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Background: The Learning to BREATHE (L2B) curriculum is a school-based mindfulness
intervention that has been used over the past two decades to promote adolescent mental health in
educational settings. This program draws on mindfulness principles to enhance psychological well-
being. In Iran, given the intense cultural and social pressures—particularly those related to highly
competitive examinations—there is a growing need for novel, culturally appropriate mental health
interventions.

Aims: This pilot study aimed to investigate the feasibility, acceptability, safety, and preliminary
effectiveness of the Learning to BREATHE curriculum on self-compassion, perceived stress, and
mindfulness among Iranian adolescent girls.

Methods: This quasi-experimental study used a pre-test and post-test design without a control group.
The population included all female high school students aged 15-19 in Ardabil in 2024. Eight
students were selected through non-random voluntary sampling. Measurement tools included the
Self-Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003), Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen et al., 1983), and Mindfulness
Scale (Brown & Ryan, 2003). Data were analyzed using paired t-tests in SPSS-26, with effect sizes
calculated via Cohen’s d.

Results: The attendance rate of 97.6%, completion rate of 87.5%, and high satisfaction levels
confirmed the program’s feasibility and acceptability. No chronic adverse events were reported. The
results demonstrated significant improvements in self-compassion (Cohen’s d = 1.12, p < 0.05),
significant reductions in perceived stress (Cohen’s d = 1.3, p < 0.05), and significant increases in
mindfulness (Cohen’s d = 1.2, p< 0.05) in the post-test compared to the pre-test.

Conclusion: The Learning to BREATHE program shows high potential as an effective and culturally
compatible intervention for promoting the mental health of Iranian adolescents. Despite limitations
such as a small sample size and the absence of a control group, future research with larger samples
and long-term follow-up is recommended.
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Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental stage
significantly impacting mental health and future well-
being, drawing attention from psychologists,
educators, and policymakers (Kessler et al., 2007;
Lipson et al., 2022; Caspi et al., 2020). Perceived
stress, a key factor affecting adolescents’ mental
health, arises from academic pressures, social
complexities, and the transition to adulthood,
potentially increasing risks of anxiety, depression,
and other psychological issues if unaddressed
(Lindholdt et al., 2022; Kaczmarek & Trambacz-
Oleszak, 2021). In the other hand, protective
psychological factors, such as mindfulness and self-
compassion, play vital roles in mitigating these risks.
Self-compassion, characterized by self-kindness,
common humanity, and mindfulness, acts as a buffer
against psychological distress, while its absence
heightens vulnerability to depression and anxiety
(Neff, 2003; Marsh et al., 2018; Neuenschwander &
Olivia, 2024). Similarly, mindfulness, rooted in non-
judgmental awareness of the present moment, reduces
negative emotions and rumination, enhancing
psychological resilience and well-being (Bluth &
Blanton, 2014; Reina & Kudesia, 2020; Kabat-Zinn,
2003).

Mindfulness-based interventions, such as the
Learning to BREATHE Curriculum, have been
integrated into educational settings for over two
decades to promote emotion regulation and mental
health among adolescents (Broderick, 2021). This
program, specifically designed for classroom
settings, focuses on six core components—Body,
Reflection, Emotions, Attention, Tenderness, and
Habits (BREATHE)—to foster mindfulness and
emotional regulation, reducing negative emotions and
behavioral issues while improving academic
outcomes (Broderick & Metz, 2013; Broderick &
Frank, 2014). Despite its global success, particularly
in Western schools, its application in non-Western
contexts like Iran remains underexplored. Iranian
adolescents face unique stressors, including
competitive academic pressures and gender role
expectations,  necessitating culturally adapted
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interventions (Hosseinkhani et al., 2021; Saffari et al.,
2011). Prior Iranian studies have primarily focused on
older mindfulness-based stress reduction programs,
with  limited evaluation of contemporary
interventions  like Learning to BREATHE
(Chaleshtori et al., 2022; Nooripour et al., 2021).
This pilot study aims to evaluate the feasibility,
acceptability, safety, and preliminary efficacy of the
Learning to BREATHE program in enhancing self-
compassion and mindfulness while reducing
perceived stress among Iranian adolescents. It
addresses whether the program is feasible,
acceptable, and safe for this population and whether
it vyields significant improvements in self-
compassion, mindfulness, and perceived stress
reduction.

Method

This quasi-experimental study utilized a pre-test and
post-test design without a control group. The
population comprised all secondary school students
in Ardabil, aged 15-19 years, studying in 2024. Eight
students were selected through non-random voluntary
sampling. The intervention was conducted from
November to December 2024 in a psychology clinic’s
conference room in Ardabil. Inclusion criteria
included being aged 15-19 years and providing
voluntary consent. Exclusion criteria were severe
cognitive impairment, current or past psychological
disorders, prior mindfulness training, or concurrent
counseling/psychotherapy.

The research process began with translating and
validating the Learning to BREATHE protocol under
the supervision of University of Mohaghegh Ardabili
faculty. The study’s questionnaires and procedures
were approved by the Ardabil Province Education
Department. A poster describing the mindfulness
program and inviting participation was displayed at a
160-student girls’ high school in Ardabil. Of 28 initial
registrants, 5 were unreachable, 4 withdrew due to
scheduling conflicts, and 10 were excluded (4 with
prior psychological diagnoses, 2 with mindfulness
training, and 4 receiving concurrent psychotherapy).
Of the remaining 9 eligible participants, 1 withdrew
before the pre-test and 1 after the pre-test for personal
reasons, leaving 7 participants who completed the
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intervention and post-test. Written informed consent
was obtained from all eligible participants and their
parents. An introductory session, led by the first
author, provided an overview of the Learning to
BREATHE program. The pre-test was administered
at this stage, with the post-test conducted
approximately two months later after the sixth
session. Participants received a certificate of
completion and light refreshments at each session. To
evaluate efficacy, dependent t-tests were conducted
using SPSS version 26 (p < 0.05) to assess changes in
self-compassion, perceived stress, and mindfulness
scores. Effect sizes were calculated using Cohen’s d.

