attention.

Gethin (2013) suggests that contemporary secular therapeutic mindfulness approaches could be said to portray a ‘minimalist’ account of the process and that the:

traditional Buddhist account of mindfulness plays on aspects of remembering, recalling, reminding and presence of mind that can seem underplayed or even lost in the context of MBSR and MBCT (p.275).

In a similar vein, Purser (2014) has referred to the ‘myth of the present moment’ in describing the limitations of many contemporary mindfulness strategies in terms of their emphasis on techniques of calming the mind and improving attention. Drawing on the Theravadan insight meditation tradition, Purser suggests that the central spiritual project of relieving suffering in ourselves and others requires us to go beyond the present moment to examine the nature of all aspects of conditioned existence.

From an educational point of view, such criticisms and the advocacy of wider conceptions of the mindfulness project are of the first importance. Enhancing awareness and fostering stillness in the present moment are not ends in themselves but need to be seen as providing the necessary conditions for engaging with the broader enterprise of cultivating the moral and spiritual virtues which can assist us in dealing with the challenges of everyday life  (Hahn, 1999; Teasdale & Chaskalson, 2013). 
In addition to the reductionist critique, a number of educational, psychological and philosophical criticisms of mindfulness applications in education have been advanced.  The whole enterprise of attending to the affective dimension of learning has been challenged by Ecclestone & Hayes (2009) in their attack on what they call the ‘therapeutic turn’ in education. A central claim is that:

Sponsored enthusiastically by the British government and supported by numerous academic researchers and a huge professional and commercial industry, a deluge of interventions throughout the education system assess the emotional needs and perceived vulnerability of children, young people and adults and claim to develop their emotional literacy and well being (p.ix).

After asserting that they define ‘any activity that focuses on perceived emotional problems and which aims to make educational content and learning processes more ‘emotionally engaging’ as ‘therapeutic education’ (ibid.,p.x), Ecclestone and Hayes go on to criticise a range of practices – from circle time in primary schools, attending to emotional needs at secondary level, to providing support and counselling services in further and higher education – which they claim diminishes learning by their concern with non-cognitive aspects of learning. 

