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The challenges faced by teachers are adding to the frequency and Received 29 September 2023
intensity of their emotional problems. In this study, the authors Accepted 30 August 2024
argue not only that social, emotional and intercultural (SEI) learning

: . - - . P KEYWORDS
interventions are associated with an increase in mindfulness and Teachers; mindfulness;
fewer teachers’ emotional problems, but also that the change in emotional problems; social;
teachers’ mindfulness following an SEl learning intervention is emotional and intercultural
associated with a change in reported teachers’ emotional problems. competencies

The study uses a randomised control group experimental design
evaluating the HAND IN HAND intervention for teachers. This inter-
vention focuses on teachers’ SEI competencies, self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, responsible deci-
sion-making and intercultural competencies, in a six-day interven-
tion. In the study, a sample of teachers from Slovenia (N = 97; 85.9%
female, M,ge =44.5years) was used. The findings indicate the
importance of mindful awareness when preventing emotional pro-
blems of teachers.

Introduction

Teaching is an emotional process. In this process, pleasant feelings, such as pride and
excitement, but also unpleasant ones, such as anxiety, guilt, uncertainty and frustration,
are frequent and part of the everyday teaching experience (Malm 2009). In addition,
teachers face a multitude of challenges associated with the characteristics of their
profession (e.g. new skill requirements and rapid technological developments), chal-
lenges associated with their teaching and classroom interactions (e.g. discipline and
increasing social and cultural diversity) and challenges related to the COVID-19 pandemic,
which have intensified the existing emotional problems in recent years (Collie 2021;
Council of the EU 2014). The challenges faced by teachers are adding to the frequency
and intensity of their emotional problems (Malm 2009). Therefore, teachers’ resilience (e.g.
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Beltman, Mansfield, and Price 2011) and well-being (e.g. Parsons and Vaughn 2016) need
support.

One mechanism for supporting teachers lies in promoting their social, emotional
and intercultural (SEI) competencies. Possessing and developing teachers’ SEI com-
petencies has proven to be extremely important, both for the teachers themselves
and for those with whom they are in close contact (i.e. students). There are numer-
ous pieces of research evidence about the importance of the teacher’s role in
fostering these competencies in students (Durlak 2016; Durlak and DuPre 2008),
but there has been less investigation into the effects on teachers, especially as
regards their well-being and the frequency and intensity of the emotional problems
they experience.

Emotional competencies are intertwined with social competencies and are commonly
outlined in five interrelated dimensions: self-awareness, self-management, social aware-
ness, relationship skills and responsible decision-making (Collaborative for Academic,
Social and Emotional Learning 2013). Self-awareness is the ability to recognise one’s
own emotions and thoughts and their influence on behaviour. Self-management is the
ability to regulate one’s emotions, thoughts and behaviour effectively in various situa-
tions. This includes dealing with stress, controlling impulses, self-motivation, and setting
and achieving goals. Social awareness is the ability to understand others, to take the
perspective of those with different backgrounds and cultures and to act with empathy
and compassion. Relationship skills are defined as the ability to communicate clearly,
negotiate and seek help when needed. Responsible decision-making requires the knowl-
edge, skills and attitudes needed to make constructive choices about personal behaviour
and social interactions (Durlak 2015). Social and emotional competencies (especially self-
awareness and social awareness) are often referred to as crucial parts of intercultural
competencies (Stier 2003). Besides these socioemotional aspects, intercultural competen-
cies also refer to essential knowledge-based elements such as knowledge about one’s
own and others’ cultures, discrimination and cultural conflict (Deardorff 2006). In the light
of the increase in the social and diversity challenges in classrooms (which are present, for
example, because of greater migration), intercultural competencies are vital to equip
teachers to deal with the everyday challenges of diverse classrooms.

