Mindfulness (2018) 9:1668-1670
https://doi.org/10.1007/512671-018-0936-x

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

@ CrossMark

Commentary Regarding Johnson et al. (2017) ““A Randomized Controlled
Evaluation of a Secondary School Mindfulness Program for Early
Adolescents: Do We Have the Recipe Right Yet?”

Neil W. Bailey' - Richard Chambers? - Addie Wootten?> - Craig S. Hassed*

Published online: 10 April 2018
© Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2018

Recently, Johnson et al. (2017) published the results of a study
examining the effect of a nine-lesson mindfulness intervention
on adolescent mental health in schools in South Australia (“A
randomized controlled evaluation of a secondary school mind-
fulness program for early adolescents: Do we have the recipe
right yet?”). Their results indicated no change in anxiety, de-
pression, weight/shape concerns, well-being, or mindfulness
as a result of the mindfulness intervention at the intervention’s
end, nor any changes at 6- or 12-month follow-up points.
Their results were a replication of a null result in their previous
study (Johnson et al. 2016 “Effectiveness of a school-based
mindfulness program for transdiagnostic prevention in young
adolescents”). Their research was well conducted, including
randomized control design, a very experienced mindfulness
teacher, and sufficient power to detect meaningful effects.
They also used a well-established mindfulness program
adapted for use in schools (the .b program).

Johnson et al. (2017) concluded that the intervention was
not effective, a conclusion we agree with. They provide a
number of potential explanations for the lack of effect. One
reason stated by the authors is that adolescents may be too
cynical for mindfulness to be effective for them. This became
the primary reason that was reported in the media for the lack
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of effect of the mindfulness program (https://digest.bps.org.
uk/2017/09/26/perhaps-teens-are-too-cynical-to-benefit-
from-mindfulness-say-authors-of-latest-negative-school-
trial/). The explanation seemed to be supported by the lack of
practice undertaken by students in the trial. Less than 25% of
the students completed even 10 min of mindfulness practice at
home per week, falling to 7% by follow-up. As such, it is
perhaps unsurprising that the students did not show a change
in mental health measures—evidence indicates that the
benefits of mindfulness practice are only apparent for
individuals who practice above a certain threshold (Jha et al.
2017). Additionally, the proposed mechanism of action of
mindfulness interventions is a primary change in mindfulness,
followed by secondary changes in emotional regulation and
other factors, which lead to improved mental health (Coffey
and Hartman 2008; Coffey et al. 2010; Holzel et al. 2011;
Shapiro et al. 2006). Without practicing enough mindfulness,
averaged data from the students showed no change in mind-
fulness (the mechanism of action of mindfulness interven-
tions) and thus no changes in outcomes.

The lack of sufficient practice in the study by Johnson
etal. (2017) is despite additional methods to try and enhance
the likelihood of home practice, including an extra lesson,
and added attempts to involve parents. They also added a
greater focus on motivating the students, more mindfulness
practice in the weekly teaching sessions, brief tests on in-
formation taught in the mindfulness sessions, and extra
handouts. Additionally, they used methods to try and en-
hance classroom practice, but did not report wider school
support, and in-class uptake by teachers was low. The
amount of practice undertaken in the study by Johnson
et al. (2017) is also in stark contrast to the 45 min, 6 days
per week recommendations of MBSR and MBCT, where
meta-analysis has indicated that the amount of mindfulness
home practice has been shown to correlate with outcomes
(Parsons et al. 2017). Although it is likely that adolescent
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programs are more feasible with a reduction on the 45 min
of practice common to adult programs (to ensure participa-
tion), it is unlikely that 10 min once per week (as per
Johnson et al. 2017) would have an effect.