Pointing to the instrumentalist and outcome-based ‘standards’ movement in schools and colleges over the last decade or so, a number of commentators (Suissa, 2008; Weare, 2010) have responded to the Ecclestone & Hayes critique by providing justifications for a greater attention to the non-cognitive aspects of the educational enterprise. More significantly, critics of the therapeutic turn thesis have pointed to, on the one hand, the unreasonable neglect of the affective domain in the arguments of Ecclestone & Hayes (Hyland, 2011, 2014)  and, on the other, the implausibility of identifying therapeutic elements in an educational system dominated by standards, skills, competences, traditional qualifications, league tables and predominantly outcome-based cognitive objectives (Cigman, 2008; Winch & Hyland, 2007).
However, although the case for a ‘therapeutic’ function of education connected with the education of the emotions is now well established within the philosophy of education literature (Wilson, 1972; Peters, 1972; Smeyers, Smith & Standish, 2007; Hyland, 2010), it is important to distinguish this project from the positive psychology movement which has been justifiably criticised by psychologists and philosophers. Criticising the ‘social science concept’ of self-esteem, for example, Kristjannson (2007), explodes a number of myths connected with the alleged connections between self-esteem, educational achievement, and general well-being.  The conclusion is that ‘although the illusions of the self-esteem industry will gradually fall into desuetude’,
we may confidently hope that restoring teachers’ attention to the need to inspire realistic self-confidence in their students and to help students acquire justified domain-specific self-esteem can have a positive impact on school work (p.260).
In the same vein, Miller (2008) offers a cogent critique of the positive psychology movement and the simplistic notions of ‘happiness’ linked to certain educational ideas connected with Layard’s (2005) populist writings.  Smith (2008) is scathing about the so-called ‘science of happiness’ stemming from such notions.  There can be no such science because – in addition to the mistake of defining happiness as a single quality – there is the undeniable fact that ‘we value a great variety of conditions other than happiness’ (p.566).
Kashdan & Biswas-Diener (2014) have recently made significant contributions to this debate by criticising what they call the ‘false nose of happiness’(pp.1ff), and arguing for a position which goes ‘beyond happiness’ to achieve that wholeness which consists in making use of all the human emotions, including negative ones.  Accepting much of the evidence about the benefits of mindfulness, they go beyond the obsession with this approach and suggest ways in which ‘mindlessness’ might contribute to creative thinking, positive social relationships and emotion regulation (ibid., Chap. 5, pp.123ff). More importantly, there are some practical arguments, supported by recent research studies, about how negative emotions can be helpful in many spheres of life (ibid.,Chap.3,pp.53ff).
However, the fact that Kashdan & Biswas-Diener’s book cites endorsements from noted mindfulness advocates such as Rick Hanson and Kristin Neff is an indication that – in spite of the reservations about mindfulness practice – the positions are not incompatible. The thesis about the potential value of negative emotions has parallels in the work on the healing power of illness (Dethlefsen & Dahlke, 2002).  Although illness may have a positive function in galvanising inner reserves and assembling timely reminders, not many people would actually choose to be ill.  Similarly, in the case of negative emotions which, in the normal course of events, are not chosen either but simply part of the universal human condition. What Kashdan & Biswas-Diener are urging is that – insofar as such negative emotions cannot be avoided – we should strive to convert them to useful and wholesome purposes which are beneficial to us.  This is precisely what the long-term mindfulness programmes advocated by Kabat-Zinn (1990) and others are recommending.  Through the acknowledgement of the presence of anger, anxiety, jealousy, and so on, we allow, investigate and transform them in ways of most benefit to ourselves and others (Hahn, 1999) 
Consequently, both ancient and modern practitioners of mindfulness would be able to support Kashdan & Biswas-Diener’s conclusions and those of the critics of positive psychology.  The aims of secular, therapeutic mindfulness are concerned – not with cultivating any particular state of mind, happy or otherwise – but with providing us with the means of investigating and influencing our states of mind so that we may promote mental health and well-being (not quite the same as happiness).  Indeed, many of the techniques of MBSR/MBCT courses are explicitly aimed at helping people deal with difficult emotions by simply being with them rather than trying to escape them through pointless rumination or experiential avoidance in the pursuit of transitory pleasure (Hahn, 1999; Crane, 2009). Since the fundamental teaching of the spiritual tradition in which mindfulness is rooted is the acknowledgement and transformation of suffering in life, this can hardly be characterised in terms of positive psychology. Thus, although the book by neuropsychologist, Hanson, bears the title of Hardwiring Happiness (2013), it contains no instructions for boosting self-esteem or simply thinking positively but – in the spirit of long-term mindfulness practice – offers very practical suggestions for matching negative experiences with ‘antidote experiences’ (pp.136-140) linked to alternative thoughts and emotions.
McMindfulness: The Commodification of Spiritual Practice
Minimalist versions of MBIs combined with the ways in which they are being evaluated present a number of potential problems and challenges for anyone committed to forms of mindfulness which seek to retain connections with the original principles which inspire them.  Safran (2014) has defined McMindfulness as the ‘marketing of mindfulness practice as a commodity that is sold like any other commodity in our brand culture’ (p.1), and the principal problems and limitations of such developments are illustrated graphically by Purser & Loy (2013) in their critique of McMindfulness strategies. As they express the key issues:
The mindfulness revolution appears to offer a universal panacea for resolving almost every area of daily concern. Recent books on the topic include: Mindful Parenting, Mindful Eating, Mindful Teaching, Mindful Politics, Mindful Therapy, Mindful Leadership, A Mindful Nation, Mindful Recovery, The Power of Mindful Learning, The Mindful Brain, The Mindful Way through Depression, The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion. Almost daily, the media cite scientific studies that report the numerous health benefits of mindfulness meditation and how such a simple practice can effect neurological changes in the brain (p.1).

