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Executive Summary 

The current study evaluates the impact of the ASSET Education (ASSET) curriculum on 

students in three Denver high schools. Implemented in the 2017-18 school year, ASSET is a 

curriculum of 30 lesson plans to teach anxiety-mitigation tools. From student surveys and 

interviews, calls with teachers, and classroom observations, we learned that: 

 Teachers generally implemented ASSET with fidelity. They added to the curriculum 

to provide students with more options and increase student engagement. 

 

 81% of students wanted their other classes to incorporate ASSET tools into their 

curriculum. Students believed that ASSET was helpful for handling stress and that 

other students would benefit from ASSET.  

 

 Students most often used the ASSET tools in school before tests and presentations. 

Students also used the tools at home, with many using them to relax before going to 

sleep.  

 

 Students reported specific benefits of using ASSET: 

o 60% of students reported lower stress levels.  

o 44% of students reported an increase in mindfulness. 

o 44% of students showed an increase in use of cognitive reappraisal.  

o 55% showed a decrease in expressive suppression.  

 

 Teachers reported that directly after using ASSET, students were calmer, more 

focused, and more attentive in class. Teachers enjoyed the opportunity to discuss 

mental wellness with their students and support them with tangible tools. 

Overall, ASSET successfully provided students with ways to cope with stress. Students 

indicated that they found the program helpful, with 82% recommending that their school 

continue to use ASSET.  
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Background 

Stress and Schools 

Denver Public Schools (DPS) established an innovation lab — the Imaginarium — in 2014. The 

Imaginarium’s mission is to transform learning and public education systems by stimulating 

and supporting innovation across Denver.  

As part of its strategy to stimulate innovation, the Imaginarium held a series of Design 

Challenges, competitions that challenge Denver students and adults to design and implement 

innovative products and services that can positively impact students. During the 2016 

Imaginarium Design Challenge, Tessa Zimmerman, a college student at the time, won $9,000, 

which she used to launch ASSET Education (ASSET). ASSET is a program designed to help 

students cope with anxiety in the classroom and in their daily lives. 
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School-related stress is a particular problem for adolescents. High academic expectations have 

been associated with increased stress, which is associated with lower academic performance 

(Kaplan, Liu, & Kaplan, 2005). Adolescents report higher levels of stress than adults and tend 

to struggle more in handling stress, leading to more overwhelming stress responses (APA, 2014; 

Spear, 2009). One hypothesis is that because adolescents are still developing the ability to 

regulate emotions, they need specific strategies to help them cope with stress (Silvers et al., 

2012). 

ASSET Education is a curriculum that teaches students to understand and manage stress. 

Created by Tessa Zimmerman, with lessons designed by educator Brent Modak, this classroom-

based program teaches students emotion regulation strategies designed to counteract the 

physical reactions they experience during stress. 



 

 

  

The ASSET Program 

Design Principles 

ASSET is designed to be easy for educators to incorporate into their lessons. Lessons are 

intended to occur once a week and last 5-10 minutes. Students learn tools that are easy for 

them to remember and practice on their own. Students are encouraged to pick the tools that 

they find most effective and use them at school or home to mitigate stress and anxiety. The 

ASSET Program is made up of four main modules that contain 31 tools for mitigating stress 

and anxiety. Teachers are provided with lesson plans that frame these tools by detailing how 

to introduce each tool and facilitate conversations with students about their reflections. The 

four modules are: 

 

 

Mindfulness  

The mindfulness module contains eight lessons that teach students how to gain more control 

over their thoughts and feelings.  

Example: Mindful Listening - Students relax and clear all other thoughts in order to practice 

staying present and focusing on their current experiences. 
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Positive Psychology  

The positive psychology module contains seven lessons that teach students 

to focus on positive experiences and their strengths.  

Example: Gratitude 101 - Students are given three minutes to write down 

as many “gratitudes” as they can. They then perform one random act of 

kindness by expressing gratitude to someone in their lives. 

Sensory and Metacognition 

The sensory and metacognition module contains eight lessons that 

incorporate movement and breathing exercises to counteract physical stress 

responses.  

Example: Deep Belly Breaths - Students place one hand on their heart and 

one hand on their stomach and take slow, deep breaths to calm the sensory 

system. 

