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INTRODUCTION 
 

With the increase in delinquency among youth 

and especially so for girls (Miazad, 2002; Harris & 

Fitton, 2010; Sickmund & Puzzanchera, 2014), iden-

tifying specific pathways to address delinquency and 

curb repetition and future criminal activity has been 

an influential agenda. To date, programming created 

and offered to youth in the justice system has mainly 

been geared towards boys. Oftentimes because boys 

have been and continue to be the most commonly in-

volved with the justice system. Additionally, most 

research and data collection has primarily focused on 

boys (Simpson et al., 2018; Chesney-Lind et al., 

2008). Thus, less is known about girls, their path-

ways to the justice system, and their programming 

needs. Notably, even less is known about girls of 

color who have become increasingly involved with 

the justice system. Thus, the following sections high-

light gender-specific programming—particularly 

trauma-informed approaches and the need to reimag-

ine and redesign programs through a gender-sensi-

tive and race-sensitive lens.   

ABSTRACT 
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Proper programming that addresses pathways and 

unresolved or suppressed trauma is integral to 

trauma-informed and gender-specific programming. 

Research shows that youth who are involved with the 

justice system experience high rates of trauma. For 

example, 90 percent of all youth involved with the 

justice system report exposure to at least one trau-

matic event at some point in their life (Ballard-

Green, 2016; Dierkhising et al., 2013; Ford & 

Blaustein, 2013). Trauma can develop from many 

things, but the most common among youth involved 

with the justice system are violence, abuse, and ne-

glect (Dierkhising et al., 2013). In general, trauma 

leaves a long-lasting imprint on the nervous system. 

This imprint leads to impairments in social, emo-

tional, and cognitive abilities (Morris & Rao, 2013), 

known to be risk factors for at-risk behavior, delin-

quency, and future criminality. Thus, it could be ar-

gued that by healing trauma and the adverse effects 

of trauma, at-risk behavior can be reduced or elimi-

nated.  

It is essential to note that gender differences in 

trauma exist. Although boys and girls experience 

similar rates in trauma, girls experience a higher 

prevalence of emotional, physical, and sexual trauma 

(Dehart & Lynch, 2021; Goodkind, 2005). Because 

of this, there has been an increased focus on generat-

ing gender-specific, trauma-informed programming. 

This paper systematically reviews the status of alter-

native-based programs for youth involved with the 

justice system. Specifically, this paper reviews yoga, 

mindfulness, and meditation practice and highlights 

the strengths, gaps, and limitations of these practices 

and especially so for gender-specific programs. By 

doing so, the paper introduces the major elements 

necessary for successful and meaningful gender-

based programs, and further notes how trauma-in-

formed yoga incorporates these elements in its ap-

proach to rehabilitation.    

 

RISK-FACTORS FOR FEMALE DELINQUENCY 
 

Although girls don’t represent much of the delin-

quent cases at hand, they happen to be the “fastest-

growing population within the juvenile justice sys-

tem” (Miazad, 2002; Mallicoat, 2019, p.281). Be-

tween the 1980s and early 2000s, the Unified Crime 

Reports (UCR) reported a nine percent increase in 

girls’ involvement in juvenile delinquency (Mal-

licoat, 2019). Although some would argue that this 

increase came during a time of “tough on crime” pol-

icies, which evidently “spilled over into the juvenile” 

justice system affecting both boys and girls (Mal-

licoat, 2019, p.282), it still begs the question of why 

the recent increase. Specifically, why is it that girls 

now make up 25 percent of all referred delinquency 

cases and 30 percent of all juvenile arrests (Pasko & 

Lopez, 2016), and why is it that the proportion of 

girls in the system increased at a higher rate than the 

proportion of boys—if the spillover had affected 

both? (Sickmund & Puzzanchera, 2014). Some 

scholars have suggested this increase is a result of the 

“up-criming” of girls or taking a harsher approach to 

sentencing girls for less severe crimes compared to 

boys (e.g., family disputes, status offenses, substance 

use, running away) (Saar et al., 2015; Strom et al., 

2014). As a result of this continuous increase, it is 

imperative to identify the link between girls and de-

linquent behavior (Steffensmeier et al., 2005). Alt-

hough structural factors, such as the “tough on 

crime” policies and the increase in arrest and punish-

ment exist (Carr et al., 2008; Feld, 2009), this paper 

focuses on individual risk factors.  

Various individual risk factors have been identi-

fied, such as family dysfunction, substance abuse, 

physical abuse, sexual abuse, mental abuse, mental 

health, school failure, and delinquent friends (Mal-

licoat, 2019; Moffitt et al., 2001). Of these, three 

remerged as the most significant risk factors for girls’ 

when it came to involvement with the justice system. 
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These are family relationships, history of physi-

cal/sexual abuse, and substance abuse (Mallicoat, 

2019; Saar et al., 2015; Sickmund & Puzzanchera, 

2014). Thus, the focus on family relationships, phys-

ical/sexual abuse, and substance abuse is vital in un-

derstanding why girls get involved in juvenile delin-

quency and importantly, how gender-specific pro-

gramming should be implemented.  

 

Family  

Research shows that strong bonds to family help 

shield adolescents from delinquency (Bourdin & Ro-

nis, 2012). Bourdin and Ronis (2012) found that non-

delinquent girls had more substantial and more posi-

tive social bonds with family members than delin-

quent girls. It should not be surprising that family 

conflict is a risk factor for juvenile delinquency (De 

La Rue & Espelage, 2014). Previous studies demon-

strate that some girls are arrested and charged be-

cause of domestic disputes with parents, which es-

sentially led them down a path of delinquency 

(Acoca, 1998; 1999). Recent research has found that 

when looking at gender, girls are more likely than 

boys to be arrested for assault against their parents 

(Strom et al., 2014). To date, research has identified 

dysfunctional families, single-parent households 

(Vanassche et al., 2014), family violence, and family 

criminality (Van der Put et al., 2014) as all too com-

mon in the lives of delinquent girls. The increasing 

focus on social support for girls highlights the im-

portance of family relationships and its potential to 

reduce recidivism and trauma symptoms. Unfortu-

nately, girls, unlike boys, rarely receive support from 

the family once they are placed under supervision 

(Johnson et al., 2011; Salisbury & Van Voorhis, 

2009), even though family support is beneficial and 

would prove to be an effective tool towards curbing 

delinquency (Bloom et al., 2002). 