A review of SEl learning interventions for teachers (Nielsen et al. 2019) showed that SEI
competencies are conceptualised in different research traditions and that, despite the
large number of interventions, evaluation of the effects is often missing. The review also
highlighted the importance of the agency of school staff during interventions, the need to
consider a balance between adaptation and fidelity in the process of implementation, and
the importance of addressing teachers’ beliefs, emotions and abilities to navigate in the
complexity of classrooms. The review was based on the catalogue of SEl interventions for
teachers (Nielsen et al. 2017) that led to the development of an SEl learning intervention,
formed in the framework of an EU project, HAND in HAND (Kozina 2020), which ran from
2017 to 2020 in five European countries: Croatia, Denmark, Germany, Slovenia and
Sweden. The project aimed to design and test a whole-school approach for supporting
the SEI competencies of everyone in schools (students, teachers, counsellors and princi-
pals). The intervention intertwined three types of activities: activities with a focus on
oneself, activities focusing on the other person and activities that support the group. Self-
awareness and self-management (the focus on oneself) were targeted with mindfulness-
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based inner and bodily exercises. Social awareness, relationship skills and responsible
decision-making (the focus on the other) were targeted with dialogue exercises.
Intercultural competencies (the focus on the group) were targeted with a set of activities
triggering reflections on prejudice, social justice and equality.

In the current study, we focus on self-awareness. We understand self-awareness to
be a stepping stone for promoting other aspects of SEI competencies, and it was also
given more attention in the HAND in HAND intervention, i.e. being included in every
activity. One of the most common ways to increase self-awareness is by cultivating
mindfulness (Brown and Ryan 2003). Mindfulness is defined as present moment
awareness and the non-judgemental acceptance of moment-to-moment experience,
and within individuals it can vary across time and situations (Brown and Ryan 2003). It
is a two-dimensional construct (Bishop et al. 2004) with the dimensions of self-
regulation of attention (mindful awareness) and orientation to experience (mindful
acceptance). Self-regulation of attention involves the observation and awareness of
thoughts, sensations and feelings from moment to moment. The second dimension
represents the orientation towards one’s present-moment experience, based on curi-
osity, openness and the non-judgement, or acceptance, of any sensations, thoughts or
feelings that arise. Mindfulness techniques most frequently focus on the awareness of
breathing or physical sensations in the body (e.g. body scan), through so-called inner
or meditation-based exercises, and sometimes on the awareness of the body in
movement (e.g. yoga, walking meditation) (Kabat-Zinn 1990), through so-called body
or yoga-based exercises.

Through body exercises, physical activity on its own can have a positive effect on
emotional competencies (Kangasniemi et al. 2014; Valois et al. 2008), which is also
reflected in strong support (Kabat-Zinn 1990) for the argument that mindfulness is
positively associated with emotional competencies and negatively with emotional pro-
blems. Furthermore, the studies reviewed in a meta-analysis (Vollestad, Nielsen, and
Nielsen 2012) indicated the important role of mindfulness in increasing mental well-
being and decreasing emotional problems (Holzel et al. 2011; Kabat-Zinn 2003).
Emotional problems such as anxiety, depression and frustration affect not only the well-
being of teachers (Melchior et al. 2007) but also their relationships with students in the
classroom (Harding et al. 2019; Jennings and Greenberg 2009). For instance, there is
a significant association between teachers’ mental well-being, more specifically depres-
sion, and students’ well-being (Harding et al. 2019). Since teachers are at increased risk of
mental health issues when compared to other professions (Kidger et al. 2016), it is crucial
to explore possible support mechanisms, such as SEI competencies and especially
mindfulness.

Current study

The study addresses three research questions:

1.Is there a change in teachers’ self-reported mindfulness after the HAND in HAND SEI
learning programme, when comparing the control and the intervention groups?

Since one of the aims of the activities included in the HAND in HAND SEI learning
intervention was support for self-awareness, we expect an increase in mindfulness in the
intervention group. As mindfulness is multidimensional (Blanke and Brose 2017), it makes
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sense to investigate the possible differential increase in mindfulness components follow-
ing an SEl learning programme.

2. Is there a change in teachers’ self-reported emotional problems after the HAND in
HAND SEl learning programme when comparing the control and the intervention groups?

The positive effects of mindfulness interventions are well documented, and benefits in
emotional regulation skills (Chambers, Gullone, and Allen 2009; Robins et al. 2012),
reflected in better acceptance of all emotions, both positive and negative, and more
variety in coping mechanisms, are reported. We therefore expect a decrease in emotional
problems in the intervention group.