Positive Self-Talk  

The positive self-talk module contains eight lessons that help 

students think about themselves less critically to alleviate 

feelings of low self-worth and build confidence.  

Example: Test-taking Visualization - The teacher walks 

students through imagining themselves getting up for the 

day and doing well on a test. 

For more information about ASSET, see Appendix A. 

  

  

  

  

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

DSST: GVR 

DSISD 

This case study explores the overall experience of ASSET Education for students and teachers. 

In order to assess ASSET’s effectiveness, we address the following questions through interviews, 

coaching calls, observations, and surveys: 

1. How are teachers implementing ASSET?  

2. How did students respond to ASSET? 

3. When and where are students using ASSET tools? 

4. What changes did students report? 

The ASSET program was implemented at three high schools in the Denver metro area: Denver 

School of Science and Technology at Green Valley Ranch (DSST: GVR), Denver School of 

Innovation and Sustainable Design (DSISD), and North High School.  

DSST: GVR is a charter school located in a suburban area on the east side of Denver with a 

student population of 548. North High School is a public school located in an urban area on the 

north side of Denver and has a student population of 1,055. DSISD is an innovation school 

located in an urban area on the south side of Denver and has a student population of 214.  

Twelve teachers and one student teacher from the three schools participated in the program. 

One teacher at each school served as a coach. ASSET’s founder, Tessa, hosted monthly 

telephone conversations with all teachers in a school so that they could receive support and 

share ideas.  

For more information on participants and methods, see Appendix B. 

NORTH 
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The Current Study 



 

 

 

  

The Need for ASSET 

“The school will tell you to talk to a counselor, but they’re so busy you can’t even 

really go to them.”   

 -Student, 9th grade 
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W HE RE D O STUD E NTS  FE EL  THE  

MOST  S TRE SS ?  

Before starting the ASSET program, 180 students took a survey about their stress levels and 

available supports.  

82% of students reported high levels of school-related stress. 85% of students reported that 

they wanted their school to teach them strategies to cope with stress. Only 36% of students 

reported that their school helped them cope with stress and 17% could not identify an adult in 

the school to whom they felt close. The high level of reported stress and expressed desire for 

support, along with the perceived lack of support, indicate a need for a program such as ASSET 

to address students’ social-emotional wellbeing.  

implementation. Eleven students were 

interviewed about their 

experiences with stress 

and ASSET. Almost all 

students listed school as 

the main cause of stress 

for themselves and their 

peers.  

Several of the students 

mentioned the amount 

of homework they had to 

do or their parents’ high 

expectations concerning 

academic performance. 

Students recognized that their school provides help for students struggling with these problems, 

but several noted that their school counselors were unable to provide help to all of the students 

that needed it. This suggests that there may not be enough mental health supports at these 

schools and that more tier one school-wide interventions are needed to reduce the number of 

students seeking more serious help. ASSET could fill this void by providing whole school support 

via classroom-level implementation. 
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How are teachers implementing ASSET? 

By conducting classroom observations and hosting calls with school coaches, we gained insight 

into how implementation was going and what changes teachers made to the curriculum. Overall, 

teachers implemented ASSET lessons with fidelity. Of the 15 lessons that were observed, 73% 

followed the lesson plan as intended. 27% of the time, teachers made revisions to the lesson 

plans. Changes included skipping portions of the lesson (e.g. a share-out or reflection activity) 

or altering those sections. As part of each lesson, teachers taught students tools that they could 

use to mitigate stress and anxiety. Teachers followed the specific lesson plan for each tool 100% 

of the time with only slight alterations. 

In addition to following the basic ASSET curriculum, in order to enhance the lessons and increase 

student engagement, teachers made the following changes to the ASSET curriculum: 

 Adapted the language in order to help students apply the lessons to specific stressful 

situations they were experiencing. 

 Added personal anecdotes about their own experiences.  

 Added music. 

 Created alternative ways to implement an ASSET tool. 

Teachers reported the following challenges with implementation: 

 Initial resistance to curriculum. 

 Difficulty engaging certain populations ( e.g., male students of color, students in elective 

classes and larger classes). 

 Timing--teachers found that students needed flexibility in the delivery schedule. 
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WHY DO STUDENTS WANT ASSET 
TO CONTINUE?