Although Johnson et al. (2017) are to be commended
on an excellent study and for their efforts to engage stu-
dents in more practice, we would like to suggest that
external factors (such as lack of ability to implement
mindfulness practice due to limited ability to control their
own time) should be eliminated as explanations before
explanations that involve inferences about the internal
state of participants are proposed (for example, that stu-
dents do not benefit due to cynicism). Explanations that
make inferences about internal states are more likely to
result in the categorical perception that mindfulness does
not work for students, as demonstrated by the media re-
port on Johnson et al.’s (2017) study that “teens are too
cynical to benefit from mindfulness.” This is not a valid
conclusion to draw from Johnson et al.’s (2017) study
given the lack of change in mindfulness (the mechanism
of action of the intervention). It also conflicts with the
findings of multiple meta-analyses that indicate a positive
effect in youth and schools (Klingbeil et al. 2017; Zenner
et al. 2014; Zoogman et al. 2015). This point is important,
because the risk of providing an explanation for a lack of
effect involving the internal state of participants is that the
explanation is more likely to prevent the implementation
of potentially useful programs, despite the lack of ability
of the study to rule out external factors. The more accu-
rate conclusion is that “teaching teens mindfulness with-
out allocating practice time does not improve outcomes.”

Additionally, the self-report measures of interest, enjoy-
ment, and amount learned indicated averages of ~7/10
(Johnson et al. 2017). These results suggest that the students
were interested and felt like they learnt from the mindful-
ness teaching sessions. This suggests the lack of effect in
their study was not due to internal states of the participants
(the explanation is not that mindfulness interventions for
school students do not work due to their cynicism towards
the practice). We think it is more likely to be due to a lack of
the students’ capacity to take on “optional extras” such as
mindfulness. School curriculums are considered overbur-
dened, and adolescents and teachers struggle for time to
meet the demands of even the usual assessment expecta-
tions, without the addition of mindfulness practice to be
voluntarily pursued (Aikenhead 2002; Bartlett 2004;
Hacker and Rowe 1997; Valli and Buese 2007).

Reviews of mindfulness in schools have suggested that
interventions should be implemented with an understanding
of the students’ broader context, as students are subject to
demands and systems that they do not have control over
(Chadwick and Gelbar 2016). From this perspective, it is un-
likely that students who are already struggling for time in their

day will pursue the optional extra homework that mindfulness
practice represents. Mindfulness is only suggested to benefit
student’s mental health, and a contextual perspective indicates
they are more likely to focus on tangible factors such as
grades. We would like to suggest that adding another time-
consuming activity to an adolescent’s day without removing
any other activity is adding a burden when a student may not
have the capacity to implement and benefit from the activity.
As a result, the student may either ignore the addition of
mindfulness, or even worse, the addition of mindfulness
may create another stressor.

Additionally, researchers have suggested the practice of
conveying mindfulness to a conscripted audience such as stu-
dents is important, but not allocating any systematic time for
the practice is ethically questionable (O’Donnell 2015). This
approach may convey a number of implicit messages, such as
that mental health is the student’s own responsibility and is not
externally supported, or that mindfulness for mental health is
not important enough to be part of the core curriculum. In this
context, poor or worsening mental health can be perceived as
the student’s failure, despite a context that may not allow them
sufficient control over their time to pursue recommended ac-
tions such as mindfulness to prevent mental health issues. The
lack of control is also most likely to affect at-risk students,
who are most in need, contributing to issues of inequality.

Johnson et al. (2017) did suggest that research could in-
vestigate whether short daily at-school practice might in-
crease effectiveness. Our suggestion is that mindfulness in
the school day should be viewed as the “main course,” and
home practice as an encouraged but optional extra. Indeed, a
“whole-school approach” is recommended to lead to the
most effective mindfulness programs in schools (Kielty
et al. 2017). The best way to achieve this would be to have
a minimum basic training for all teachers during teacher
training and to formalize time for mindfulness practice into
the curriculum to help with teacher engagement.
Minimizing teacher burden is important for continued im-
plementation (Dariotis et al. 2017), so Johnson et al.’s
(2017) suggestion of providing teachers with audio files is
worth pursuing. These methods would provide the system-
atic support to allow students the time and space to practice
mindfulness. Only if students are provided with the time to
implement mindfulness practice will we obtain information
about whether their internal state could be an explanation
for their lack of improvement as a result of a mindfulness
program. Until researchers offer students both the teaching
of mindfulness and the time to practice it, we may be offer-
ing them a gift that they have no place to keep.
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