The upshot of all this, inevitably, is a marginalisation of  the  original foundational principles and a distortion of the ultimate aims and procedures. As Purser & Loy conclude:

While a stripped-down, secularized technique -- what some critics are now calling "McMindfulness" -- may make it more palatable to the corporate world, decontextualizing mindfulness from its original liberative and transformative purpose, as well as its foundation in social ethics, amounts to a Faustian bargain. Rather than applying mindfulness as a means to awaken individuals and organizations from the unwholesome roots of greed, ill will and delusion, it is usually being refashioned into a banal, therapeutic, self-help technique that can actually reinforce those roots (ibid).

It needs to be said that the inclusion of mindfulness in US army training regimes and by Google in staff development programmes (Stone 2014; Eaton 2014) clearly raises issues about the misuse and, in some cases, outright abuse of MBIs since foundational mindfulness values such as right livelihood, loving-kindness, compassion and non-materialism are self-evidently and fundamentally at odds with aspects of the core business of corporations and the military.  Criticising what he calls the ‘militarization of mindfulness’ in the establishment of mindfulness-based fitness programmes by the US army, Purser (2014) points to the preposterous absurdity of divorcing mindfulness from its ethical foundations of compassionate non-harming in order to train soldiers to be more alert and efficient.  Similarly, the use of mindfulness training to boost productivity, increase profits and encourage consumer materialism is no less outrageous and oxymoronic.  Bazzano (2014) suggests that contemporary McMindfulness programmes have come to represent  ‘a quick fix for the anxieties of late-capitalist society’ (p.164), and this must be an area of some concern for those involved in the educational applications of MBIs.

 On another level, the wholesale expropriation of MBIs by academic psychologists and mind-body health professionals – reflected in the ever-expanding academic publications noted earlier – has exacerbated the ‘decontextualisation’ referred to by Purser & Loy by transmuting mindfulness practice into just another academic field of study.  The overwhelming majority of such academic publications involve the quantitative measurement of mindfulness (Baer, 2013) – the mutation of present-moment ‘being’ into outcome-oriented ‘doing’. Such developments have led to a proliferation of of mindfulness measurement scales, including the Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS), the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ), the Toronto Mindfulness Scale (TMS), and the Freiburg Mindfulness Inventory (FMI) (Mindfulness Research Guide, 2014; http://www.mindfulexperience org/ measurement).  All of these scales are connected with the the various benefits of MBIs in the areas of depression, addiction, and mind-body well-being, and it is such evidence-based positive results of the strategies which, according to Baer (2013), both justify such measurement and explain their consistent influence.  As she concludes:
Adaptations from the original Buddhist teachings may be necessary, and intended and unrecognised conceptual slippage may be hard to avoid (p.258).

All these developments – and the ‘conceptual slippage’ referred to by Baer – means that contemporary MBIs are quite some way from both the Buddhist home of mindfulness and also the original secular therapeutic aims.  Kabat-Zinn’s evaluation of all these developments is, naturally, both interesting and informative.  Since his original work on the MBSR programme has spawned the current mindfulness revolution, Kabat-Zinn’s criticisms of contemporary developments are understandably nuanced.  Acknowledging the ‘challenging circumstances relating to the major cultural and epistemological shifts’ as Buddhist meditation was introduced into clinical and psychological settings, Williams & Kabat-Zinn (2013) observe that: 

Buddhist scholars, in particular, may feel that the essential meaning of mindfulness may have been exploited, or distorted, or abstracted from its essential ecological niche in ways that may threaten its deep meaning, its integrity, and its potential value (p.11).

The answer to such challenges is the ‘building of bridges with an open mind’ (ibdid., p.12) between all Western and Buddhist perspectives.  More fundamentally, all those concerned with mindfulness practice – teachers, trainers, practitioners, and academic researchers – should be aware at all times of the ‘ethical foundation of MBSR’ (Kabat-Zinn, 2013, p.294) and its roots in the universal dharma of lovingkindness, compassion and the relief of suffering in ourselves and others. Thus, Kabat-Zinn is not opposed to assessing mindfulness per se – after all, its recent growth has been underpinned by research evidence of various kinds as outlined earlier – but only that which fails to respect the ethical foundations and essential principles.

