
Teaching Mindfulness and 
Neuroscience for Resiliency 
in Adolescence 
Report of a Pilot Curriculum Project to Improve Stress 
Management Capacity and Suicide Prevention Efforts

Jenifer Trivelli, MS RYT - June 22, 2019

TEACHING MINDFULNESS AND NEUROSCIENCE �1



Introduction
Youth today face incredible amounts of stress. It’s well-known that this stress has major 
physical, mental, emotional, and relationship implications. With the staggering statistics of 
mental health challenges (1 in 5 youth have a diagnosable mental health disorder1), high rates 
of suicide among youth (107 in Oregon in 2017 alone2), mounting school pressures, and 
Adverse Childhood Experiences affecting nearly 64% of the population3, every student could 
benefit from research-based, stress management, resiliency-boosting experiential learning.

“…mindfulness instruction improves psychological functioning and may ameliorate the 
negative effects of stress and reduce trauma-associated symptoms among vulnerable urban 
middle school students.”(Sibinga et al, 2016)

Students who exhibit signs of stress are often told to calm down, yet many parents and 
educators lack the tools and training to effectively equip them with strategies to do so.

�   �   �

Samples of curriculum materials

Research on the effectiveness of youth mindfulness in schools is available and is continuing 
to be studied. Mindfulness in schools has been shown to affect a variety of dimensions of 
health, including mental, physical, and social/emotional well-being.

YogaCalm, a social-emotional yoga curriculum for children, lists the following summary of 
the research of outcomes of mindfulness in schools5:

• Mental Health. Reduces depression, anxiety, and stress.
• Well-Being. Improves social competence, emotion regulation, and positive mood.
• Physical Health. Reduces blood pressure and enhance sleep quality.
• Attention. Improves student attention
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Development 
The development of this curriculum originated from a desire to impact the well-being of 
youth in the author’s community of Salem and surrounding areas in Oregon. 

Frustrated by the gap between existing social-emotional curriculums in the schools and the 
wait lists in therapists’ offices, the author and other concerned colleagues, educators, and 
community members gathered to discuss what could be done. The group supported the 
author’s vision for an accessible curriculum which could be delivered in settings wherever 
there were children present, and sought funding through collaborative meetings with the 
local hospital’s non-profit community health education center. Eventually the non-profit 
concluded they were unable to fund the curriculum development, and a new avenue of 
funding was needed to progress further.
 
Utilizing DonorsChoose.org, a nonprofit website that hosts public teachers’ projects to gather 
tax-deductible donations from their communities, the author was able to secure funding for 
delivering the to-be-designed curriculum in two pilot classrooms (which had been identified 
through the initial group meetings). The author felt inspired to create the essential pieces of 
the curriculum without funding to deliver it to these classrooms before summer break.

The author’s background and training in education, social-emotional learning, child 
development, trauma and resiliency, neuroscience, and youth yoga and mindfulness 
integrated seamlessly, and what emerged was a simple structure that could be delivered in 
any setting with approximately 30hrs of training (for educators and for people delivering the 
curriculum in classrooms with teacher support for classroom management).

Development continued through the pilot phases of the two classrooms, with minor 
adjustments made along the way and in response to teacher and student feedback.

At the time this article was written, the author continues to seek collaborative partnerships 
with businesses and individuals to 1) continue providing instruction in classrooms, 2) 
complete the design and publication of the curriculum, and 3) fund trainings at low or no 
charge to educators and volunteers who are interested in teaching the curriculum.
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Curriculum 
The TIME:IN Curriculum is a unique blend of mindfulness practices (through sound 
awareness, movement, and breath awareness) and neuroscience; distilled down into each 
category’s most basic elements for maximum accessibility, and written from a trauma-
informed lens. The goal of the curriculum is to provide students with the knowledge of 
what’s happening in their brains and the experiential practice of guiding themselves towards 
regulation and balance. 

The curriculum relies on classroom culture already established with safety, trust, 
collaboration, choice, and empowerment. A working connection and communication with the 
head classroom teacher is vital to the program’s success. Prior to the first week of 
implementation, communication is exchanged around scheduling, classroom environmental 
considerations to support mindful awareness practices, and the teacher’s role in supporting 
the curriculum instructor with classroom management strategies and in modeling by 
participating in the activities.

The first week begins with an introduction of the facilitator and establishment of the core 
principles of safety, trust, collaboration, choice, and empowerment. In subsequent weeks 
(2-8), it begins with a review of the previous week’s learning and any questions or feedback 
the students have about the skill they learned.