3. Is the change in teachers’ self-reported mindfulness associated with the change in
teachers’ self-reported emotional problems after the HAND in HAND SEI learning pro-
gramme, when comparing the control and the intervention groups?

We argue not only that SEl learning interventions are associated with an increase in
mindfulness and fewer emotional problems, but also that the change in mindfulness
following an SEl learning intervention is associated with a change in reported emotional
problems.

Method
Research design

This study is a part of the European Erasmus KA3+ project ‘HAND in HAND: Social and
Emotional Skills for Tolerant and Non-discriminative Societies’, which aimed to increase
the SEI competencies of students and school staff (see more in Kozina 2020). We used the
randomised control group experimental design in three of the countries (Croatia, Slovenia
and Sweden) that were participating in a field trial experiment of the project. Twelve
schools per country that had higher proportions of at-risk students (e.g. migrants, refu-
gees and students with low socio-economic status) participated through one class of
eighth-grade students (aged 13-14years old), their teachers and other school staff
(school counsellors and principals). The principals were automatically selected with the
recruitment of the schools, while school counsellors and eighth-grade teachers were
recruited on a voluntary basis. Three programmes were developed: one for students,
one for teachers and one for other school staff (the principal, counsellors, etc.). The
programme is open-access available (HAND in HAND programme for school staff 2020),
HAND in HAND programme for students 2020). The schools were randomly assigned to
one of the four conditions (three schools per condition per country): (A) the control
condition, completing none of the programmes; (B) completing only the programme
for students; (C) completing only the programme for school staff and teachers; and (D)
completing the programme for school staff, teachers and students. The assessment of
programme effectiveness was conducted at three points in time: pre- and post-
programme implementation, and six months after the programmes had been completed.
In this study, we focused on the teachers from Slovenia and divided them into two
groups, based on the participation in the programme for teachers (A+B = control group
(no teacher programme); C+D =intervention group (participated in the teacher pro-
gramme)) and on their pre- and post-measurements.
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Participants

The sample comprised 97 teachers from 12 Slovenian lower secondary schools. The
teachers were mostly female (85.9%) and were aged from 25 to 63 (M =44.5 years, SD =
9.8). Among them, 41 participated in the HAND in HAND programme (intervention group)
and 57 did not (control group). The control group were mostly female teachers (73.1%),
aged from 25 to 63 (M =43.5years, SD=9.5), with 16.4years (SD=11.8) of teaching
experience. Likewise, the intervention group were mostly female teachers (95.1%), aged
from 26 to 60 (M =45.8years, SD =10.2), with 20.5 years (SD = 12.0) of teaching experi-
ence. Only the teachers participating in both the pre- and post-measurements were
included in the data analysis (14% drop-out rate; 1 teacher in the intervention group
and 15 in the control group).

Instruments

The measurement battery comprised questionnaires tapping the SEl competencies of the
teachers. We also collected their demographic characteristics and inquired about their
classroom activities and classroom climate. For the purposes of this study, we only present
data for the selected measures. The original scales were translated into Slovenian in
a double-blind translation process.

The Kentucky Inventory of Mindfulness Skills (KIMS) is a multidimensional self-
reported inventory that assesses four mindfulness skills: Observe, Describe, Act
with awareness and Accept without judgement (Baer et al. 2004). The participants
reported the extent to which the statements described their behaviour, on a 5-point
Likert scale (1 — Never or rarely ever true, 5 — Very often or always true). Observe
measures the inclination to be vigilant towards internal and external sensations.
Describe assesses the ability to communicate experiences. Act with awareness
includes the ability to be fully present in the moment and engage in activities.
Accept without judgement assesses the ability to perceive things without further
analysis or judgement. The reliability and validity of the original instrument have
been well documented (Galla et al. 2012). After the pilot study (see more in Vieluf,
Rozman, and Roczen 2020), we shortened two of the scales used in the field trials:
those for Describe (from 8 to 7 items) and Observe (from 12 to 7 items). Cronbach’s
alphas in our study ranged from .81 to .90 in the pre-test and from .80 to .90 in the
post-test.