The proliferation of mindfulness scales which has accompanied the exponential growth of programmes has exacerbated an adulteration of the original conception, and it is now no longer clear precisely what is being measured.  Since the exponential development of the mindfulness industry, Grossman (2011) has been forceful in his criticisms of mindfulness measurement scales, particularly those relying upon self-reports by MBI course participants.  The key weaknesses are that they de-contextualise mindfulness from its ethical and attitudinal foundations, measure only specific aspects of mindfulness such as the capacity to stay in the present moment, attention span or transitory emotional state and, in general terms, present a false and adulterated perspective on what mindfulness really is.  Such developments are of precious little benefit to any of the interested parties whether they are, learners, teachers, mindfulness practitioners or external agencies interested in the potential benefits of MBIs. The position is summed up well by Grossman:

Our apparent rush to measure and reify mindfulness—before attaining a certain depth of understanding—may prevent us from transcending worn and familiar views and concepts that only trivialize and limit what we think mindfulness is. The scientific method, with its iterative process of re-evaluation and improvement, cannot correct such fundamental conceptual misunderstandings but may actually serve to fortify them (2011, p.1038).

As Grossman & Van Dam (2011) note, such developments may prove counter-productive and unhelpful to all those working in the field. They argue further that:

Definitions and operationalizations of mindfulness that do not take into account the gradual nature of training attention, the gradual progression in terms of greater stability of attention and vividness of experience or the enormous challenges inherent in living more mindfully, are very likely to misconstrue and banalize the construct of mindfulness, which is really not a construct as we traditionally understand it in Western psychology, but at depth, a way of being (ibid.,p.234).

McMindfulness programmes are driven by the same reductionist instrumentalism – the codifying, commercialising and commodifying of educational aims – which characterise managerial trends in education (Kelly, 2014) and, in a similar way, the mutation of vocational education and training through competence-based strategies (Hyland & Winch, 2007).  Such developments are to be resisted and challenged for the same reasons that all such reductionist instrumentalism needs to be opposed: they are corrosive of the fundamental values constitutive of an educational enterprise concerned with the development of knowledge, understanding and values aimed at the fostering of active, morally sensitive, emotionally resilient, autonomous and well-informed citizens (Dearden, Hirst & Peters, 1972; Suissa, Winstanley & Marples, 2015).
Defending Sprituality Against McMindfulness

The enhancement of mind-body wellbeing may reasonably be claimed as one of the most important functions of education and, insofar as mindfulness practice contributes to such a function, it is worth preserving and protecting against potentially harmful reductionist developments.  With this in mind, I would offer the following critiques of the commodified McMindfulness programmes in the light of the enormous potential which genuine MBIs may offer to educational theory and practice.
The principal weakness of the commodification of mindfulness strategies is that – by divorcing technique from underpinning value foundations – they militate against the achievement of the key objectives which account for their widespread appeal in the first place: the development of open-hearted awareness and emotional stability, the fostering of positive social values linked to self-compassion and empathy, and the enhancement of mind/body well-being in general. The fostering of emotional resilience is, perhaps, one of the most beneficial and all-pervasive outcomes of mindfulness  (Siegel, 2007; Hyland, 2011) but all the evidence indicates that this is only achieved through sustained practice over time.  There is no quick fix in this area, no short cuts to mind/body well-being as the truncated  McMindfulness programmes suggest.  There are parallels with learning and education in general here.   Like R.S. Peters’ famous definition of education (1973), the journey towards mindfulness is lifelong and incremental; not the arrival at a destination but the travelling with a different and constantly changing view. As Peters puts it:
To be educated is not to have arrived at a destination; it is to travel with a different view. What is required is not feverish preparation for something that lies ahead, but to work with precision, passion and taste at worthwhile things that lie to hand (p.20).
 The suggestion – in both Buddhist contemplative traditions and modern therapeutic interpretations – is that the practice of mindfulness leads naturally to the moral principles underpinning the noble eightfold path and the relief of suffering in the world (Keown, 2005).   Direct connections are made between the inner clarity that Siegel (2010) calls ‘mindsight’ – the ‘focused attention that allows us to see the internal workings of our own minds’ (p.xi) – and the foundations of morality.  This is brought out clearly in Kabat-Zinn’s (2005) discussion of mindfulness and the moral life.  As he suggests, the ‘wholesome mind and body states’ resulting from the practice include:

