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Study of Inner Strength Foundation’s Teen Mindfulness Program 
Pilot Overview and Results 

 

This pilot study, conducted over the 2015-2016 academic year with high school students from 
Philadelphia, is part of a larger data collection and analysis project, which will be continuing over the 
next 3 years. Evaluation of self-regulation, compassion, and other markers will be taken to assess the 
effectiveness of mindfulness interventions to improve student well being. There will also be ongoing 
formative and summative evaluation of the program for curriculum improvement. 

 

The goal of this pilot study was to gather preliminary data on the effectiveness of the Inner Strength 
Teen Program. This 12-week mindfulness-based intervention is designed for inner-city adolescents. The 
program incorporates contextual lessons on cultural development, evolutionary biology, and 
neuroscience with meditation exercises to promote self-development and reliance. This pilot study was 
conducted in fall 2015. 

Participants included 98 twelfth grade students from 4 classrooms (3 teachers; 1 teacher taught two 
periods) across two high schools in Philadelphia. Students received the programming once a week 
during the regular school day. In one school, this program was infused into history; in the other school, 
it was delivered during an English seminar. The average class size was 25 students. The creator of the 
curriculum administered all sessions. 

We conducted two waves of brief assessments via paper surveys administered during the school day as 
part of the mindfulness classes. The evaluation assessed children’s self-regulation (both short and long-
term) using the Adolescent Self-Regulatory Inventory (ASRI; Moilanen, 2007) and self-compassion 
using the Self-Compassion Survey (SCS; Neff, 2003). Of the 98 students who participated, only 61 
(62%) completed both the pre- and post-test assessments. There was additional missing data at pre-test, 
as some students did not see the last page of the ASRI items. Thus, the final analytic sample included 45 
students who fully completed the questionnaires. These students were equally distributed across the 
three teachers; 32 were from Bodine High School and 13 were from Parkway Northwest. 
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The effect of the program was examined using paired t-tests. A paired t-test allows us to compare scores 
on the same individuals before and after an intervention and uses statistics to determine the degree to 
which those scores differ (t-value) and how reliable that difference is (p-value).  The results are 
displayed in Table 1 and suggest that students showed improvements over time in both long-term and 
global self-regulation (Figure 1). This pattern is consistent with other studies examining the benefits of 
mindfulness-based practice among youth (Bergen-Cico, Razza, & Timmins, 2015).  Long-term self-
regulation is instrumental in obtaining long-range goals and aspirations, as it taps persistence with long-
term projects, adaptability, and the ability to change one’s actions in an effort to reach an objective. The 
change in short-term regulation was not significant. Given that short-term regulation includes both 
physical (e.g., ability to restrain from fidgeting) and psychological (e.g., being able to calm oneself 
down) regulation in the immediate context, it is possible that this facet of regulation may be more 
challenging to target given the myriad of daily stressors that adolescents face. Although the change in 
self-compassion also failed to reach significance (Figure 2), this finding is not surprising given that self-
compassion was not emphasized in the program. Specifically, these exercises were incorporated into 
later sessions of the program. Interestingly, these were well-received by the students and these data 
informed program revisions that now introduce these exercises earlier on. 

In sum, the results of the pilot study suggest that the Inner Strength Teen Program enhanced student’s 
self-regulation with respect to long-term goals and global behavior. This finding is promising in that 
these skills are important for resilience among at-risk youth. Although short-term regulation and self-
compassion did not change significantly, both scales suggest improvement over time. At the present 
time, we are conducting another evaluation, with a control group comparison, in additional classrooms 
in Philadelphia city high schools. The results of those analyses are expected in late summer 2016. 

 

Table 1. Results of paired t-tests examining within-person change 

  Pre-test Post-test t-value p-value 

Short-term self-regulation 3.25 3.35 1.44 ns 

Long-term self-regulation 3.68 3.82 2.19 0.03 

Global self-regulation 3.42 3.53 2.32 0.03 

Self-compassion 3.04 3.13 0.97 ns 

Note. A significant differences is represented by p-values <.05. 

 

Figure 1. Self-regulation at pre-test and post-test. 
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Note. * indicates a significant difference at p<.05 

 

Figure 2. Self-compassion at pre-test and post-test. 

 
Note. This difference is not statistically different. 
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About the Researchers 
Rachel Razza, Ph.D., is an Associate Professor in the Department of Human Development and Family 
Science at Syracuse University. Her research focuses on self-regulation in children and youth. 
Specifically, her work explores contextual predictors of self-regulation, and implications of various self-
regulatory skills for children’s school readiness and later school success. Her recent work examines 
mindful yoga as an intervention strategy to enhance these skills among children. Rachel teaches courses 
on child development and developmental theory and serves as the Graduate Director and coordinator for 
the Mindfulness and Contemplative Studies minor.  

Dessa Bergen-Cico, Ph.D., is an Associate Professor in the Department of Public Health at Syracuse 
University, a Certified Addiction Specialist (CAS), and is a Certified Mindfulness Based Stress 
Reduction (MBSR) Teacher. She teaches and conducts research on the efficacy of mindfulness-based 
practices for fostering self-regulation among children and adults, reducing trait anxiety, reducing 
posttraumatic stress, and prevention of addictive behaviors. She is also the author of the book War and 
Drugs: The Role of Military Conflict in the Development of Substance Abuse.  

Dr. Razza and Bergen-Cico have been collaborating as independent evaluators of mindfulness-based 
interventions for children and youth since 2012. Their research has examined the effectiveness of 
multiple mindful yoga programs for children from preschool through middle school as well as 
mindfulness-based curricula for high school students. Collectively, their work has highlighted the 
benefits of these programs for aspects of children’s self-regulation as well as related socioemotional 
competencies including empathy and compassion. 
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