 

Physical and Sexual Abuse 

Physical, emotional, and sexual abuse are other risk 

factors associated with delinquent girls (Mallicoat, 

2019; Saar et al., 2015). Simkins and colleagues 

(2004) interviewed women and girls detained in ju-

venile detention or adult facilities and found that 80 

percent reported trauma. Of those polled, 43 percent 

experienced sexual abuse and 57 percent experi-

enced physical abuse. In 2006, Belknap and 

Holsinger found that 58.9 percent of girls in their 

sample had been sexually abused and that in most 

cases, this sexual abuse came from loved ones. More 

recent research shows that girls are two to four times 

more likely than boys to report sexual abuse and as-

sault (Dierkhising et al., 2013). In two states (Cali-

fornia and Oregon), over 80 percent of girls involved 

with the justice system had been victims of at least 

one physical or sexual abuse (Saar et al., 2015). As a 

result, girls oftentimes resort to running away from 

home, which is usually the first indicator of trouble 

at home and involvement with the justice system. 

This phenomenon has been coined the “Sexual Vio-

lence to Prison Pipeline” (Saar et al., 2015, p. 5). This 

phenomenon states that girls involved with the jus-

tice system are involved in delinquency as a response 

to trauma or some form of abuse (Saar et al., 2015). 

For example, running away from home has been used 

as a survival strategy for girls who suffer from abuse 

at home. Unfortunately, running away from home is 

a status offense and leads to involvement with the 

justice system and eventually greater control over the 

girl (DeHart & Lynch, 2021; Chesney-Lind, 1989). 

Thus, gender-specific programs need to address the 

specific circumstances of girls and, importantly, im-

plement trauma-informed approaches that address 

and heal the harm done to girls by the family and the 

justice system. 

 

Substance Abuse 

Chesney-Lind & Sheldon (2004) find that girls 

who suffer physical, sexual, or mental abuse often-

times rely on substance use as a coping mechanism. 

Research indicates that between 60 to 87 percent of 

all girls under some form of supervision through the 

justice system have a substance use disorder 
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(Chesney-Lind & Okamoto, 2001; Prescott, 1997). 

As high as these estimates are, this number may still 

be an undercount of girls who are using substances. 

Research has noted that only 53 percent of all justice 

agencies that deal with youth conduct universal 

screenings for substance use (Belenko et al., 2017; 

Scott & Dennis, 2015) regardless of the well-known 

prevalence of abuse among youth in the justice sys-

tem (Roberts-Lewis, 2010). Thus, it is imperative to 

view substance use as a response to trauma. Or in 

other words, as a negative coping mechanism 

(McKenna et al., 2020; Saar et al., 2015). Research 

has extensively documented drug addiction (DeHart, 

2008; Fine, 1992) as a coping mechanism for physi-

cal, sexual, and psychological abuse (DeHart, 2008) 

and other forms of victimization. It is without a doubt 

that youth who are involved with the justice system, 

and especially girls, suffer from substance abuse 

along with a multitude of other risk factors, including 

mental health concerns. 

 

Mental Health 

Highlighting the above risk factors leads us to 

question the overall mental health status of girls in-

volved with the justice system: how do these risk-

factors affect the mental health status of girls? Up to 

70 percent of youth involved with the justice system 

meet the criteria for a mental health disorder (Shufelt 

& Cocozza, 2010). Between family dysfunction, 

abuse, and substance use, these youth, especially 

girls, are susceptible to other consequences such as 

trauma and PTSD, depression, and anxiety (Shufelt 

& Cocozza, 2006). Regardless of this knowledge, the 

aid to youth’ mental health has yet to surface (Gold-

stein, Olubadewo, Redding, and Lexcen, 2005). 

Early studies examining the mental health status of 

youth involved with the justice system have found 

that those who participate in treatment have half the 

violations than those who do not participate in treat-

ment (Goldstein et al., 2005; Lewis et al., 1994). The 

mental health status of youth involved with the jus-

tice system is often overlooked and rarely ever 

treated, especially in secure settings (Desai et al., 

2006; Goldstein et al., 2005). This is partially due to 

an emphasis on short-term mental health programs in 

the juvenile system (Kumm et al., 2019).  Youth are 

most likely to be diagnosed with a mental health dis-

order prior to adjudication (Teplin et al., 2005), high-

lighting the need for early intervention—even before 

the youth is “officially” in the system. In addition to 

determining which programs are useful for youth 

who are involved with the justice system, and to bet-

ter understand and effectively treat girls within the 

justice system, the underlying causes—predomi-

nantly those of mental health and substance use dis-

orders and trauma, must be addressed (Bilchik, 1998; 

Grande et al., 2012). Given the difficulty of provid-

ing mental health treatment to justice-involved youth 

in general and the differences in prevalence and type 

of mental health concerns between genders, Grande 

and colleagues (2012) advocate for modifying the 

ways youth involved with the justice system are as-

sessed and treated. 

 

The Take-Away 

Despite the well-known risk factors and the high 

rates of mental health problems, youth involved with 

the justice system have yet to systematically receive 

appropriate treatment within the justice system 

(Kretschmar et al., 2015). As a result, the justice sys-

tem is ill-equipped to manage and assist youth 

properly. Detention centers, for example, lack suffi-

cient programs and ways of dealing with the mental 

health needs of youth, especially those who have ex-

perienced trauma (Kretschmar et al., 2015). Foley 

(2008) found that only a select few programs target 

risk factors associated with victimization and delin-

quency (these risk factors include but are not limited 

to: abuse, family relationships, mental health, etc.). 

Further, Foley (2008) found a lack of providing ade-

quate services for girls, particularly gender-specific 

http://npjs.org/jajjs/


Derlic & McKenna 

  
Journal of Applied Juvenile Justice Services  JAJJS │ September 2021 

121 

programming (Zahn et al., 2008). This lack of 

providing appropriate resources is problematic as 

youth who are not carefully assessed nor adequately 

treated, are at risk of continuing towards a path of 

delinquency and having future contact with the crim-

inal justice system (Hennessey et al., 2004). This is 

where gender-specific programming is crucial, spe-

cifically those that address the needs of girls who are 

involved with the justice system. The following sec-

tion will review trauma and alternative programming 

literature before digging deep into gender-specific 

programs and trauma-informed yoga.   

 

Trauma & Alternative Rehabilitation for Youth            

Involved with the Justice System 

 

As described above, most adolescents involved in 

the justice system have experienced some trauma in 

their life (Ballard-Green, 2016; Dierkhising et al., 

2013; Ford & Blaustein, 2013). Trauma can be de-

scribed as “the inability for an individual or commu-

nity to respond in a healthy way (physically, emo-

tionally, and/or mentally) to acute or chronic stress” 

(Wolpow et al., 2009, p. 2). Traumatic events may be 

perceived as shocking, terrifying, sudden, or poten-

tially life-threatening (Buffington et al., 2010). The 

length of time and severity of trauma impacts the 

body differently for everyone, and hence the individ-

ual response to trauma may also vary (Black et al., 

2012). Early research on trauma involved the works 

of Felitti and colleagues (1998) and their research on 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). This re-

search examined the effect of seven, now ten, differ-

ent types of negative experiences (e.g., witnessing vi-

olence, substance use in the household, parental in-

carceration) on health (Anda et al., 2010; Felitti et al., 

1998; Centers for Disease Control [CDC], 2013). 

