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To our wise and compassionate teachers,


To you, the reader, and


To the teacher who lives within each of us.













Disclaimer



While the authors of this book have taken great care in presenting the material you will find in this book, the book is not intended as a substitute for professional medical advice. The medical information is provided as an information resource only and is not to be used or relied on for any diagnostic or treatment purposes. This information is not intended to be patient education, does not create any patient-physician relationship, and should not be used as a substitute for professional diagnosis and treatment. If you have any health concerns or conditions that warrant special attention, please seek the advice of a health professional before beginning a yoga practice or attempting any of the practices or poses described in this book. If you experience pain or other side effects when trying the poses presented here, please seek appropriate medical attention.


Cautions on Rapid or Forceful Yoga Breathing


For beginners, rapid and forceful breathing exercises, such as the Breath of Fire (see here), should be done only with the guidance and supervision of a certified yoga teacher. Rigorous, forceful breathing should also be avoided during pregnancy. People with medical conditions, such as high blood pressure, such respiratory issues as asthma, seizure disorders, panic or anxiety disorders, or bipolar disorder should check with their doctor first before doing such yoga breathing because it can lead to high blood pressure and hyperventilation, which can then trigger such medical issues as seizures, panic attacks, or asthma episodes.


It’s important to remember that yoga breathing exercises should never be painful. If you experience sudden pain or difficulty breathing during or after intense yoga breathing, you should stop immediately and seek medical attention. The risk of yoga breathing is unclear since it is not yet studied on a large scale, so it’s important to discuss it with your own doctor before trying these techniques.



Cautions on Hot Yoga



Hot yoga is a version of yoga done in a heated and humidified room. Since overheating can occur around 104 to 105 degrees Fahrenheit and some forms of hot yoga have been shown to raise the core body temperature to 103 to 104 degrees, we recommend that heated yoga should be done with caution. Hot yoga has a greater risk of musculoskeletal injury because of the increased laxity of ligaments and tendons in heated conditions, so people may unknowingly overstretch their muscles or joints. Pregnant women should be cautious of hot yoga, given the risk of overheating and dehydration to both mother-to-be and baby, and should speak with their doctor first. If you have any medical conditions, speak to your doctor first to determine whether hot yoga is safe for you.
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PART I



The Art and Science of Yoga















CHAPTER 1



Why Do Yoga?




Yoga does not just change the way we see things, it transforms the person who sees.


B. K. S. IYENGAR, LIGHT ON LIFE




Welcome to the practice of yoga. You may have come to yoga to feel stronger, get more flexible, or relieve stress. You are part of a growing community interested in yoga, a modern practice rooted in thousands of years of ancient Indian texts and traditions. Yoga encompasses physical postures, breathing techniques, meditation, and ethical principles. Archaeologists have found soapstone seals from over five thousand years ago that have yoga postures engraved on them. Yoga is first mentioned in the Vedic texts of Indian literature from 1700 to 500 BCE. The word itself comes from the Sanskrit root yuj, which means to yoke, to join, or to unite. While the practice continues to be taught (for hundreds of generations now) and continues to evolve, the fundamental idea that yoga unites our body, mind, and being remains.


Yoga is fast becoming a well-known practice in the American household. A 2016 survey conducted by Yoga Alliance and Yoga Journal found that the number of Americans doing yoga has grown by over 50 percent in the last four years to over 36 million as of 2016, up from 20.4 million in 2012. Nine out of ten Americans have heard of yoga, and one in three Americans has already tried yoga at least once. More than a third of Americans say they are very likely to try yoga in the next year. While yoga is currently more popular with women, more and more men are doing yoga, too. More older adults are trying yoga. Yoga is also gaining popularity with children and in schools.


When you do yoga, you will notice many benefits, ranging from stress relief and physical fitness to better flexibility and strength. Yoga builds your capacity to handle mental and physical stress and provides you with the flexibility and confidence to get through what you are experiencing—no matter where you are. People who do yoga are 20 percent more likely to have a positive image of their own physical and mental health, including a stronger sense of mental clarity, physical fitness, flexibility, and strength. The physical and psychological health benefits are real.


Over 90 percent of all current research on yoga has found that yoga has a positive impact on health.1 Our book is different from many other yoga books in that it provides you with a scientific and researched-based understanding of yoga. We also share our perspective as medical professionals who both practice yoga and use yoga in our clinical practice to treat stress, anxiety, depression, addictions, and post-traumatic stress disorder.


Benefits of Yoga


Yoga has many scientifically proven benefits for the mind and body.




[image: image] Yoga builds strength and endurance. Many styles of yoga provide low-impact aerobic exercise and are good for your heart. One study found that 24 rounds of sun salutations 6 times a week significantly improved upper-body strength over 6 months. Another study found that an hour of rigorous yoga twice a week for 8 months increases leg strength.


