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Appendix 1 – Case Study: Using mindfulness with a young person in a 
community learning setting 

As part of our OTLA project, I wanted to use some of the techniques we had been learning around 
mindfulness to support Lana1, a young person I had been working with at our community learning 
setting. Lana is a year 11 student who has been out of mainstream education for over two years. 
Life for this young person has been very difficult indeed; she is identified as high risk of child 
sexual exploitation and she and her family are currently subject to a child in need plan. Lana also 
suffers from anxiety and her attendance can fluctuate as a result of this. Substance misuse is also 
a problem for Lana, and she has been known to engage in this as a strategy to help manage the 
complex emotions she experiences as a result of the ongoing difficulties in her life.  

I intended to explore a different aspect of mindfulness with Lana each week to support her to 
explore alternative coping strategies and to help her manage some of the difficult emotions she 
experiences. I also hoped that mindfulness work might help Lana develop resilience (Rutter, 1999) 
and as a result of this, help her to improve her attendance at the centre. I felt that improved 
resilience and better attendance were important goals for me to work with Lana, as they will help 
her to develop the skills she needs to progress and maintain a placement when she leaves our 
setting in July. 

The first couple of sessions with Lana went well. We explored different breathing techniques and 
ways in which she could shut off her mind to intrusive thoughts and feelings by focusing on her 
breathing. I asked Lana to try out the techniques at home and she told me that ‘I tried the breathing 
and it made me fall asleep’. Lana reported that she was enjoying the sessions and that they 
momentarily helped to take her mind away from other things that were going on in her life.  

Following the initial breathing activities, I was unable to complete mindfulness work with Lana for 
a few weeks. A lot was going on in her life, and she missed a lot of time with us, including a period 
of illness caused by severe, untreated tooth decay. When I did see Lana, there were a series of 
ongoing crises’ unfolding in her life which needed immediate practical attention. This is often the 
nature of work with young people who are receiving alternative education. 

When we finally got opportunity to work together again in a classroom setting, the next activity we 
tried was a circle activity (an activity shared with me by the project lead from Gateshead 
Community Learning Team during one of our project meetings). The purpose of the circle activity 
is to focus on relationships between people, circumstances or events, and to explore the ways in 
which a central theme or event is influenced by things that are either within or outside of our 
control. Lana and I decided to use her difficulties with attendance as the central focal point. She 
began by stating that she didn’t come because she ‘didn’t want to come’ and she was ‘tired’. As we 
used the circles however, it quickly became clear that there were far deeper reasons than 
‘tiredness’ and ‘not wanting to come’ which were affecting Lana’s attendance. Some of these 
things were in her control; some were not. 

What the circles activity allowed Lana to do was to reframe the way in which she viewed her non-
attendance, to understand that it is nothing to do with her being ‘bad’ or ‘naughty’ or ‘not bothered’ 
and everything to do with her doing the best she can do under a very difficult set of personal 
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Improving Lives: exploring the effects of mindfulness training (Gateshead Council learningSkills) Page 18 

circumstances. This is very important as a way to counteract stigma and labelling (Goffman, 
1963) and to help Lana see that she is being listened to; that her experiences are being taken 
seriously and that her insight regarding how to develop resilience in relation to the adversities in 
her life is valued. As a tutor and manager of alternative education within our setting I was able to 
appreciate and reflect upon each individual issue that was affecting Lana’s attendance, and work 
with her to look for solutions to the elements we felt we were able to have some control over. 
Exploring attendance using the circles encouraged me to unpick and explore with Lana, and 
helped me to develop a far clearer picture of her circumstances that I would have been able to had 
I just sat and asked her why she wasn’t attending, as I would have done before the mindfulness 
project.  

As the weeks continued, Lana’s attendance continued to fluctuate. Last month her sister suffered 
a miscarriage nearly eight months into her pregnancy. We have seen little of Lana since. It is 
perhaps too early to tell whether the mindfulness work I completed with Lana has had any great 
impact upon her resilience; more work would need to be completed over a longer period of time. 
What I can report is that Lana told me that she enjoyed the sessions, and following the 
mindfulness work we did, she engaged very well indeed in her subject specific work with other 
tutors. In terms of Lana’s attendance, there are too many other factors affecting this at present to 
know whether or not mindfulness work helps improve attendance in general. Lana did tell me that 
her breathing work had improved her sleep, which was a barrier Lana had identified in relation to 
her attendance in the past. We hope that Lana will come back to us following the tragedy of her 
sister’s loss and we will continue to work mindfully together to support her transition into post 
sixteen learning.  

 

Using circles to explore attendance issues with Lana 
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