Further research has indicated that experiencing a 

higher number of ACEs is related to affective and so-

matic disturbances, intimate partner violence (IPV), 

substance use, difficulty with anger and stress, and 

engaging in self-harm or self-destructive behaviors 

(Black et al., 2012). In a sample of youth who were 

incarcerated for violent offenses, 72.27 percent re-

ported at least one ACE (Craig et al., 2019). On av-

erage, youth involved in the justice system report be-

tween 1 and 4 ACEs (Craig et al., 2019; Baglivio et 

al., 2015) and youth with more ACEs are more likely 

to be involved in the justice system (Baglivio et al., 

2015). Among youth involved with the justice sys-

tem, for every additional ACE, youth are at an in-

creased risk of residential commitment (Zettler et al., 

2018). The effects of trauma are wide-ranging and 

prevalent in samples of youth involved with the jus-

tice system.  

Trauma causes psychological stress, which influ-

ences brain development and functioning among 

youth involved with the justice system and affects 

stress, emotions, memory, learning, attention, and 

behavior (Evans-Chase, 2014; Feierman & Ford, 

2016; van der Kolk, 2015). Specifically, trauma im-

pacts the amygdala, or the “emotion center” of the 

brain (Ernst et al., 2005; Francati et al., 2007). When 

in a heightened state of awareness and emotion, an 

individual may react in three ways: fight, flight, or 

freeze (Kahneman, 2013). Trauma reactions may oc-

cur during the initial traumatic event and in situations 

that are triggering or remind the individual of the 

traumatic event (Meiser-Stedman et al.,  2009). The 

prefrontal cortex is also impacted by trauma (Gilles-

pie et al., 2012). When a traumatic event occurs, the 

“older” parts of the brain (e.g., the amygdala and 

other parts of the brain focused on survival needs) 

take over and reduce executive functioning and can 

increase impulsivity (van der Kolk, 2015). To ad-

dress these adverse effects of trauma, somatic inter-

ventions and trauma-informed practices emphasizing 

the mind-body connection are imperative.  

Mindfulness meditation programs that focus on 

attention, body awareness, emotional regulation, and 

change in perspective are utilized within justice fa-

cilities that house youth. Today, research has shown 

that a consistent and long-term practice of mindful-

ness meditation, which increases relaxation, reduces 
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rumination, and increases the sense of well-being, 

helps address physical and mental health concerns as 

well as substance use issues in youth involved with 

the justice system (Shonin et al., 2013; Silva, 2017). 

Mindfulness also promotes positive psychological 

states, prefrontal structural changes, and self-regula-

tion among youth involved with the justice system 

(Epstein & Gonzales, 2017; Gillespie et al., 2012; 

Shonin et al., 2013). In addition, incorporating yoga, 

art, and music as well as individual-based needs 

helps improve the lives of adolescents and reduce 

symptoms of trauma. However, there is still limited 

research on yoga and art-based interventions for the 

at-risk adolescent population, especially for girls.  

Deitz and Rajan (2017) conduct semi-structured 

qualitative interviews over the phone with directors 

of 13 organizations to find out more about the imple-

mentation and availability of the programs they pro-

vide. The 13 organizations included in the analysis 

provided yoga-based programming for at-risk youth 

across the country. Deitz and Rajan (2017) found 

limited availability for yoga-based interventions for 

at-risk youth in the analysis. Namely, they found sig-

nificant barriers existed for implementation because 

of lack of funding and non-rigorous research. Thus, 

they noted that the key barriers could be eliminated 

by better funding opportunities and higher quality of 

research. This study comes with limitations of 

course. First, the sample size of 13 organizations was 

small and thus limited the ability to generalize these 

findings across other organizations that offer yoga to 

at-risk youth. Second, the authors incorporated all 

yoga-based interventions serving the at-risk youth 

population, which may be a limitation because there 

is no way of knowing how all the programs run. 

Thus, there is a need for further understanding of 

how each program is developed, how it is imple-

mented, how it works, and its effects on a specific 

subgroup of at-risk adolescents in addition to under-

standing the barriers faced and ways to overcome 

these barriers of implementation. 

Methods 

  

This literature review utilized peer-reviewed re-

search studies that examined the effects of trauma-

informed approaches (yoga, mindfulness, and medi-

tation) on youth involved with the justice system. 

The search terms were yoga, trauma-informed yoga, 

mindfulness, meditation, trauma, trauma-informed 

approaches, youth, adolescent girls, and gender. Da-

tabases used for this search included the following: 

Google Scholar, Web of Science, AMED, PubMed, 

Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, and the 

University of Texas at Dallas Library. Because the 

available research on the use of trauma-informed ap-

proaches for youth involved in the justice system is 

limited and relatively new—especially for girls, we 

included all studies that were considered peer-re-

vived research articles and excluded all studies that 

were not peer-reviewed (i.e., dissertations, law re-

views, and program or government reports). Notably, 

we included research studies published after 2000 

that focused on youth (boys and girls) in various set-

tings (detention, residential programs, and those in 

the community) and their involvement in yoga, med-

itation, or mindfulness programs. A total of 13 stud-

ies were analyzed and key information can be found 

in Table 1. 

 

Yoga, Mindfulness, and Meditation for Youth In-

volved with the Justice System 

 

One of the first studies to ever look at the effects 

of yoga on adolescents was Derezotes (2000). This 

study examined the impact of “Yoga, Breathing, and 

Meditation” training program with male adolescents 

charged with sex offenses via in-depth interviews. 

The findings in this study show that all 14 of the boys 

in the study had used the techniques learned during 

and after post. The techniques were used to help the 

youth sleep better and to reduce anger and stress. 
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Table 1: Reviewed Research Studies  

Author & Year Method Sample Measurement Findings Limitations 

Deitz & Rajan (2017) Semi-structured quali-

tative interviews. 

13 organizations. Availability of yoga-

based programs to 

at-risk youth. 

Limited availability, barriers for 

implementation, lack of fi-

nances, and none-rigorous re-

search. 

Small sample, not 

generalizable. 

Derezotes (2000) In-depth face-to-face 

interviews. 

14 adolescent 

boys, 8 parents, 

and 2 social 

workers. 

Effects of Yoga, 

Breathing, and Med-

itation on males with 

sex offenses. 

None of the boys relapsed. All 

boys used techniques on their 

own. Boys had a reduction in 

stress and control on anger. 

Small sample, in-

cluded only boys. 

Himelstein et al.  

(2011) 

Survey measures of 

self-regulation, mind-

fulness, and stress. 

