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There is a growing awareness that ‘Mindfulness’ calming techniques can have a vital role to play in with young people with MDVI. In the Royal Blind School, Edinburgh, we have run a programme of Mindfulness for over two years. Working closely with education staff and psychologists (taking in to account brain development, psychology and education) we have tailored an individualised programme specific to the needs of each pupil. Mindfulness is essentially the ability to rest the mind in the moment, focusing on a specific object or a task, exercise or movement to create a sense of relaxation – which generates a sense of alertness while also helping to lessen arousal or distraction. Mindfulness activities take the child out of the ‘red zone’ helping them to cope and have more control over stressful transitions through the day. Mindfulness work with the children is not about teaching them to meditate or to practice yoga. It involves the therapeutic use of particular breathing and meditative techniques but it is also about relaxation and enjoyment, imaginative thinking and having fun.

When preparing for Mindfulness exercises with the young people, they should be able to choose a safe comfortable place. We need to carefully consider the needs of those we are working with and think about how to ensure enjoyment, relaxation and stress reduction. 

The programme has a strong focus on breathing and movement and involves using sensory objects and smells in order to create meaningful visualisations as well as participation Tai Chi - putting breath and movement into practice. We also place emphasis on feeling happy, empathy, awareness of others and having the ability to change your own mood. 

What was our starting point? Where to begin to develop an imaginative programme that has such emphasis on imagination? With the lack of sight, our pupils often need something physical to make a link or a connection to the physical world. How can we be sure they can imagine a scene that the usual Mindfulness programme may ask for, for example, a walk in a green forest with tall trees swaying in the wind and a babbling stream nearby, or sitting in the sun on a sandy beach by the ocean listening to the lap of the waves. To many of our pupils, these are just words with no tangible link to experience. Many of them have no experience of the forest or being calm by the ocean. We needed to create a visualisation that our pupils could use to get into the zone for relaxation. We started with a range of symbolic signifiers or ‘Sensory Stations’ as we called them. The Sensory Stations comprised of five sensory areas and each pupil was able to take their time really exploring each area. Exploring it in a ‘meditative’ way with minimal discussion, gentle background music and focus on the feeling and smell of each thing. The stations were as follows:

· Chiffon scarves infused with peppermint oil or a preferred scent like mums perfume. The pile should be large enough to explore and hide in.

· A small tent that can be put up indoors. It should contain a sleeping bag or duvet to crawl into, lie in or cuddle up in.

· A pile of fur – to experience the feel and texture but also big enough to crawl under.

· A selection of feathers 

· A selection of massage balls so that the pupil can experience the feeling of pressing them against arms or legs, hangs or feet or front or back or sides of the head.

Pupils spent two sessions quietly exploring each area with the lights kept low and music playing softly in the background. They were encouraged to roll about and cover themselves in the materials. They then then made their preferences. While lying in the chosen area support staff encouraged pupils to feel the sensations, smells, sounds and talk about how it made them feel. What did it make them think of? How does this place look, smell and feel like. We wrote a visualisation story based on the answers and words of each pupil. 
This became the safe place story to finish each Mindfulness session. Pupils started by going to that area, then they just had or a piece of material from that area and they relax, de-stress and listen to their story.  They learn this strategy so that they can go to their happy place, in their mind any time of the day or night. Any time stress levels rise and they need a tool to manage. Here is Mortimers happy place. He like to cover himself in fur and listen:  

Mortimer has now moved into his own special place. It is a nice, quiet, hairy cave. Mortimer likes it because it is dark and quiet and it makes him feel happy. He is relaxing and lying down in his hairy cave. It feels warm and furry. It smells nice. Mortimer’s hairy cave is near the sea. He lies there in the soft, warm furry cave and listens. Mortimer can hear the waves from his hairy cave. He can hear the water and the rocks in the sea. They make a rumbling sound. Mortimer likes to lie down in his cave and listen to the sounds. It makes him feel happy. It makes him feel safe. Mortimer thinks, “I like my cave”. Mortimer lies quietly in his cave for three minutes. He is just feeling the fur and listening to the sea. Mortimer feels safe. He feels happy.