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, Meltzer, and Bailey 1998) is
used to measure, for adolescents of 11 years and above, self-reported problems with
conduct, emotions, peer relations, prosocial behaviours and hyperactivity. Of the ques-
tionnaire’s 25 attributes, 10 are classified as strengths, 14 as difficulties, and one statement
is deemed neutral. From the five subscales, we used the emotional problems scale (with
statements such as ‘l am often unhappy, depressed or tearful’), which consists of 7 items.
The original response categories were on a 3-point scale (0 — Not true, 2 — Certainly true).
We asked the teachers to assess the extent to which they agreed with the statements on
a 5-point Likert scale (1 - Strongly disagree, 5 — Strongly agree). The reliability and validity
of the original instrument have been well documented (Roy, Betty, and Clench-Aas 2008).
Cronbach’s alpha in our study was .90 in the pre- and post-test.
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HAND in HAND intervention for school staff is a programme for teachers (Jensen et al.
2020) consisting of a set of learning activities that aim to increase the SEI competencies
and the relational competence of teachers. The activities present a combination of self-
focused activities, other-focused activities and group activities. The programme has four
modules: two modules lasting two days and two modules each lasting one day (six days
altogether).

Procedure

In Slovenia, the HAND in HAND intervention for school staff was delivered over the course
of four months in 2018, two days in August (module 1), two days in October (module 2),
one day in November (module 3) and one day in December (module 4), by two research-
ers with previous experience in working with teachers. The intervention leaders both
underwent the training in delivering the programme in the framework of the HAND in
HAND project. The intervention took place outside school hours (in the afternoons, on
weekends and in the period before the beginning of the school year), and on out-of-
school locations. In August 2018 (pre-test) and December 2018 (post-test), the teachers,
principals and school counsellors completed an online version of the questionnaire. The
pre-test took place a week before the start of the HAND in HAND intervention and the
post-test took place a week after the finalisation of the HAND in HAND intervention. The
participants received a link via email to the questionnaire (platform: 1 ka) from the school
coordinator, who also took care of the research codes assigned to all participants. The
research design and data collection followed the ethical guidelines of the Slovenian
Psychological Association. Informed consent of all included participants was obtained
after getting the school’s consent to participate in the study. All participants were
informed about the voluntary nature and their right to end their participation at any
time. Personal information was not collected at any stage. The schools in the control
group were invited for the shorter version of the HAND in HAND intervention after the
finalisation of the project in January 2020.

Data analysis

The data have a multilevel structure with teachers being nested within schools. This is
important to consider in the analysis, because teachers within the same school share
unobserved characteristics that might influence our results. Because of the small sample
sizes at the school level, it was impossible to use multilevel modelling. According to Maas
and Hox (2005), multilevel modelling requires at least 20 cases on the highest level, but
we only had 12 schools in all groups. Therefore, we just analysed the effects at the
individual level, while accounting for the multilevel structure of the data by correcting
the standard errors for clustering at the school level. Accordingly, we used linear regres-
sion analyses of the teacher data to allow us to predict changes in the outcome variables
with treatment assignments at the individual level. We used linear regressions of the
following form:

AEmotional Problems; = 3, + B * exp; + B, x AMindfulness; + 35 x exp; x AMindfulness;
+ uj
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where AEmotionalProblems; and AMindfulness; are teacher i's changes in
EmotionalProblems; and Mindfulness; between the two time points (pre- and post-test).
EmotionalProblems; captures the scale score for teacher i at a point in time, computed as
the arithmetic mean of the responses of teacher i to the items measuring this construct.
Similarly, Mindfulness; captures the scale score for teacher i at a point in time, computed as
the arithmetic mean of the response of teacher i to the items measuring one of the
following constructs: Observe, Describe, Act with awareness and Accept without judge-
ment. EmotionalProblems; and Mindfulness; were only computed for teachers with valid
responses for at least half of the items on the scale. Further, AEmotionalProblems; and
AMindfulness; represent the difference in the score for teacheriin a certain outcome variable
before and after the intervention (i.e. scale score T2 — scale score T1). These differences were
used as the dependent and independent variables in the regression analysis. Another
independent variable was an indicator to reflect the experimental condition: exp; indicates
whether teacher i was participating in the HAND in HAND intervention. The baseline or the
comparison group was the control group. All statistical analyses — the descriptive analysis
and the analyses used for scale construction — were carried out with IBM SPSS Statistics
Version 22 for Windows (IBM Corporation 2013). We performed all regression analyses using
the R statistical programming environment (RStudio Team 2015) and corrected the standard
errors for clustering in all analyses.