32 adolescent 

boys. 

Effects of Mind 

Body Awareness 

(MBA) on self-regu-

lation, mindfulness, 

and stress. 

There is support for mindful-

ness-based interventions and 

potential for MBA to effec-

tively treat male adolescents. 

Small sample, 15 

adolescents did 

not complete the 

program, no con-

trol group. 

Evans-Chase (2013) Survey measures of 

self-regulation and 

suppression of aggres-

sion. 

27 adolescent 

boys. 

Effects of internet-

based mindfulness 

meditation vs. 

guided relaxation on 

self-regulation and 

suppression of ag-

gression. 

There is support for mindful-

ness meditation to increase in-

teractional self-regulation. 

Guided relation was better for 

the suppression of aggression 

among younger youth 

Small sample, in-

cluded only boys. 

Fishbein et al. (2016) Survey measures of 

Dysregulation, Stress, 

Mood, Drug Use, Be-

havior, Mindfulness, 

and Physiological As-

sessment 

85 high-risk ado-

lescents, 46% 

male and 54% 

female. 

Mindful yoga on 

substance use and 

risk of dropping out. 

Decrease in alcohol use, im-

provements in social function-

ing, increase in sustained atten-

tion, and beneficial effects on 

psychological well-being 

Relatively small 

sample with self-

selection into 

study. 

http://npjs.org/journal-of-applied-juvenile-justice-services/


 

 
Downloaded from http://npjs.org/jajjs/ ©2021 National Partnership for Juvenile Services. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unau-
thorized distribution. 

124 
 

124 

Barrett, 2017 Participant observa-

tion and open-ended 

interviews. 

10 males, ages 

18 to 24. 

Effects of Alterna-

tive to Incarceration 

(ATI) program on 

males with felony 

offenses. 

Reduction in stress, improve-

ments in emotional regulation, 

improvements in anger manage-

ment and impulse control. 

Small sample, no 

control group, 

and self-selection 

into study. 

Simpson et al. (2018) Review of research 

studies. 

13 studies. Effects of mindful-

ness-based interven-

tions on youth with 

criminal offenses. 

Ethnicity was poorly character-

ized in the studies, poor quality 

of methods used, limited re-

search on females, underrepre-

sentation of females,  a need for 

gender-based programs. 

Limited number 

of studies re-

viewed, potential 

of publication 

bias. 

Chesney-Lind et al. 

(2008) 

Review of research 

studies. 

8 program evalu-

ations. 

Gap in gender-spe-

cific programming 

and services for 

girls. 

There is a gap in the program-

ming that is offered vs. what is 

needed. A need for continued 

care and wraparound services. 

Review of differ-

ent programs. Not 

specific to yoga, 

mindfulness, or 

meditation. 

Harris & Fitton 

(2010) 

Introduced The Art of 

Yoga Project and pro-

vides curriculum. 

Introduces goals, 

objectives, and 

experiences of 

the program. 

Effects of Patanjali’s 

eight limbs of Yoga 

on self-awareness, 

self-respect, and 

self-control. 

Yoga is well-suited for over-

looked populations of young 

women. AYP provides compre-

hensive continuum of care for 

at-risk girls. 

Overview of 

AYP, how it 

works, and how it 

runs. 

Haggerty (2013) Self-reported 

measures of self-regu-

lation and navigating 

interpersonal relation-

ships. 

101 adolescent 

girls. 

Effects of Yoga on 

emotional regulation 

and interpersonal re-

lationships. 

Improvements in self-regulation 

and abilities to navigate inter-

personal relationships. Reports 

of consciousness of emotions 

and potential to improve focus. 

Big drop-out rate, 

small post-test 

sample (n=12), 

court-ordered par-

ticipation, and 

self-reported data. 

Houser (2015) Utilized surveys and 

semi-structured inter-

views. 

34 adolescent 

girls. 

Effects of Yoga on 

different types of 

complex trauma. 

Mental health symptoms de-

creased, decrease in trauma 

symptomatology, increase in 

calm mood over time. 

Group based yoga 

intervention. Dif-

ferences between 

groups. 
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Middleton et al. 

(2019) 

Self-reported surveys 

and semi-structured 

interviews. 

101 adolescent 

girls. 

Process evaluation 

of The Art of Yoga 

Project. 

Improvements in emotional reg-

ulation. Positive improvements 

on feelings of anger and anxi-

ety. Increase in self-reflection, 

self-awareness, and self-ac-

ceptance. Decrease in impul-

sivity, increase in empathy, and 

positivity about body image and 

future. 

Small sample, 

high turnover and 

attrition, several 

years of data col-

lection. 

Flocks et al. (2016) Review of research 

and overview of eval-

uating PACE. 

Introduces 

PACE as a pre-

vention, inter-

vention, and di-

version service 

for girls ages 12 

and 17. 

Evaluation of PACE 

includes one-on-one 

interviews. 

A need for trauma-informed 

and gender-specific interven-

tions. 

Review of litera-

ture and PACE. 

No specific find-

ings. 

Foley (2008) Review of research 

studies. 

12 gender-spe-

cific programs. 

Effects on substance 

use, impulsivity, 

mental health, ag-

gression, and antiso-

cial behavior. 

Changes in substance use, ag-

gression, suicide ideation, and 

recidivism rates. Finds that gen-

der-specific programs do not 

provide adequate services for 

girls. There is a need to include 

female risk-factors when con-

structing gender-based pro-

grams. 

Review of differ-

ent programs. Not 

specific to yoga, 

mindfulness, or 

meditation. 
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The boys in the sample stated that the training 

helped avoid sexual reoffending as it helped reduce 

stress and helped control anger. All but one boy felt 

they developed spiritually due to the yoga and medi-

tation training. Additionally, the training helped raise 

self-esteem, creating loving relationships and self-re-

flection. In the follow-up interviews, boys noted that 

they experienced increased mindfulness over time 

and that some even designed their meditation prac-

tices outside the classroom. Moreover, Derezotes 

(2000) found that boys made gradual progression 

from practicing yoga to prevent future abuse, con-

tinue their practice, and make their practice a part of 

their personal identity which included caring for 

themselves and others. It is important to note that 

those who discontinued the classes felt more de-

pressed, stressed, overwhelmed, and angry over time 

compared to those who completed the program. This 

study is limited in sample size and specific offense 

type but nonetheless shows the potential of the 

“Yoga, Breathing, and Meditation” intervention.   

Himelstein and colleagues (2012) tested the feasi-

bility of implementing an hour-long, once-a-week, 

10-week mindfulness-based intervention to a group 

of adolescents who were incarcerated. The Mind 

Body Awareness (MBA) program was implemented 

to a sample of 32 youth involved with the justice sys-

tem. The MBA program itself consisted of discus-

sion topics, mindful meditation, and group activities. 