Now it’s time for Mortimer to leave his cave. Take a deep breath and start to come out. It’s time to come back to the gym hall again. But remember, whenever, you want, whenever you feel like it, you can close your eyes and come back to your warm, safe, hairy cave…

As time went by support staff learned how to change their delivery in that its ok to slow down. It’s ok to be silent. It’s ok to let the pupils evolve at their own pace. It’s ok to accept changes are happening in these pupils although you can’t tangibly see them week to week. It’s ok for classroom support staff to step back – even if they feel they are not doing their job! Repetition is good and this project gave us the understanding as to why this is and how vital it is!
(Pictures of sensory stations)

Pupils can access Tai Chi in their own way despite their physical constraints. The key to Tai Chi is breathing, which had to be taught. It may seem strange that breathing is something that needs to be taught but without breathing properly, true relaxation is difficult if not impossible. Teaching the pupils how to breathe slowly, deeply and rhythmically is the starting point in stress reduction as we then move on to add the movement. The Tai Chi exercises we developed with an expert make use of the ‘Five Treasures’. These are breathing and movement exercises designed to harmonise slow gentle movement and deep relaxed breathing. The original aim of the Five Treasures was to draw Qi or Chi energy from the stars, the sea and the earth and also to give Chi or share it with others. We adapted the movements to take account of disabilities but have retained the principle of concentrating on harmonising deep breathing and rhythmic movement. This is the key meditative technique which brings increased focus on the moment and the sense of emotional stillness which is the essence of mindfulness.

Some pupils are hoisted out of their wheelchairs on to a beanbag or a mat for Tai Chi. Some only have slight control of their head and arms but take part in this practice very successfully. On a sunny day, we often take a quiet mindful walk out to the sensory garden and practice Tai Chi under the trees. 
(DVD clip) 

The pupils can feel the leaves above their heads as the stretch and have a heightened awareness of nature as this practice is all about the senses including careful listening.

Being outside and having an awareness of nature led on nicely to ‘Journey’ work. Walking outside in the sensory garden, we helped pupils to spend time becoming mindfully aware of the environment in which they were walking. They were encouraged to listen to the sound of the wind and think about how it felt on their skin. They were encouraged to touch and explore the texture of the grass, leaves, soil, the trunks of the trees and so on. They actively listened to the sound of the birds in the garden and of the running water there. The pupils would be encouraged to stop from time to time and experience ‘just being in the moment’ with the sounds, scents and sensations on their journey through the garden. In this way, we were introducing a ‘mindful awareness’ to their journeys and using this experience to re-imagine their journey when back in school. The pupils really engaged with this and their favourite part of the journey showed on their faces with a smile. When we were sure pupils were engaging with this, then there is the possibility to add another imaginative dimension to this journey. Like lying down in the grass and going to your happy place/ hairy cave for example. From here we can introduce the examination of moods and emotions and start to develop strategies to help the pupils be in more control of this.

We have now completed year 3 of the Mindfulness Programme and our pupils have benefitted way beyond expectations. For the first six months, it looked like very little was happening and I began to question the validity of the whole programme. I now realize that just because I didn’t see it didn’t mean it wasn’t happening. A lot was going on in the minds, brains and bodies of our pupils. Mindfulness based stress control has a very definite positive impact.

Pupils have made major progress over the last three years. Staff and parents observed that many of the pupils are self-regulating which has a major impact on transitions throughout the day. More effective breathing is having an impact on their health, concentration and ability to learn. Some pupils are finding fun, joy and a relaxed contentedness that had not been witnessed in these pupils before.

The programme has proved its credibility and our pupils can now draw on the techniques they have learned to control stress and feel more relaxed. We have developed a range of strategies that envelop mindfulness based cognitive therapy, Tai Chi, yogic breathing, meditative visualisations and of course mindfulness based stress reduction. Many of these have been written up by our partner psychologist Stan Godek in his book Mindful Techniques for Children and Young People.
(Short film – Mindfulness in The Royal Blind School)
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