Results

In the study, we address three research questions. We begin this section by presenting
descriptive statistics of the variables used. We present the results for the first and
the second research questions and, finally, the results from analysis focusing on the
third research question.

In Table 1, we present the mean and standard deviation of the scale scores for the
emotional problems and mindfulness scales, separately for the experimental and control
groups by time point. The highest scale score in both groups in T1 and T2 was found for
Mindfulness: Observe scale and the lowest for the scale Emotional Problems.

In Table 2, we present the mean, standard deviation, minimum and maximum value,
skewness and kurtosis of the difference scores for the emotional problems and mind-
fulness scales, separately for the experimental and control groups. A positive value of the

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the scale scores for the emotional problems and mindfulness scales in
both groups (intervention and control) for both time points.

Scale My SDy; My, SDy,
Experimental (N = 40)
Mindfulness: Observe 3.91 0.66 3.83 0.57
Mindfulness: Describe 3.58 0.64 3.57 0.59
Mindfulness: Accept without judgement 3.18 0.72 3.26 0.71
Mindfulness: Act with awareness 3.34 0.52 3.20 0.54
Emotional Problems 2.70 0.81 2.56 0.74
Control (N=57)
Mindfulness: Observe 3.80 0.62 3.73 0.69
Mindfulness: Describe 3.69 0.64 3.71 0.59
Mindfulness: Accept without judgement 3.63 0.66 3.54 0.70
Mindfulness: Act with awareness 3.45 0.42 344 0.44

Emotional Problems 2.29 0.68 2.27 0.79
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the difference scores for the emotional problems and mindfulness
scales in both groups (intervention and control).

Scale Min Max M D Skew Kurt
Intervention group (N = 40)
A Mindfulness: Observe -1.29 0.86 -0.09 0.45 -0.21 0.30
A Mindfulness: Describe -1.43 1.43 —-0.01 0.60 0.07 0.07
A Mindfulness: Accept without judgement -1.89 1.44 0.08 0.62 -0.37 1.86
A Mindfulness: Act with awareness -1.70 1.30 -0.14 0.52 —-0.58 2.31
A Emotional problems -1.14 243 -0.14 0.63 1.77 6.43
Control group (N=57)
A Mindfulness: Observe -2.14 1.29 —-0.08 0.63 —-0.33 1.26
A Mindfulness: Describe -1.43 1.14 0.02 0.53 —-0.04 0.10
A Mindfulness: Accept without judgement -1.22 0.89 -0.09 0.51 -0.39 —-0.45
A Mindfulness: Act with awareness -1.10 0.90 —-0.01 0.38 —-0.40 1.20
A Emotional problems -1.00 1.29 -0.02 0.45 0.32 0.41
0.1 7
— |
H
T 005
<
e X
gl
o | X
£ X
'qg 0.05 4 Xcontrol
5 Pt Mintervention
g ] X
3 -0.1 4
[
3
5 0.15 u u
S
w2
-0.2 T T T T d
Emotional Observe Describe Actwith  Accept without
problems awareness judgement

Emotional problems and Mindfulness scales

Figure 1. Average scale score difference between post-test measurement and pre-test measurement
per group for mindfulness scales and emotional problems.

difference score represents an increase in the scale score at T2 compared to T1 and
a negative value represents a decrease. In the experimental group, the smallest change is
observed for Mindfulness: Describe and the largest decreases are observed for
Mindfulness: Act with awareness and Emotional problems. In the control group, the
change is the smallest for the Mindfulness scales Describe and Act with awareness. The
largest decreases are observed for the Mindfulness scales Observe and Accept without
judgement.