How did students respond to ASSET? 

“ASSET should be included in more classes or our morning meetings. It can be hectic throughout 
the day and it would be good to start class with a calming thing.” 

-Student, 9th grade 

“The school should keep implementing ASSET; it helps students like me grow more academically 
and also as a person.” 

-Student, 9th grade 

 

The eleven students interviewed all 

thought that ASSET would be beneficial to 

other students and that ASSET should 

continue to be used in their school. Most 

of the students reported that they liked 

how they could use the ASSET tools to 

clear their minds, calm down, and focus. 

Aligned with this, of the 82% of students 

who wanted to continue ASSET in their 

school, the main reasons for wanting to 

continue the program were that it helps 

with stress, it feels helpful to their lives in 

general, it’s calming and it might help 

other students who are struggling with 

stress. 
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After completing the ASSET curriculum, students took a survey about how effective they found the 

lessons and tools they had learned. The majority of students reported that they had found ASSET helpful: 

  92% could identify a time when they had used ASSET in or outside of school.  

  82% wanted their school to continue using ASSET.  

  81% wanted their other classes to incorporate ASSET tools into the curriculum. 

During coaching calls, all three coaches mentioned that ASSET became routine for students and that 

they disliked when that routine was interrupted. They also noted that students used ASSET tools 

unprompted or sent teachers emails about ways in which they had used the tools. Teachers had more 

success increasing student buy-in by explicitly recognizing student stress and anxiety and framing the 

tools as a way that the school was helping them cope.  

 All three coaches noted that ASSET worked especially well for students in Advanced 

Placement (AP) classes. They suggested that students were more aware of their 

stress in these classes and were therefore able to see that ASSET was relevant and 

applicable to their daily lives. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

When and where are ASSET tools being used? 
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WHEN/WHERE ARE STUDENTS USING 

ASSET?

The most popular locations for using ASSET tools were at home or 

before a test. This indicates that ASSET tools may work well for 

helping students with test anxiety or helping students de-stress at 

the end of the day. 

Students reported which tools they had used more than twice 

outside of school. Tools from the mindfulness module were used 

most often and tools from the sensory and metacognition module 

were used the least. 
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WHAT TYPES OF TOOLS DO STUDENTS 
USE?



 

 

 

  

 What changes did students report? 

Reduced stress 

After participating in ASSET, 60% of students reported lower overall stress levels, with 43% 

reporting lower levels of school-related stress. This was also seen in the change in students’ 

stress scores. 

Most of the students interviewed mentioned that they liked using the tools to clear their minds 

and calm down when stressed, indicating that they found ASSET helpful during stressful times. 

One student liked using deep breathing because it “gets my mind off of what I’m stressed about 

so I can focus on something else.” 

Increased mindfulness 

After participating in ASSET, 44% of students reported an increase in mindfulness. In the 2017 

case study during which teachers implemented ASSET twice a week, 66% of students reported 

an increase in mindfulness, suggesting that more frequent implementation may be associated 

with greater increases in mindfulness (Imaginarium, 2017). A significant change was not seen in 

students’ mindfulness scores. 
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“ASSET can especially help kids with test anxiety. I remembered the breathing method and used it 
during a mock AP test and it got my mind off of the anxiety and I felt relaxed. It would help people 
who don’t know what to do about stress.” 

-Student, 11th grade  

“I think ASSET would help other students. It would actually help them think before they speak. It 
helps before tests—I know it does. I feel like we’ve actually gotten higher scores because of it.” 

-Student, 11th grade 

 



 

 

Teacher Perceptions 

Based on coaching calls, teachers saw differences in classroom behaviors after implementing 

ASSET. Directly after students practiced a tool, teachers noticed that the class was calmer and 

that students needed fewer redirects to focus. They also noticed that student engagement 

increased as the semester progressed. Students told teachers that they had used the tools 

outside of class and teachers noticed that they were more often using the language associated 

with ASSET. One student even created his own ASSET tool and taught it to the class. 

Teachers enjoyed the opportunity that ASSET presented for them to explicitly acknowledge the 

problem of stress and anxiety and to show their students how much they care and want to help. 

Teachers also provided a much-needed space for students to talk about their stress and have 

their feelings recognized and validated. By discussing and practicing tools to cultivate mental 

wellness, teachers were able to deepen their relationships with their students. 