Both pre-test and post-test measures were collected, 

measuring specifically MBA’s effects on self-regu-

lation, mindfulness, and stress among the group of 

adolescents who were incarcerated. The findings 

from the MBA program show support for mindful-

ness-based interventions and the potential of MBA to 

treat male adolescents who are incarcerated effec-

tively. Although this study shows promise, it is es-

sential to note that there was no control group and 

that 15 of the 32 participants did not complete the 

program due to release. Nevertheless, the results sug-

gest a promising intervention, at least for the boys in 

this study. 

Similarly, Evans-Chase (2013) evaluated the ef-

fects of a mindfulness meditation program as an in-

tervention to addressing adverse mental health out-

comes and low self-esteem in a sample of youth in-

volved with the justice system. Although a small 

sample, 27 males involved with the justice system 

were randomly assigned to either an 8-week mind-

fulness mediation class or an 8-week guided relaxa-

tion class. All of the youth completed pre-test and 

post-test measures, which included a self-reported 

measure of self-regulation. Evans-Chase (2013) 

found support for mindfulness meditation to increase 

interactional self-regulation among the sample of 

youth involved in the justice system. Between the 

two classes, the participants in the guided relaxation 

classes showed more significant improvement on the 

Suppression of Aggression scale than those of the 

mindfulness meditation classes. There were no dif-

ferences between the control and treatment groups 

for impulse control or self-regulation. With that said, 

it must be noted that attrition rates were high and may 

affect the generalizability of the findings in this 

study. 

Fishbein and colleagues (2016) investigated the 

potential effects of a mindful yoga intervention on 

substance abuse and the risk of dropping out among 

a sample of at-risk adolescents. The study, conducted 

in a nontraditional high school with students one-to-

two years behind on course work, sampled students 

at risk of dropping out. Fishbein and colleagues 

(2016) recruited three cohorts of students into their 

sample. Two cohorts were from the high school 

while one cohort was from the middle school (in the 

same school district). The sample size of 85 students 

led to 40 in the control group and 45 in the experi-

mental group with slightly more than half (54 per-

cent) of the participants being female. Importantly, 
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59 percent of the sample was African American, and 

17 percent of the sample was Hispanic with only 9 

percent of the sample identifying as White. Students 

in the study ranged between the ages of 14 and 20 

with a mean age of 16. The intervention itself en-

tailed a 50-minute mindful yoga class offered three 

times a week. The pre-test and post-test showed that 

at-risk youth displayed reduced substance use and 

improvements in social skills after the intervention. 

Specifically, those who took mindful yoga classes re-

ported reducing alcohol use compared to those who 

did not participate in the mindful yoga class. In addi-

tion, the teachers of the students had reported that 

students taking mindful yoga classes had improved 

their social skills and showed a much longer attention 

span in class than those who were not participating 

in the mindful yoga class. Overall, the authors con-

cluded that the mindful yoga intervention provides 

at-risk youth beneficial effects on their psychological 

well-being (Fishbein et al., 2016). Regardless, the 

study included a small sample and utilized self-selec-

tion to gather participants, contributing to the poten-

tial for selection bias. Critical to this paper, no gender 

differences were evaluated in this study. 

Barrett (2017) utilized an all-male sample of par-

ticipants ranging from ages 18 to 24 to explore what 

benefits, if any, arise from yoga and mindfulness. 

The study took place in New York City through an 

alternative to incarceration (ATI) program for indi-

viduals ages 16 to 24, facing felonies. Participants in 

the ATI program spent anywhere between six to nine 

months participating in daily programming, includ-

ing yoga and mindfulness practices. Utilizing partic-

ipant observation and open-ended interviews with 

ten males, Barrett (2017) found participation in the 

ATI program beneficial to its participants. Specifi-

cally, participation in the ATI program showed a re-

duction in stress and significant improvements in 

emotional regulation among the sample. In addition, 

a number of the participants reported that they were 

provided the tools necessary to manage their anger 

and impulse control on their own. Altogether, these 

findings indicate that the one-hour-long, twice-a-

week sessions of yoga and mindfulness had contrib-

uted positively towards the rehabilitation of young 

men. Thus, Barrett (2017) concluded that mindful-

ness-based interventions foster desistance and reduce 

recidivism among young individuals involved in the 

justice system. Nevertheless, as the studies discussed 

earlier, small sample size and selection bias are lim-

itations in this study. Importantly, the data collected 

for this study come from an ongoing program which 

has no direct start or end date—meaning that individ-

uals can join and leave as they want and thus, pre-

test and post-test measures are unavailable.  

More recently, Simpson and colleagues (2018) 

conducted a systematic review of literature on mind-

fulness-based interventions among youth involved in 

the justice system. The 13 studies utilized in this re-

view included mindfulness-based intervention pro-

grams which incorporated breath, body awareness 

and some form of mindful movement. These pro-

grams were offered to groups of adolescents who 

were in prison or in community rehabilitation during 

the study period. Simpson and associates (2018) 

found limited evidence for mindfulness-based inter-

ventions and note a handful of limitations instead. 

For example, they pointed out that the quality of 

methods utilized led to the limited evidence of mind-

fulness-based interventions—mainly due to the wide 

range of mindfulness-based intervention programs 

utilized in these studies. In other words, the programs 

differed from one another, and it was hard to deter-

mine what, if anything, in the program was effective. 

Importantly, there is limited research on female de-

linquency and gender-based programming as fe-

males continue to be underrepresented in research. 

Nevertheless, there is a potential of publication bias 

in the review and thus, future researchers should con-

sider a broader scope of published and unpublished 

papers like those of clinical studies. 
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Gender-Specific Yoga, Art, & Mindfulness-Based Pro-

grams 

 

It was not until the late 1900’s that gender-specific 

research and programming had gained momentum 

(Zosuls et al., 2011). This momentum, mainly due to 

the increase of girls involved in the justice system, 

paved the way for gender-specific programs for girls. 

These programs, usually designed to address the spe-

cific needs of girls, focused on identifying risk fac-

tors for female delinquency which were mentioned 

above (Chesney-Lind et al., 2008; Garcia & Lane, 

2010). Thus, gender-specific programs focus on vic-

timization, trauma, and girl delinquency (Belknap & 

Holsinger, 2006). These programs are designed to re-

spond to the mental, physical, and emotional needs 

of at-risk girls. They focus on improving their health, 

reducing depression, reducing post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD), and reducing low self-esteem 

among other things (Hodge et al., 2015; McCabe et 

al., 2002). In a nutshell, gender-specific programs 

promote a focus on the specific needs of the girls en-

tering the justice system. Not all gender-specific pro-

grams are universal nor are they all-encompassing. 