The first and second research questions deal with the change in teachers’ self-reported
Mindfulness and Emotional problems after the HAND in HAND SEI learning programme. In
Figure 1, we present the mean differences between the two time points for the variables
of interest by intervention status (i.e. whether or not the teachers participated in the
HAND in HAND intervention). The greatest average change between the control group
and the experimental group is observed for Emotional problems and the Mindfulness
scales Act with awareness and Accept without judgement. While the perceived Emotional
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problems did not change in the control group, the teachers from the intervention group
report fewer Emotional problems in T2 compared to T1. Further, Mindfulness: Act with
awareness did not change in the control group, but we observe a decrease in the
intervention group. For Mindfulness: Accept without judgement, we observe a decrease
in the control group and an increase in the intervention group. However, the differences
between the control and intervention groups are not significant for any construct
(Emotional problems: t=—-1.09; p =0.28; Observe: t =—0.16; p = 0.88; Describe: t = —0.23;
p=0.82; Act with awareness: t=-1.88; p =0.06; Accept without judgement: t=1.64; p
=0.10).

In the third research question, we aim to investigate whether a change in teachers’ self-
reported Mindfulness is associated with a change in teachers’ reported Emotional pro-
blems after the HAND in HAND SEI learning programme. The aim of the intervention was
to support the mindfulness dimensions. As we have already seen, an increase in one
mindfulness dimension, namely Accept without judgement, was found in the intervention
group. In addition, the teachers from the intervention group reported a decrease in
Emotional problems. We wanted to investigate, additionally, whether these two changes
are connected and can be interpreted as being a result of the intervention.

In Table 3, we present the results from separate regressions, each of which uses
a different component of mindfulness as the independent variable. The results for
the mindfulness scales Observe and Describe suggest no significant association
between the change in Emotional problems and the change in Observe and
Describe in any of the groups. The change in Observe and Describe is similar for
teachers in both groups. These results reflect the unconditional mean differences
presented in Figure 1, from which we can see that these do not differ between the
intervention and the control groups. Although the differences between the treat-
ment groups for the mindfulness scales Act with awareness and Accept without
judgement were not significant, we can observe some differences in the

Table 3. Results from regression analyses: the predictive value of emotional problems for mindfulness
scales.

Estimate SE t Pr(>|t])

Mindfulness: Observe

Intercept -0.02 0.06 -0.34 0.733

Exp -0.13 0.12 -1.09 0.280

A Mindfulness: Observe -0.03 0.1 -0.23 0.816

Exp*A Mindfulness: Observe —-0.04 0.17 —-0.26 0.792
Mindfulness: Describe

Intercept -0.02 0.06 -03 0.763

Exp -0.12 0.12 -1.03 0.304

A Mindfulness: Describe —-0.03 0.15 —-0.24 0.814

Exp*A Mindfulness: Describe —-0.10 0.22 —-0.46 0.646
Mindfulness: Act with awareness

Intercept -0.03 0.05 —-0.46 0.643

Exp -0.22 0.07 -2.94 0.004 **

A Mindfulness: Act with awareness -0.57 0.08 -7.1 0.000 Fxx

Exp*A Mindfulness: Act with awareness -0.12 0.25 —-0.49 0.623
Mindfulness: Accept without judgement

Intercept —-0.01 0.06 -0.22 0.826

Exp —-0.09 0.1 —-0.86 0.392

A Mindfulness: Accept without judgement 0.07 0.08 0.87 0.386

Exp*A Mindfulness: Accept without judgement —-0.54 0.14 -3.83 0.000 X
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unconditional means (see Figure 1). The difference in Accept without judgement
goes in the expected direction: in the intervention group, the scale score differ-
ence is positive, indicating an improvement in the construct. From the regression
results presented in Table 3, we can see that the effect of Accept without judge-
ment on Emotional problems is significantly different for the intervention group in
comparison to the control group (t=-3.83, p=0.00). From the coefficient and its
direction, we can see that a positive change in Accept without judgement is
associated with a negative change in Emotional problems. In other words, in the
intervention group, an increase in Accept without judgement is associated with
a decrease in Emotional problems.

From the regression analysis presented in Table 3, we can also see that there was
a significant change in Act with awareness for the control group, conditional on the other
included variables (t=-7.10, p =0.00). In addition, we can see that a positive change in
this variable is associated with a negative change in the outcome of interest for the
control group. This effect is not significantly different in the intervention group (t =-0.49,
p=0.62). We can therefore conclude that an increase in Act with awareness was asso-
ciated with a decrease in Emotional problems, but that this effect did not differ between
the control group and the intervention group.