10 

Use of coping strategies: Cognitive reappraisal, expressive suppression, 

emotional regulation 

Students’ use of emotional regulation strategies after ASSET varied. This could indicate that 

ASSET doesn’t affect these emotional regulation strategies, possibly because they are not 

explicitly taught to students but are instead indirectly taught through incorporation into the 

tools.  

ASSET was expected to increase use of cognitive reappraisal, a strategy to reframe emotional 

situations or stimuli. Forty-four percent of students reported using cognitive reappraisal more 

frequently at the end of the ASSET program.  

ASSET was expected to decrease students’ use of expressive suppression, a strategy that 

mitigates emotional responses to stimuli without fixing the underlying issues. 55% of students 

showed a decrease in their use of expressive suppression. However, no difference was seen 

in scores on the Emotional Regulation Questionnaire. 

At North High School, students had lower expressive suppression from pre-ASSET to post-

ASSET. Specifically, male students used expressive suppression more after ASSET while their 

female peers used it less. This indicates that male students increased their efforts to hide 

their emotions, whereas female students reduced theirs.  

See the Technical Appendix in Appendix B for more in-depth statistical analysis of the survey 

results. 
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After participating in ASSET, students had lower perceived stress levels. Students found the 

tools helpful and liked to use them to calm down and relax during stressful times. We need 

to be cautious in attributing these effects to their participation in the ASSET program; 

however, taken together, the students’ self-reported survey data and the insights from the 

student interviews suggest that the ASSET program can be part of an effective approach to 

teaching students how to proactively respond to stress and regulate their negative emotions. 

Overall, students saw value in ASSET tools. Over 80% wanted their school to continue ASSET 

and incorporate ASSET into their other classes. Those that did not find the tools helpful for 

themselves noted that they would be helpful for other students. Students also seemed to 

appreciate hearing their teachers recognize the stress that they are experiencing and provide 

them with concrete ways to combat that stress. This was particularly true in AP classes, as 

students in these classes tend to feel more stress. 

Preliminary findings are promising in that ASSET is well received and may help students feel 

more in control of their stress. By teaching emotional regulation strategies, teachers can 

facilitate conversations within their classrooms about the stress that students feel as a result 

of school. By providing students with tools to combat their stresses, teachers are able to help 

students and to affirm the importance of mental wellness. 

 

 

Conclusions 
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Appendix A – About ASSET 

About ASSET’s Founder 

Tessa founded ASSET because she grew up with severe 

anxiety in the classroom and experienced firsthand the 

lack of school resources to help students navigate stress 

firsthand. When she went to her teachers or the guidance 

counselor for help coping with anxiety, the best they could 

offer her was a stress ball. Tessa asked herself, "How can 

students learn to cope with stress and anxiety as part of 

academic classes?" She found the answer was to equip 

teachers with short, anxiety-mitigation tools they could 

implement at the start of academic classes -- and thus 

ASSET was born. Tessa believes that students will be 

radically more successful when they know how to 

effectively prevent and manage stress. 
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History of ASSET 

ASSET began as Tessa's thesis while earning her Bachelor's at the Watson Institute at Lynn 

University. In the fall of 2015, she started teaching ASSET tools in a study skills class at DSST: 

GVR. She quickly realized a better way to share these tools would be to implement them in 

academic classes. She pitched this idea to Brent Modak, a U.S. History teacher at DSST: GVR, 

and he agreed to implement the ASSET tools in his class. After seeing such positive results in 

Brent's class, it became clear more teachers needed to be doing this work. Tessa won the 2016 

Imaginarium Design Challenge, then enlisted Brent to help her design the curriculum, built the 

professional development program, and ensured that the curriculum could be easily 

implemented in academic classes. With the funding from the Imaginarium, Tessa launched 

ASSET's first summer teacher training with 10 teachers from Denver Public Schools. Since the 

initial pilot in Brent's classroom in 2016, Tessa and Brent have trained over 40 teachers, 

impacting over 3,000 students. 

 

What’s next for ASSET? 