Although gender-specific programs exist, that is not 

to say that all justice facilities are equipped to imple-

ment them. Further, they may not be ready to handle 

girl’s trauma from physical, sexual, or emotional 

abuse, as well as mental health issues—faced by so 

many girls (Day et al., 2015; Tille & Rose, 2007). 

Regardless, gender-responsive programming has be-

come more popular, leading the way for more explo-

ration and research.   

Chesney-Lind and colleagues (2008) examined 

the use of gender-specific programs designed for 

girls involved in the justice system. They found that 

the girls in the program had reported that their needs 

were not being met. In other words, the tools the pro-

gram was offering were not the tools the girls needed. 

For instance, the program provided tools for healing 

and managing trauma, which was a good start but, it 

did not provide any education about pregnancy and 

childbirth which was something the girls wanted and 

many needed. The lack of resources in the programs 

should not come as a surprise as delinquency has for 

the longest time been associated with boys and hence 

programs have been developed with the needs of 

boys in mind. It is thus evident that more attention is 

needed when it comes to creating gender-specific 

programs. There should be a focus on creating con-

tinues care with wraparound services post release for 

girls involved with the justice system, especially 

those who are pregnant and have children. 

Harris and Fitton (2010) introduced a gender-spe-

cific program called The Art of Yoga Project (AYP) 

which incorporates yoga, arts, and creative writing 

into a curriculum designed for girls in the justice sys-

tem. AYP aim to provide girls with the tools neces-

sary to create positive lives during and after incarcer-

ation. The AYP curriculum involves yoga practice, 

meditation, breathing excises, creative arts and dis-

cussion. AYP offers a program designed by women 

for women, providing comprehensive services to 

young girls and women during and after incarcera-

tion, something Chesney-Lind and colleagues (2008) 

deemed essential in program development for at-risk 

girls. Furthermore, like Chesney-Lind (2008), Harris 

and Fitton (2010) conclude on the importance of gen-

der-responsive programming and how programs like 

yoga and the arts can be designed and implemented 

with girls and women in mind. 

Haggerty (2013) also evaluated The Art of Yoga 

Project. As mentioned above, The AYP utilizes a 

combination of yoga, creative arts, and mindfulness. 

It also incorporates trauma-informed, strengths-

based, gender-responsive approaches in its teach-

ings. In this specific evaluation, the program was de-

livered three times a week for 12 weeks inside a jus-

tice facility for girls. The study focused on the effect 

of yoga and creative arts on the girls’ ability to regu-

late emotions and navigate interpersonal relation-

ships. The findings from this evaluation show that a 
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higher percentage of youth involved with the justice 

system reported consciousness, presence, and control 

of emotions at the mid-point evaluation compared to 

the pre-test and post-test. However, the attrition rate 

was high. For example, two weeks before the pro-

gram, 101 girls had filled out pre-test, between week 

six and eight, only 75 girls remained in the program 

and by the 12th week only 12 girls had stayed active 

throughout the entirety of the study. With that said, 

researchers need to devote some time and effort in 

ensuring participation throughout the program and 

increasing response rates potentially through incen-

tives or certifications. 

Houser (2015) also looked at the effects of yoga 

and the effects of group yoga for adolescent girls 

who suffered from trauma. This study assessed the 

effectiveness of group yoga across different trauma 

experiences. Two groups, one in Denver and one in 

Ontario, participated in the study, which lasted a total 

of six weeks and offered 90-minute sessions of yoga 

once a week to a total of 34 participants. The analysis 

shows a decrease in mental health symptoms from 

pre-test to post-measures in all 34 participants. How-

ever, although the scores from both groups decreased 

from pre-test to post-test measures, the effects were 

only significant for the Denver group. Notably, the 

scores from the two groups showed a decrease in 

trauma symptoms but again, only the Denver group 

was significant. In addition, significant differences 

were also found in avoidance symptoms and mood 

changes throughout the six-week program in the 

Denver group. Overall, this study found that youth 

involved in the justice system who participated in 

group-based yoga had experienced better regulation 

as far as their emotions, sensations, acceptance, cop-

ing and nonjudgmental attitudes. 

Middleton and associates (2019) examined the ef-

fects of The Art of Yoga Project on a sample of youth 

ages 12 to 18 who were involved with the justice sys-

tem. In their analysis of the program, Middleton and 

colleagues (2019) collected pre-test and post-test 

data on stress, self-esteem, self-regulation, and mind-

ful awareness. Middleton and colleagues (2019) 

found a modest improvement in self-control and self-

respect among the sample of girls in their analysis, 

but the results were not significant. Overall, their 

findings showed participant satisfaction and im-

provement in self-reported emotional regulation 

among the sample of girls. Importantly, they showed 

significance of immediate mood differences before 

and after each class in the adolescent girls and, the 

girl’s engagement in the practices outside the class-

room. Overall, Middleton and colleagues (2019) 

work adds to the growing body of research support-

ing the potential of mindfulness, meditation, and 

movement-based interventions to help heal trauma 

and improve the lives of girls involved with the jus-

tice system. 

Flocks et al. (2016) explored how childhood 

trauma (psychological, physical, and sexual abuse, 

violence, substance abuse, mental health, suicide, 

and imprisonment) leads to social, emotional, and 

cognitive impairments in adolescent girls. Assessing 

the effects of a specific program called “PACE” of-

fered to girls in Florida as a school-based program, 

this study highlighted the importance of viewing 

childhood trauma through a gendered lens. For ex-

ample, it was noted that girls are not only exposed to 

different traumatic events (emotional, physical, and 

sexual abuse) in their life but that they also re-

sponded to these traumatic events in a different way 

than did boys. While both girls and boys experienced 

anger and post-traumatic stress, girls also experi-

enced depression, anxiety, and suicide ideation. Im-

portantly, when girls experienced trauma, they were 

more vulnerable to the “school-to-prison pipeline” 

than were boys (Flocks et al., 2016, p.9-10). Like in 

other studies, Flocks and colleagues (2016) noted the 

importance of gender-specific programming and 

community-based programs post-release. Thus, there 

is a need to incorporate programs in and out of the 

system, so girls are provided wraparound services 

throughout their transitions. 

http://npjs.org/journal-of-applied-juvenile-justice-services/


 

 
Downloaded from http://npjs.org/jajjs/ ©2021 National Partnership for Juvenile Services. All rights reserved. Not for 
commercial use or unauthorized distribution. 

130 
 

130 

DISCUSSION 

 

Trauma-Informed Yoga for Girls Involved with the 

Justice System 

Trauma-informed yoga creates a supportive envi-

ronment for participants who have suffered a trau-

matic event. This environment allows the participant 

the opportunity to find ways in which they can regu-

late their emotional state. This regulation of the emo-

tional state is made possible through the practice of 

yoga (Shonin et al., 2013; Silva, 2017; Derlic, 2020). 