Over the course of the 8 weeks, the students define key terms related to neuroscience (stress  
management and emotion regulation), mindfulness, and resilience. A rating scale is also 
introduced for students to track their own responses to each of the skills introduced each 
week. The elements of skills for each week include mindfulness experiences with breath, 
sound, movement, and other practices which support mindful awareness of oneself. Art and 
reflective writing are sub-components of some of these elements.

A critical component of the curriculum is the repetition of skills for maximum learning and 
sustainability of student self-practice  beyond the 8 weeks of study. This is accomplished 
through suggestion of practicing in between class sessions and maintaining the weekly 
schedule of teaching.
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Results
Pre- and post- assessment surveys were gathered from the pilot program at Central High 
School (Independence Oregon) in an AVID classroom. The assessment measure used was the 
Child and Adolescent Mindfulness Measure (CAMM)6.
 
Between surveys, one student died (passenger in a car accident) and one new student joined. 
Seventeen students completed pre- and post- assessment surveys. 

STUDENTS HAD A 7-POINT (OUT OF 40, OR 18%) INCREASE  

IN AVERAGE MINDFULNESS SCORES
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Child and Adolescent Mindfulness Measure (CAMM) 
 
We want to know more about what you think, how you feel, and what you do. Read each sentence. Then, 
circle the number that tells how often each sentence is true for you. 
 
    

 Never 
True 

Rarely 
True 

Some-
times 
True 

Often 
True 

Always 
True 

1. I get upset with myself for having feelings that don’t make sense. 0 1 2 3 4 

2. At school, I walk from class to class without noticing what I’m doing. 0 1 2 3 
 

4 
 

3. I keep myself busy so I don’t notice my thoughts or feelings. 0 1 2 3 4 

4. I tell myself that I shouldn’t feel the way I’m feeling. 0 1 2 3 4 

5. I push away thoughts that I don’t like. 0 1 2 3 
 

4 
 

6. It’s hard for me to pay attention to only one thing at a time. 0 1 2 3 
 

4 
 

7. I get upset with myself for having certain thoughts. 0 1 2 3 4 

8. I think about things that have happened in the past instead of thinking 
about things that are happening right now. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 

9. I think that some of my feelings are bad and that I shouldn’t have 
them. 0 1 2 3 4 

10. I stop myself from having feelings that I don’t like. 0 1 2 3 4 

 



Twelve students provided additional written feedback. Overall ratings for tools and 
information were 4s & 5s out of 5 possible . There was one 3 given - their written feedback 
was for more things to do. Overall ratings for the instructor were 4s & 5s out of 5 possible.

Ten (of 12) students reported using the strategies outside of class (one said they forget and 
was the same student who rated tools and information a 3 and wanted more things to do).

THEMES FROM WRITTEN STUDENT FEEDBACK 

Teacher feedback: It gave my students simple yet powerful ways to manage their stress. Their 
suggestion for improvement to the curriculum was longer (more days) and more techniques. The 
most useful part of the curriculum was the simplicity and the ability to access for all. The teacher 
uses the strategies and would recommend program to others.

The second pilot classroom was in a 3-5th grade special education classroom. Pre-assessment 
data was gathered, but post-assessment data was determined to be an additional undue 
stressor on those particular students during state testing session and therefore was not 
collected. This group is further elaborated on in the Discussion section that follows.
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calming 
helped with my stress 

liked sound activities   liked breathing activities 
relaxed for other classes  helped through death of classmate  

learned about/more aware of my body  destress  
relaxing   liked not being pressured to do activities 

liked the drawing to show strength in my body 
better understanding of myself & my emotions 

self-reflection



Discussion
Comparison of the pilot classrooms revealed key insights about optimal delivery and impact 
of the curriculum on students. In addition to teacher training and classroom environment, 
education strategies according to age/developmental stage, and timing of delivery, the need 
for further resources is discussed.

TEACHER TRAINING AND CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT
Trauma-informed school training. The Central High School AVID classroom was part of a 
three-year, state funded grant to work towards becoming a trauma-informed school. This 
included training, coaching, assessments, and more; all of which the teacher of the pilot 
classroom participated in. The classroom environment was well-established with the key 
principles outlined in the curriculum: safety, collaboration, empowerment, trust, and choice. 
This allowed the curriculum instructor to enter seamlessly with the same principles. One 
possible result of this was a student body in which about half the class asked questions and 
engaged in discussions over the time of the pilot project. All students visibly participated in 
one or more of the offered activities every week.