Discussion

In the study, we focused on the change in mindfulness and emotional problems in
teachers who were part of the HAND in HAND project (Kozina 2020), in either the
intervention or the control condition, with the assumption that mindfulness would
increase and emotional problems would decrease in the intervention group compared
to the control group and that these two changes would be significantly associated.

In the first research question, we investigated the change in teachers’ self-reported
mindfulness components after the intervention, when comparing the intervention and
the control groups. Contrary to our expectations, the results show that the pre- and post-
measurement changes do not vary significantly between the control and the intervention
groups. Mindfulness-based activities were included in each of the modules of the inter-
vention as a combination of inner and body-based activities. One of the reasons for not
detecting a significant difference in the changes in the teachers’ self-reported mind-
fulness between the groups could be the length of the intervention. It was in fact a six-
day intervention, but self-awareness was only one of the focuses, albeit a strong one; self-
awareness did not receive as much attention as it would have done in an intervention
more explicitly based on mindfulness. In fact, mindfulness-based research shows promis-
ing effects, but the interventions in the research solely targeted mindfulness (Virgili 2015).
The mindfulness interventions are usually standard eight-week interventions (mindful-
ness-based stress reduction, Kabat-Zinn 1990), even though the shorter versions also
report significant improvement in mindfulness and the duration does not seem to play
a significant role (Virgili 2015). We do, however, see (Figure 1) that the difference between
the groups is largest in Act with awareness and Accept without judgement. Act with
awareness decreased after the intervention in both groups, more evidently in the inter-
vention group. One could guess that the decrease was due to higher self-awareness, such
as a more precise evaluation of one's behaviour, feelings and thoughts, after the
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intervention. Accept without judgement did, however, increase more in the intervention
group than in the control group, indicating the expected increase in mindfulness after the
intervention. The findings are only indicative and would need to be replicated in larger
samples and with more focus on an intervention that was based on mindfulness. It is,
however, unusual for two different components of mindfulness to behave differently after
a social, emotional and intercultural intervention, implying possible different mechanisms
underlying these two dimensions.

Similarly, in the second research question, we were looking into a change in teachers’
self-reported emotional problems after the social, emotional and intercultural learning
intervention, when comparing the intervention and the control groups. Again, contrary to
our expectations, we found that the pre- and post-measurement changes do not differ
significantly between the control and the intervention groups. Despite the evidence from
the literature (Harding et al. 2019; Jennings and Greenberg 2009) on the positive effects of
social and emotional interventions on reported emotional problems, these effects were
not supported in our study. Emotional problems decreased in both groups, with
a stronger decrease in the intervention group, but this did not reach the level of statistical
significance. In addition to the possibility of the intervention not being effective enough
(e.g. regarding its length or its content) there could also be the effect of the school year
(e.g. the changes in classroom climate through the school year) or, possibly, similar
activities going on in the control groups (e.g. the control groups were involved in their
regular school life, which could also have included similar programmes of which we were
not aware). Additionally, one of the reasons for non-significant effects can be the mea-
surement. For instance, Nielsen et al. (2019), in their review of SEl interventions focusing
on teachers, pointed out methodological concerns, especially in regard to the psycho-
metric measures not being sensitive enough to catch the subtle changes related to the SEI
competencies of teachers. Nevertheless, the added value of the current methodology is
a multidimensional assessment of mindfulness, even though other measures show better
measurement properties. The difficulties reported in the literature (Trapnell and Campbell
1999; Watkins and Teasdale 2004) mostly concern the Observe scale, and more specifically
that it measures both constructive self-observation (experiential self-focus) and non-
constructive self-observation (analytical self-focus) and may be dependent on experience
in meditation (for example, the effects of the intervention could be different for someone
who is experiencing meditation for the first time and someone who is already experi-
enced in meditation (Baer et al. 2004)). The effect of meditation experience is worth
exploring in future studies in combination with the use of mindfulness scales improved in
other ways.