Yoga, specifically trauma-informed yoga, aids in re-

setting the nervous system so that trauma that arises 

can be released through mindful practice (Shonin et 

al., 2013; Derlic, 2020). For some time now, scholars 

and practitioners alike have found trauma-informed 

yoga to be effective in treating adult populations with 

a variety of mental health disorders ranging from 

stress, anxiety, aggression, as well as criminogenic 

risk factors (Derlic, 2020; Auty et al., 2017; Muir-

head & Fortune, 2016; Griera & Clot-Garrell, 2015; 

Bowen et al., 2006; Duncombe et al., 2005). The fol-

lowing section reviews trauma-informed yoga, its 

implementation in the justice system for youth, and 

the effects of such programs on girls involved with 

the justice system.  

In 2014, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health 

Services Administration (SAMHSA) developed six 

principles as critical components of trauma-informed 

care. These six principles are safety, trustworthiness 

and transparency, peer support, collaboration and 

mutuality, empowerment, voice, choice, and consid-

eration for historical, gender, and cultural identities 

(SAMHSA, 2014). In addition, regulation of emo-

tions, processing trauma, developing healthy rela-

tionships, and enhancing youth competency in mul-

tiple aspects of their lives are among the common 

goals of empirically validated trauma-informed cur-

ricula.  

Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) approaches 

to reducing recidivism are among the most common 

interventions and are suggested by the risk-needs-re-

sponsivity model (Bonta & Andrews, 2010; Shonin 

et al., 2013). Shonin and colleagues (2013) described 

“third-wave CBT” as traditional cognitive-behav-

ioral approaches that also focus on the mind-body 

connection through transformative present moment 

awareness, meditation, mindfulness, and yoga. These 

practices are ideal for trauma victims as mindfulness 

reduces stress and anxiety while promoting well-be-

ing and self-esteem that may have been negatively 

impacted by trauma (Shonin et al., 2013). These 

practices also support individuals in labeling and 

moderating their affective states (Shonin et al., 

2013). Practicing asana (postures), breathing, and 

meditation can also reduce states of hyper-vigilance 

and hyper-arousal common among youth involved in 

the justice system who have been traumatized 

(Shonin et al. 2013). Additionally, the focus on “lov-

ing-kindness” in yoga fosters self-acceptance, re-

spect, and growth in interpersonal relationships 

(Shonin et al., 2013).  

The Trauma-Sensitive Yoga Curriculum devel-

oped by the Justice Resource Institute is one example 

of a validated trauma-informed yoga program. This 

program has a focus on invitational language in yoga. 

For example, when teachers cue a pose (or asana), 

they switch their language to invite individuals to 

participate in the pose rather than giving directions. 

Providing the option and opportunity to engage in a 

pose may seem small, but survivors of trauma may 

have had their sense of autonomy and independence 

stripped from them due to the trauma (Justice et al., 

2018; Van der Kolk, 2015). Thus, invitational lan-

guage gives some of that power of choice back to the 

youth (Justice et al., 2018). In addition to invitational 

language, this program focuses on personal experi-

mentation with an acceptance of yoga looking differ-

ent for each participant. What matters most is the 

choice and curiosity of asanas. In other words, the 

http://npjs.org/jajjs/


Gender-Specific Programming and Trauma-Informed Approaches 
 

  
Journal of Applied Juvenile Justice Services  JAJJS │ September 2021 

131 

131 

most important thing in the practice is the practi-

tioner having the choice to move in and out of pos-

tures as they see fit for them. 

Yoga instructors also carefully select poses and 

pacing for youth who have been traumatized. Youth 

involved with the justice system who have been vic-

tims of sexual violence may feel exposed and vulner-

able in the happy baby pose, with their feet spread 

hip-distance apart in the air (Justice et al., 2015). As 

such, an instructor may avoid this pose. Additionally, 

many instructors invite participants to close their 

eyes at multiple points in their practice. Youth in-

volved with the justice system who have experienced 

trauma may feel uncomfortable or even scared clos-

ing their eyes, especially in a justice facility. To ad-

dress this, yoga instructors may invite youth to keep 

their eyes open, close them, or find a soft gaze, em-

phasizing choice and empowering youth to do what 

feels right from them and their bodies. Yoga instruc-

tors may also repeat sequences and poses in multiple 

sessions to help youth master the poses, feel compe-

tent, and increase self-esteem.  

Beyond asana practices, breathing and meditation 

are implemented as the primary vehicles of improv-

ing self-control and self-regulation. Both the para-

sympathetic nervous system and prefrontal cortex 

are impacted by trauma (Shonin et al., 2013). The in-

ner calmness created through meditation, yoga, and 

mindfulness affect the parasympathetic nervous sys-

tem, and the increased awareness of breathing im-

proves prefrontal cortex functioning (Shonin et al., 

2013). As the yoga sessions are held in group for-

mats, opportunities for co-regulation, modeling, and 

peer support are available to youth as well. These 

skills can help youth in interpersonal relationships 

both inside and outside of the justice facility. 

Trauma-informed yoga can address multiple risk fac-

tors girls involved in the justice system face. The 

skills they learn on the mat can be translated “off the 

mat” and perhaps in the utilization of breathing tech-

niques during stressful times, or meditative practices 

to regulate the body.  

 In addition to being trauma-informed, yoga 

programs within the justice system, especially those 

created for adolescents, should be gender-respon-

sive. It is important to keep in mind the variety of 

different backgrounds and cultures that girls come 

from and the pathways that lead them to delinquency 

and the justice system in the first place. Importantly, 

gender-specific programs need to focus on aiding the 

adverse effects of the justice system and the trauma 

associated with incarceration. These programs 

should recognize the unique risk factors and experi-

ences girls in the system have. Experiences of vio-

lence and abuse are common among girls in the sys-

tem. Each intervention should take this into consid-

eration to better understand the girls’ behaviors and 

reactions and how to best support girls in their heal-

ing process. Gender-responsive and trauma-in-

formed yoga can support this in the poses, sequenc-

ing, timing, and class themes. Further, relationships 

with parents and romantic partners may be troubling 

for some girls in the justice system (De La Rue & 

Espelage, 2014; Strom et al., 2014). Yoga classes fo-

cusing on themes of empowerment and emphasizing 

the importance of girls’ voices, independence, and 

the ability to play an active role in their life can ad-

dress some of the adverse outcomes from complex 

and sometimes abusive relationships. Derezotes 

(2000) found that youth wanted to establish caring 

relationships with others, and needed empowerment, 

flexibility, and parental and community involve-

ment. Chesney-Lind and colleagues (2008) found 

that the majority of the girls in their sample needed 

someone to talk to, to confide in, and someone who 

showed them that they cared about them and were 

willing to provide safety. Girls also noted that they 

needed access to counseling and education. Specifi-

cally, they wanted counseling for abuse suffered and 

education about sex, pregnancy, childbirth, and par-

enting (Chesney-Lind, 2008). Yoga providers should 

think critically about how to embed these themes and 

support girls in meeting these needs. Finally, provid-

ing yoga classes specifically for girls can give the 
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space needed for them to process and share their 

emotions without concern for men and boys in the 

room. Girls-only support and treatment groups have 

been found to be beneficial and viewed positively by 

both participants and providers (Day et al, 2015; 

Palidofsky & Stolbach, 2011). 