Generosity, trustworthiness, kindness, empathy, compassion, gratitude, joy in the good fortune of others, inclusiveness, acceptance and equanimity are qualities of mind and heart that further the possibilities of well-being and clarity within oneself, to say nothing of the beneficial effects they have in the world.  They form the foundation for an ethical and moral life (,p.103).

Gowans (2015) explains that – although Buddhist ethics has been connected with both deontological and consequential perspectives – its natural home seems to reside most naturally in some form of virtue ethics. As he observes:

For Aristotle, a good life is oriented to the attainment of eudaimonia, a life of well-being centrally constituted by a set of virtues.  Likewise for Buddhism it is plausible to suppose that a good life is oriented to the attainment of enlightenment, arguable also a life of well-being centrally constituted by a set of virtues (p.138).  
For Aristotle we become virtuous by performing virtuous acts, and this fits well with the  mindfulness practice of ‘training’ the mind in turning towards wholesome thoughts, feelings and actions (Hahn,1999; Siegel, 2007). Moreover, this perspective on cultivating moral values is fully in keeping with mainstream accounts of moral development (Hand, 2014).
Insofar as McMindfulness strategies separate the techniques of present-moment awareness from the ethical foundations of mindfulness in Buddhist traditions, they are rendered ineffective in terms of the important function of fostering compassion and other-regarding virtues.  This is crucial in the context of mindfulness in schools and colleges in which the cultivation of values dovetails with general educational aims. On the basis of fifteen years of utilising mindfulness techniques in American schools and colleges, Schoeberlein & Sheth  (2009) argue that:

Mindfulness promotes resilience and enhances social and emotional competence.  Mindfulness combined with empathy, kindness and compassion supports constructive action and caring behaviour.   Living mindfully begets greater mindfulness.  The more you practice, the more mindfulness will infuse your experience of life, work and relationships (p.178). 

As mentioned above, there is a sense in which the short-term commercialised mindfulness strategies can be seen as a quick fix, a band-aid or panacea for all the current ills and anguish of contemporary life.  Although we may sympathise with the ends here – the intentions and sincerity of the escape attempts – it is also necessary to point out the futility of the means.  There is a special absurdity in the notion of pursuing spirituality in the same way  that consumer products are pursued. In the psychotherapy literature this process has been identified as ‘spiritual by-passing’ which is the ‘tendency to use spiritual ideas and practices to sidestep or avoid facing unresolved emotional issues, psychological wounds, and unfinished developmental tasks’ (Welwood, 2013, p.1).  Such a process is clearly at odds with sound practice in both educational and mindfulness fields, and contemporary MBIs in all spheres need to be wary of such pitfalls.
Mindfulness and Education – Implications for Practice