Further, we were interested in whether the change in mindfulness was associated with
the change in emotional problems in both groups. We hypothesised that an increase in
mindfulness would be associated with decreased levels of reported emotional problems.
We took a look at all the components of mindfulness separately. There was a significant
association in the expected direction between the change in one mindfulness component
and a change in emotional problems, when comparing the intervention and the control
groups. The increase in Accept without judgement was significantly associated with lower
levels of emotional problems in the intervention group. Even though we did not find the
significant effects separately for mindfulness and emotional problems when comparing
the intervention and the control groups, we can see a significant association between an
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increase in Accept without judgement and a decrease in emotional problems. The
teachers who reported an improvement in their skill of accepting their feelings and
thoughts without judgement also reported having fewer emotional problems. The
same also works in the other direction: the teachers who reported a decrease in their
skill of accepting also reported more emotional problems. Here, we can see how impor-
tant this specific mindfulness skill is for experiencing emotional problems. The mechanism
underlying this association that is worth exploring further is rumination. Rumination is
a tendency to engage in sustained, repetitive thinking about negative topics, usually past
negative events (Mandell et al. 2014), and it plays an important role in depressive and
anxious feelings (Nolen-Hoeksema 2000). Rumination should be lowered when mind-
fulness (i.e. the acceptance of all feelings) is practised (Campbell et al. 2012). The first step
in emotional regulation is being aware, as well as accepting all varieties of emotions,
pleasant and unpleasant (Gross and Mufoz 1995). When looking at the dimensional level
of mindfulness, Accept without judgement falls into orientation to experience (mindful
acceptance), which represents orientation towards one’s present-moment experience
based on curiosity, openness and non-judgement or acceptance of any sensations,
thoughts or feelings that arise (Bishop et al. 2004). The activities in the HAND in HAND
intervention that promote acceptance are (a) self-focused activities (inner and body-
based mindfulness techniques) and (b) other-focused activities (the dialogues). While
the self-focused activities supported awareness, recognition and acceptance, acceptance
was further enhanced in the dialogues. For instance, the themes reflected upon in the
dialogues were the challenges and difficult emotions faced in specific professional situa-
tions. These situations helped to normalise the variety of emotions felt, and also the
possible ways to recognise and regulate them.

Another component of mindfulness for which the difference was significantly asso-
ciated with a change in Emotional problems was Act with awareness. There was
a significant association between Emotional problems and the Act with awareness
component, but this was found in both groups, intervention and control, and so cannot
be interpreted as an effect of the intervention. However, it does indicate the importance
of mindful awareness when preventing emotional problems. We did, however, expect to
find a significant association between an increase in all components of mindfulness and
a decrease in emotional problems. Research, for instance, shows that mindful description,
acting with awareness and non-judgemental acceptance are associated with less social
anxiety and less distress contagion (Dekeyser et al. 2008). Nevertheless, our findings point
to the importance of addressing mindfulness at component level, which we will also
consider in future studies.

Several challenges limit our findings. Even though the study was carefully planned and
designed, the intervention used a small sample size per country, which limits our conclusions
and does not allow multilevel analyses. The small sample size can be a reason why significant
effects of the intervention were not detected. Additionally, we need to point out that the
changes targeted with a social, emotional and intercultural intervention are very subtle and
often very difficult to measure (for more information, see Nielsen et al. 2019). For instance, in
the focus group interviews used in the evaluation of the HAND in HAND intervention, the
teachers listed many positive effects experienced during and after the intervention (Vieluf,
Rozman, and Roczen 2020). Based on our experiences, we would stress that the holistic
approach to designing an intervention that targets social, emotional and intercultural
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competencies is an added value that also presents a challenge on how to measure its effects.
The open question remains, too, about whether sufficient time was devoted to every
competence, such as, in the case of the current study, how to deal with emotional problems.

Even with these limitations, our findings support the need to invest in promoting social,
emotional and intercultural interventions for teachers. When trying to address the emotional
problems facing teachers, our study found that mindful acceptance seems to be especially
important. In future intervention studies, we would advise that the measurement instruments
be carefully selected, and that extra care is taken about activities in the control schools in order
to detect the potential difference due to the intervention. Larger and more representative
samples should also be included. This could be a way forward to create classroom environ-
ments in which all teachers and students feel safe.
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