 

Race and Intersectionality 

Among youth involved in the justice system, 

whether confined and in residential placement across 

the United States, Black girls are the fastest-growing 

population (Crenshaw et al., 2015; Morris, 2013). 

This increase may be due to racist and sexist policies 

in multiple institutions and stereotypes of Black girls 

and other girls of color. However, these stereotypes 

about race/ethnicity worsen girls’ experiences in the 

justice system (Irvine & Canfield, 2017). One of the 

six principles of trauma-informed care is the need to 

address cultural, historical, and gender issues (SAM-

HSA, 2014). The history and current policies of the 

criminal legal system are based, in part, to systemic 

racism, impacting not only the current practices but 

also the racial and ethnic makeup of those who come 

into contact with the system. Further, trauma re-

searchers have identified racial discrimination and 

systemic racism as traumatic experiences that can 

lead to both complex and generational trauma. Spe-

cifically, Crosby (2016) advocates for incorporating 

critical race theory, which views racism as a systemic 

issue and emphasizes the intersectionality of identi-

ties, into trauma-informed care. Crosby (2016) ex-

plains that successful practices must understand how 

cultural mistrust of the system is a common experi-

ence among individuals of color. Crosby (2016) sug-

gests enhancing cultural competency among practi-

tioners and hiring professionals of color within the 

justice system to address these issues.  

 

Policy Recommendations 

Future research should consider the needs of 

Black and Brown girls who are oftentimes forgotten 

when it comes to programming in the justice system 

in general and adolescent facilities in particular. In-

volving Black and Brown yoga teachers in justice 

systems may be the first step to creating and offering 

race-sensitive yoga interventions for girls of color. 

Programs that lack in racial and gender sensitive may 

fail to gain participation by individuals who need 

them the most as they often cannot relate to the yoga 

instructors (due to different backgrounds, cultures, 

etc.). However, trauma-informed yoga may in fact be 

the vehicle through which gender and race needs are 

addressed. With that, we advocate for more yoga 

practitioners of color within justice facilities, espe-

cially those working with youth. At the very least, 

yoga practitioners working within justice involved 

youth should complete cultural competency training 

regularly. 

Beyond addressing the intersecting identities of 

girls in the system, more programs should focus on 

the specific needs that girls within the justice system 

need. These include but are not limited to sex educa-

tion, pregnancy classes, childbirth classes, and par-

enting classes. These needs can be incorporated into 

thematic teachings that are oftentimes utilized in 

yoga classes. For example, each yoga class starts off 

with a theme—whether that be peace, forgiveness, or 

gratitude—these themes are often used to fully inte-

grate the class into one topic or subject matter that 

the individual is invited to feel and deal with in a 

healthy way. Thus, it is possible to integrate teach-

ings of safe sex, healthy pregnancy, childcare, and 

parenting into the thematic teachings. We recom-

mend that practitioners and future researchers con-

sider incorporating such themes into their practices 

as girls within the justice system continue to ask for 

them.  

Practitioners should also implement aftercare and 

wraparound services for youth involved in the justice 

system—and girls specifically. These services would 

ideally be community-based so youth have access to 

yoga and meditation in their own communities with 
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the potential for family and friends to participate, 

which could help build strong bonds and reduce fu-

ture involvement in criminality. Community-based 

programs may allow easy access to programming 

that may otherwise be out of reach for these youth 

due to travel or funding (Derezotes, 2000). Commu-

nity-based programming further translates practice 

on the mat into everyday life (e.g., breathing, princi-

ples of non-harming, asanas to focus on the body, 

meditation, etc.). Finally, aftercare and wraparound 

services should focus on therapeutic and treatment 

approaches rather than simply a surveillance and pro-

bation approaches. Integrating yoga, meditation, and 

mindfulness practices into the aftercare services 

would align well with aftercare goals of stabilizing 

youth as they re-enter into the community. 

 Future researchers should also consider pro-

gram evaluations and the use of more robust method-

ological evaluations of yoga, meditation, and mind-

fulness programs (Derlic, 2020; Foley, 2008). These 

evaluations should address the fidelity of programs 

as they are each implemented in unique settings with 

various youth populations involved with the justice 

system. Attrition must also be considered in these 

evaluations. Perhaps examining the differences in 

youth who complete the programs and those who do 

not would highlight the gaps and limitations associ-

ated with the two. We also advocate for the use of 

mixed methods to evaluate the programs. Quantita-

tive data may provide information regarding changes 

in mental health or substance use rates, and recidi-

vism and misconduct within the facility. On the other 

hand, qualitative data can provide useful insight into 

the perceptions of programs and specific factors that 

contribute to the success of individual programs. 

These evaluations should include samples of youth 

involved in the justice system and service providers 

(both facility staff and yoga instructors) to under-

stand multiple perspectives. Learning more about the 

men and women who teach yoga to youth involved 

in the justice system is also vital as no research exists 

on yoga instructors in the system to date. Finally, as 

has been discussed throughout this paper, gender dif-

ferences must be considered, either via mixed-gender 

samples with independent gender analyses or girls-

only samples.  

Moreover, as new programs are being con-

structed, developers of these programs should seek 

to address as many risk factors as possible (Foley, 

2008). For girls, the specific risk factors of violence, 

trauma, and relationships should be addressed and so 

too should their needs and wants. Yoga programs 

should also consider how different types of trauma 

(e.g., complex, developmental, generational) may 

differentially and uniquely impact each youth in the 

justice system. However, practitioners should ap-

proach the class assuming every individual could 

have experienced some trauma and seek to avoid re-

traumatization while promoting healing through the 

practice of yoga, mindfulness, and meditation. 

Lastly, yoga programs now offer yoga teacher train-

ing (YTT) to incarcerated men and women (e.g., 

Yoga Behind Bars). These programs should also 

consider YTT for youth who are involved with the 

justice system. YTT can offer the youth an oppor-

tunity to heal through self-practice and training, and 

bring yoga to the community. Doing so may create a 

positive and life-changing opportunity that can po-

tentially help other youth in the community and keep 

the YTT youth out of the justice system. Finally, a 

broader scope of published and unpublished research 

papers should be considered, as publishing bias may 

leave out critical information related to process and 

outcome.
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