During the 2018-19 academic year, ASSET will continue in all three partner schools: North High 

School, DSST: GVR, and DSISD. ASSET is improving how teachers access the curriculum by 

creating a membership portal for teachers to access the materials. With this platform, ASSET 

can scale to more teachers and students, radically growing their impact. ASSET staff plans to 

continue to evaluate their curriculum at their partner schools and demonstrate continued 

decreases in student stress. 



 

 

  

Appendix B – Technical Appendix 

Participants 

Participants were 180 high school students in grades 9-12. 46% (N=83) were male and 53% 

(N=96) were female. Most participants (62%) were Hispanic, 14% were Black, 14% were 

White, and the remaining 10% were Asian, multiple races, and Hawaiian/Pacific Islander. 

Ages ranged from 14 to 18 (M=15.6) years. 69% of participants (N=124) were from DSST: 

GVR, 27% (N=49) from North High School, and 4% (N=7) from DSISD. 

12 teachers participated in ASSET, 8 female and 4 male. Teacher experience ranged from 

one to six years, with the average number of years being three. All but two teachers were 

White, with those teachers being Hispanic and multiple races. The average age was 32. 

Procedures 

Students were surveyed to measure their perceived level of stress and mindfulness, and the 

emotional regulation strategies they used before and after they participated in the ASSET 

program. A subset of 11 students were interviewed at the end of the school year to explore 

in more depth the students’ experience with the program. Teachers selected students to be 

interviewed based on which students seemed to be impacted most by the program. 

Teachers began implementing ASSET at varying times during the fall 2017 semester and 

continued until the end of the 2018 school year. Teachers typically taught ASSET to students 

once a week; each lesson lasted 5-10 minutes and covered a new “tool” to help students 

cope with stress. 

ASSET staff trained one teacher at each school how to teach the ASSET curriculum. That 

teacher trained participating teachers at each school and served as a liaison with ASSET 

staff. 
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Measures 

Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS)  

The short Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS) was used to measure students’ mindfulness 

(Brown & Ryan, 2003). The scale consists of five questions which provide insight into a person’s 

dispositional mindfulness (e.g. “I find it difficult to pay attention to what's happening in the present 

moment”). MAAS scores were calculated by averaging the scores from the five questions. Scores 

ranged from one to five with lower scores indicating lower levels of mindfulness. 

The Emotional Regulation Questionnaire   

The Emotional Regulation Questionnaire was used to assess how participants use particular 

emotional regulation strategies (Gross & John, 2003). The questionnaire consists of two subscales: 

the cognitive reappraisal subscale and the expressive suppression subscale. The cognitive 

reappraisal subscale consists of six questions pertaining to how respondents process situations 

cognitively (e.g. “When I want to feel more positive emotion, I change the way I’m thinking about 

the situation”). The expressive suppression subscale consists of four questions related to the 

suppression of emotional responses (e.g. “I control my emotions by not expressing them”). On the 

cognitive reappraisal subscale, scores ranged from 6 to 36. On the expressive suppression subscale, 

scores ranged from 4 to 24. Higher scores on both subscales indicate that each respective emotional 

regulation strategy is used more.  

Perceived Stress Scale (PSS)   

The Perceived Stress Scale measures students’ perceptions of the amount of stress they experience 

and their ability to handle the stress they experience (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983). This 

scale consists of ten questions pertaining to experiences with stress in the past month (e.g. “How 

often have you felt nervous or stressed?”). Scores ranged from 0 to 40 with 0 indicating low stress 

and 40 indicating high stress. 

Interviews 

Students were interviewed about what causes stress in their lives, how they recognize and handle 

stress, and their experiences with ASSET. See Appendix C for questions. 

Coaching Calls 

Calls were hosted with the coaches from the three schools. Tessa hosted monthly calls to answer 

teachers’ questions and discuss how implementation was going. For each school, Tessa took notes 

on challenges, highlights, and any other insights or observations that coaches mentioned. 

Appendix B – Technical Appendix 
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Appendix B – Technical Appendix 

16 

Analysis and Results of Statistical Tests 

Paired t-tests were conducted for the four main constructs (PSS, Cognitive Reappraisal, MAAS, 

Expressive Suppression). A significant decrease was seen in PSS scores from pre-ASSET 

(M=28.98, SD=6.17) to post-ASSET (M=27.62, SD=4.90); t(85)=2.47, p=0.015. See Table 1. 