The teacher of this high school group also pitched to the idea to her classroom to get buy-in 
before asking to have her project funded. She asked if they would like a guest presenter to 
come in and help them learn skills to manage their stress, and reported their response as an 
overwhelming and resounding yes. Students in the 3-5th grade class were chosen and parents 
provided consent to their inclusion in the program. They were not offered buy-in and some of 
them vocalized directly that they did not want to be there.

Special circumstances. The curriculum may have offered additional benefit for the high 
school class, who experienced the unexpected death of a classmate after the beginning of the 
pilot. The teacher repeatedly emphasized how helpful it was to have this additional stress-
management support aiding in the students’ process with grief. The school provided initial 
response and management, and the curriculum provided tools the students could use for the 
weeks and months that followed.

Organization. Delivering the curriculum in a static classroom (the high school) versus 
pulling students out for a special session (the 3-5th graders) appeared to have an impact on 
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the mental state and readiness of each group. The 3-5th graders experienced difficulty 
transitioning into the special pull-out time, while the high schoolers came ready.

EDUCATION STRATEGIES FOR AGE/DEVELOPMENTAL STAGE
Lecture and discussion. Adolescents were engaged in and responsive to handouts and brief 
lecture and discussion style neuroscience information. Students in the 3-5th grade special 
education classroom were uninterested and preferred the activities. Future efforts to bring the 
curriculum into pre-adolescent school populations would benefit from introducing the 
activities before peppering in the lecture and handout information at a more gradual rate.

Benefit of trauma-informed approach. Students in the 3rd-5th grade class revealed 
important pieces of background history which confirmed the benefits of a trauma-informed 
approach. One student reported that her father once smothered her with a pillow and she 
nearly suffocated, so she had difficulty with the breathing activity. The principles of safety, 
trust, choice, empowerment, and collaboration were crucial to supporting a process of 
minimal risk to exposing her to re-traumatization and may have supported a re-negotiation 
process for her of her relationship to her breath. She visibly participated in the breathing 
activities after sharing that and being empowered to make a choice that was right for her. 

During the body map activity, another student in the 3rd-5th grade group reported his 
brother saying mean things to him and putting him down. He had done the activity 
“incorrectly” in the sense that he drew exterior elements (clothing, etc) instead of interior 
sensations he experienced during that time. When he was supported in explaining what he 
drew and why he drew it, it made sense that he was exploring the difficult emotion in the 
way he was ready and able to explore it. The trauma-informed approach of the instructor and 
curriculum puts the focus on students’ process and stage of readiness, and off of performance 
and evaluation based practices most commonly experienced at school.

Finally, one of the written pieces of feedback from the high school class said they liked not 
being pressured to do any of the activities. Given the high level of participation in that class, 
one possible conclusion is the lack of pressure (choice, empowerment, etc) increased 
accessibility and/or safety.
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TIMING OF DELIVERY
Time of year. Both pilots began after spring break and concluded by the end of the school 
year. The younger student group seemed to have more difficulty with openness, attention, 
and cognitive access to the information and tools provided. This may have been due to any of 
the aforementioned aspects, and may also be attributed to the state testing they were 
immersed in at that time of year. The cognitive demand of one more new thing to attune to 
may have been too overwhelming. This was part of the reason for not requesting they 
complete the post assessments. More research is needed to know whether other times in the 
school year would be beneficial. The high school group did not convey any information, in 
words or behavior, regarding time of year.

Time of week and time of day. The high school class had a built in time of Wednesday mid-
mornings, which seemed to work well for their ability to attend to the information and 
strategies. The 3-5th grade class had their first session on a Friday afternoon, which was 
agreed upon by the teacher, students, and curriculum instructor to be an option not to be 
repeated. Subsequent classes were scheduled late morning, just before lunch, and seemed to 
work well for the students. 

NEED FOR FURTHER RESOURCES
A student in the high school class wrote that he wished there was more information and 
resources about the subjects in the curriculum. There are no specific resources the author/
instructor is aware of for adolescents on the subject of resiliency through a trauma-informed 
lens. Resources that may be helpful for future development include an app (there are 
mindfulness apps, but none that focus on trauma-informed approaches for adolescents) and 
mindfulness/movement classes for teens offered on-going, within the school for optimal 
accessibility.
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