Results

Of the 28 initial registrants for the mindfulness
program, 7 completed the Learning to BREATHE
intervention. The final sample (n = 7) had a mean age
of 18 years (SD = 1.10), all female, single, and
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enrolled in 11th or 12th grade at a girls’ high school
in Ardabil’s District 2. None had cognitive
impairments,  psychological  disorders,  prior
mindfulness training, or concurrent psychotherapy.
The dropout rate was 12.5% (1 of 8). Participants
attended an average of 5.86 sessions (SD = 0.38;
97.6% attendance), with 6 (85.7%) attending all
sessions and 1 missing one session. Five participants
(71.4%) completed all assigned home practices. The
recruitment rate was 28.6% (8 of 28), and the
enrollment rate was 100% (8 of 8 eligible
participants). Satisfaction was high, with a mean
Client Satisfaction Questionnaire score of 27.4 (SD =
2.6). Safety was ensured using a weekly checklist for
distress signs; no chronic adverse events were
reported. One participant struggled with closed-eye
meditation but adapted by using open-eye meditation
per Broderick’s (2021) protocol, resolving the issue.
The means and standard deviations of the variables in
the pre-test and post-test are reported in Table 1.

Table 1. Pre—Post Intervention Changes in variables

Pre-intervention

Post-intervention

Variable M
Self-compassion 87.00
Perceived Stress 24.85

Mindfulness 50

SD M SD
20.34 102.14 11.50
3.62 19.00 5.77
8.46 64.42 5.38

Pre and post-test means showed increased self-
compassion (87.00 to 102.14), increased mindfulness
(50.00 to 64.42), and decreased perceived stress

(24.85 to 19.00). Data normality was confirmed via
the Shapiro-Wilk test (p > 0.05). The results of the
dependent t-test are reported in Table 2.

Table 2. Dependent t-test for Pre-test and Post-test

variable mean Std. deviation Std. error Mean t df sig
Self-compassion 15.14 13.44 5.08 298 6 0.025
Perceived Stress -5.85 4.59 1.37 -337 6 0.015
Mindfulness 14.42 6.72 2.54 567 6 0.01

Dependent t-tests indicated significant improvements
in self-compassion (Cohen’s d = 1.12, t = 2.98, mean

difference = 15.14, p< 0.05), significant reductions in
perceived stress (Cohen’s d = 1.3, t = -3.37, mean
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difference =-5.58, p < 0.05), and significant increases
in mindfulness (Cohen’s d = 1.2, t = 5.67, mean
difference = 14.42, p < 0.05). These results suggest
that the intervention had a substantial positive impact
on self-compassion and mindfulness, while also
significantly reducing perceived stress. The large
effect sizes (Cohen’s d > 1.12) highlight the robust
influence of the intervention on these psychological
outcomes, demonstrating its effectiveness in
enhancing well-being and reducing stress-related
perceptions.

Conclusion

This pilot study evaluated the feasibility,
acceptability, and preliminary efficacy of the
Learning to BREATHE program in enhancing self-
compassion, reducing perceived stress, and
improving mindfulness among Iranian adolescents.
Findings confirmed the program’s feasibility,
acceptability, and safety, with a 97.6% attendance
rate, 71.4% adherence to home practices, and a low
12.5% dropout rate, aligning with prior mindfulness
intervention studies (Metz et al., 2013; Shallcross et
al., 2022). High satisfaction (mean score 27.4/32) was
attributed to the program’s engaging, adolescent-
friendly activities and culturally relevant elements,
such as references to Rumi’s poetry, which resonate
with Iranian values (Dashti et al., 2018; Broderick,
2021).

The program  significantly  improved self-
compassion, consistent with previous research (Frank
et al., 2021; Bluth & Blanton, 2014). This aligns with
Neff’s (2003) theory, where mindfulness, a core
component of self-compassion, fosters non-
judgmental self-acceptance, reducing self-criticism
and promoting emotional resilience. The program’s
focus on self-compassion practices, including short
and long meditations, likely contributed to these
outcomes (Broderick, 2021).

Similarly, significant reductions in perceived stress
were observed, supporting prior findings (Frank et al.,
2021; Metz et al., 2013), though inconsistent with
Malinowski (2023). Mindfulness exercises, such as
mindful breathing, shift focus to the present, reducing
stress-related cognitive cycles and modulating
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physiological stress responses via the hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal axis and parasympathetic system
(Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Broderick & Metz, 2013).
Significant improvements in mindfulness were also
noted, consistent with studies by Stein et al. (2024)
and Dalager et al. (2018), but not Flack (2022).
Regular mindfulness practices, reinforced by age-
appropriate  home assignments, likely enhanced
present-moment awareness and psychological well-
being (Broderick & Frank, 2014).

Limitations include the small sample size (n = 8), lack
of a control group, and single-gender (female)
participants, limiting generalizability, particularly as
girls may respond more favorably to mindfulness
interventions (Bluth et al., 2017). Sampling from an
urban, non-Persian-speaking city further restricts
applicability to rural or Persian-speaking regions.
Low statistical power (45% for d = 0.1) and lack of
long-term follow-up are additional constraints. Future
research should involve larger, mixed-gender
samples, control groups, and long-term follow-ups
across diverse Iranian regions. These findings suggest
that Learning to BREATHE is a promising
intervention for enhancing adolescents’
psychological skills in educational settings.
Educators and school psychologists are encouraged to
integrate this program into curricula to promote
mental health and resilience.
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