This suggests that students are perceiving lower levels of stress after participating in ASSET. 

Independent samples t-tests were conducted using Bonferroni adjusted alpha levels of .0125 per 

test to compare pre- and post-ASSET scores by gender. Female students (M=31.02, SD=5.93) 

had significantly higher PSS scores on the pre-survey than male students (M=27.04, SD=4.05); 

t(77)=3.084, p=0.009. See Table 2. Female students (M=28.85, SD=5.32) also had significantly 

higher PSS scores on the post-ASSET survey than male students (M=25.85, SD=3.07); 

t(77)=2.664, p=0.009. See Table 3. This indicates that female students are experiencing higher 

stress levels and may need additional support in managing their stress.  

ASSET was expected to decrease students’ use of expressive suppression, as this strategy is used 

to address emotional responses to stimuli without fixing the underlying issues. An analysis of 

variance showed that the effect of race/ethnicity on pre-survey expressive suppression was 

significant, F(4,148)=3.345, p=0.012. Post hoc analyses using the LSD post hoc criterion for 

significance indicated that the mean pre-ASSET suppression score was significantly higher for 

white students (M=17.50, SD=3.59) compared to both their Hispanic (M=15.28, SD=3.64) and 

Black (M=14.25, SD=5.03) peers, F(4,148)=3.34, p=0.012. This indicates that white students 

tended to suppress their emotions to cope with stress more than their peers at the beginning of 

the study. 

 



 

 

  

Appendix B – Technical Appendix 
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Table 1 
 
Paired t-test results comparing pre and post for survey scales 
 Pre Post   
 M SD M SD t-value p (0.05) 

Mindfulness Awareness Scale 3.25 0.71 3.29 0.70 0.551 0.583 

Perceived Stress Scale 28.99 6.17 27.62 4.90 2.488 0.015** 

Cognitive Reappraisal Scale 23.86 5.48 23.03 4.30 1.560 0.123 

Expressive Suppression Scale 15.69 4.01 15.06 2.88 1.594 0.115 

M = mean, SD = standard deviation 

**statistically significant 

 
Table 2 
 
Independent samples t-test results comparing pre survey scales by gender 
 Female Male   
 M SD M SD t-value p (0.0125) 

Mindfulness Awareness Scale 3.88 0.75 3.64 0.56 1.474 0.145 

Perceived Stress Scale 31.02 5.93 27.04 4.04 3.084 0.003** 

Cognitive Reappraisal Scale 23.26 5.71 24.40 4.88 -0.887 0.378 

Expressive Suppression Scale 15.91 4.55 15.35 3.09 0.565 0.574 

M = mean, SD = standard deviation 

**statistically significant 

 
Table 3 
 
Independent samples t-test results comparing post survey scales by gender 
 Female Male   
 M SD M SD t-value p (0.0125) 

Mindfulness Awareness Scale 3.28 0.73 3.24 0.56 -0.251 0.802 

Perceived Stress Scale 28.85 2.32 25.85 3.07 2.664 0.009** 

Cognitive Reappraisal Scale 23.08 4.93 22.77 2.01 0.304 0.762 

Expressive Suppression Scale 15.00 2.99 15.46 2.56 -0.675 0.502 

M = mean, SD = standard deviation 

**statistically significant 
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Appendix C – Interview Questions 

 How do you see your peers handle their stress and anxiety? 

 

 What do you think causes the most stress and anxiety in your peers’ lives? 

 

 What causes the most stress and anxiety in your life? 

 

 Can you tell me about a time that you were stressed or felt anxious? 

 

 Can you identify when you are feeling stressed or anxious? 

 

 What happens when you feel stressed or anxious? 

 

 Do you try to calm yourself down? 

 

 If so, what helps you calm down? 

 

 Does your school provide any help? 

 

 Who in your school would you go to first if you needed help? 

 

 How often do you take advantage of it? 

 

 During your time in class, have you learned a new tool to help you calm down when you feel 

stressed or anxious? 

 

 What did you like about the tool? 

 

 Do you use the tool outside of this class? If so, where do you use it? 

 

 Do you think ASSET tools would be beneficial to other students? If so, why? 

 

 Do you think your school should continue to use ASSET next year? If so, how? 

 

 Is there anything else you would change about how you’ve learned the tools? 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 