Notwithstanding the ‘mindfulness revolution’ (Boyce, 2011) in recent years, the perennial pressures and constraints on curriculum innovation in contemporary education systems probably entail that another aspect of the limits of mindfulness outlined above is likely to be a relatively marginal role for MBIs in schools and colleges.  However, the early evidence about the positive benefits of mindfulness for learning at all levels is growing exponentially, and it is well worth anticipating further expansion by examining the practical implications of MBIs in education in terms of learning, teaching and curriculum. 
The nature of mindfulness seems to lend itself to non-didactic experiential learning/teaching strategies which allow students to explore practices at their own pace within a critical community of inquiry.  Hyland (2011, pp.98-102) recommends a process-based curriculum employing methods drawn from the Lipman philosophy for children tradition, and similar notions about the establishment of a learning community of mindfulness practitioners have been employed successfully by Schoeberlein & Sheth (2009) in over 20 years of work in American schools and colleges.  McCown, Reibel & Micozzi (2011) write about a ‘democracy of participants and teachers’ in mindfulness classes, and stress the importance of the ‘authenticity’ of the teacher in ‘embodying mindfulness’ (pp.7,125) in all aspects of her work. 
In terms of content, much of this can be supplied through modifications and adaptations of the original MBI framework established by Kabat-Zinn (1990), and there is now a wealth of material relevant to learners of all ages available from a variety of sources (Boyce, 2011; Hyland, 2011; http://oxfordmindfulness.org/learn/mindfulness-in-schools/). Schoeberlein & Sheth’s (2009) handbook includes a wide range of practical suggestions for mindfulness activities – in areas such as mindful eating, mindful movement, and mindful writing – as does the website of the UK Mindfulness in Schools Project referred to in earlier sections (mindfulnessinschools.org).
Although there are suggestions that mindfulness might be incorporated into existing citizenship, moral/religious education or personal, social, and health education (PSHE) programmes (Burnett, 2011; Hyland, 2014), the consensus seems to be that mindfulness is best thought of in cross-curricular terms as a dimension of learning, a capacity for insight and reflection which can be brought to bear on any curriculum activity.  The ultimate aim here is the development of what Siegel (2010) has called ‘mindsight’ which is:

a kind of focused attention that allows us to see the internal workings of our own minds. It helps us to be aware of our mental processes without being swept away by them, enables us to get ourselves off the autopilot of ingrained behaviours and habitual responses, and moves us beyond the reactive emotional loops we all have a tendency to get trapped in.  It lets us “name and tame” the emotions we are experiencing, rather than being overwhelmed by them (pp.xi-xii).

This quality of mindsight – in a sense, the ultimate aim of all the various mindfulness practices utilised in contemplative, psychotherapeutic or educational contexts – can, indeed, be regarded as a fundamental spiritual quality which may be fostered throughout a lifelong education and training.   It is, as Siegel (2007) argues, nothing less than the ‘capacity to sense the mind in ourselves and in others’ (p.260).  If we lack this capacity, our own internal mental states may remain confused and inchoate, and the minds of others may be understated or even missing from our perspectives on the world.  Moreover, it is increasingly the case that the:

absence of a focus on mindsight in education is bolstered by a technology-driven media that bombard children with stimuli devoid of elements that promote self-understanding and compassion (ibid., p.261).

Mindful strategies – non-judgmental, present-moment awareness of our mental states developed through stillness, breath meditation or mindful movement – can help to develop the reflective skills through which self-knowledge and empathy become embedded in the curriculum.  The introduction of such affective objectives into UK schools and colleges is to be welcomed as a project too important to risk diminishment by the spiritual shallowness and populist gimmicks of the McMindfulness practices criticised above.
Conclusion

Evidence concerning the impact of MBIs in schools and colleges is generally positive, and it would be churlish to be over-critical of practices which appear to enhance attention span, emotional resilience and general well-being. However, the mindfulness revolution and the various McMindfulness packages spawned by the new industry – mindfulness ‘apps’ such as Headspace (https://www.headspace.com/headspace-meditation-app) and half-day mindfulness sessions in the workplace (Mindfulness At Work, 2015) – have served to highlight a number of conflicts and tensions.  Scores on attention span, present moment awareness, and emotional reactivity tests may correlate positively with the improvement of learning, but they are not measures of mindfulness (Grossman & Van Dam, 2011).  Qualities cultivated at this stage are necessary but not sufficient to achieve the full mindfulness goals. Development beyond this minimalist stage of mindfulness is essential if affective and moral development is to be maintained and consolidated, and this requires the constant renewal of connections between MBIs in education and the values encapsulated under what Kabat-Zinn describes as the universal dharma.
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