[image: image] Yoga improves balance and flexibility. Your sense of knowing where your body is in space and being able to balance will improve and have the potential to improve your overall athletic or fitness performance. A twice-weekly yoga program helped improved flexibility and balance in college athletes in just 10 weeks.2


[image: image] Yoga builds your awareness of and connection to your body. The more that you can tune into your body, the more that you are able to listen to it and protect it from injury.


[image: image] Yoga builds the mind-body connection. Your body and mind are powerfully connected to each other. Stress and emotions can have a major impact on your body and health. Building your mind-body connection helps you feel more whole and empowered to improve your health.


[image: image] Yoga helps people who are already healthy. Yoga has been shown to improve the performance, wellness, and fitness of people who are already healthy, including athletes. Many professional athletes in football, basketball, baseball, tennis, and golf do yoga to help with their athletic performance.


[image: image] Yoga encourages you to pursue a healthier lifestyle. Yoga motivates nearly two thirds of people to exercise more and 40% to eat healthier.3 Yoga practitioners are more likely to live green and eat sustainable food. Yoga may also inspire you to pursue many other physical or self-care activities.


[image: image] Yoga gives you stronger “body-responsiveness.” Body-responsiveness refers to our relationship with our own body, and, like any other relationship, listening and trust are essential for a strong relationship. A strong relationship with your body means: “I am confident that my body lets me know what is good for me” or “I am able to ‘listen’ to my body and what it needs.”


[image: image] Yoga improves your sleep. Yoga, including poses, breathing techniques, and meditation, are useful research-backed methods to help improve quality of sleep and treat insomnia. Sixty percent report that yoga helps them get better sleep.4


[image: image] Yoga improves your immune system. At the biochemical level, yoga boosts your immune system so you’re better able to fight off illnesses and heal faster.


[image: image] Yoga is beneficial during healthy pregnancies. Prenatal yoga reduces stress and anxiety and helps women feel connected with their changing body during pregnancy.


[image: image] Yoga is adaptable and useful to help with medical conditions. The most common health problems that lead people to try yoga are back pain, stress, and arthritis—all conditions that research has shown improve with practicing yoga regularly. Yoga has been shown to be helpful as part of treatment for a variety of medical conditions, including chronic lower back or neck pain, fatigue, obesity, asthma, irritable bowel syndrome, osteoarthritis, rheumatoid arthritis, carpal tunnel syndrome, Parkinson’s disease, migraines, diabetes mellitus, kidney disease, multiple sclerosis, and for cancer survivors.


[image: image] Yoga helps you cope with health problems. Yoga not only can be integrated into the treatment of many different health issues, but it can ease coping with health problems. Yoga is adaptable and focuses on the individual’s needs, so it be tailored to people who are frail or bedbound or not used to being physically active.


[image: image] Yoga relieves stress. More than 80% of people who do yoga report that it reduces stress.5 You’ll feel more calm and grounded with yoga. You don’t have to escape your inner thoughts and feelings. You aren’t encouraged to push your body too far. The original purpose of yoga and its poses is to calm the mind and prepare you for meditation, which is considered an important part of yoga. Stress is the leading cause for visits to the doctor and wreaks havoc on your physical body, so being able to relax is essential for your physical health as well.


[image: image] Yoga improves your mood. More than two thirds of people who do yoga notice that it improves their mood.


[image: image] Yoga creates a more flexible mind. Yoga’s effects are not all just physical. By using a comprehensive yoga approach, including breathing, meditation, self-reflection, and poses, you will improve your ability to stay with the moment with an open, uncritical attitude. This starts building a more flexible mind.


[image: image] Yoga gives you tools to balance your mind (and body). Yoga offers both energizing and calming principles (brahmana and langhana in Sanskrit) and the combination of the two can produce a balancing (samana) effect on both body and mind.


[image: image] Yoga puts you more in your body and less in your head. With the breathing techniques, postures, and also meditations, contrary to what you might assume, you will be less “stuck” in your head and better able to escape the self-criticism and judgments that might live there.


[image: image] Yoga builds self-esteem and confidence. The more you do yoga, the more you will feel empowered and confident about both your body and mind as a whole.


[image: image] Yoga improves your memory and attention. Studies show that yoga strengthens the parts of the brain that are responsible for memory and attention. An 8-week yoga program helped older adults improve their memory and decision-making capabilities.6 Yoga also improves academic performance and classroom behavior in children and teens.


[image: image] Yoga helps with such problems as depression, anxiety. Growing research shows that yoga can be integrated successfully into treatment for mental health problems such as depression, anxiety, insomnia, binge eating disorder, and schizophrenia.


[image: image] Yoga helps people cut back on drinking and smoking. Yoga reduces cravings and helps people who are interested in using less alcohol, tobacco or other substances.


[image: image] Yoga builds your relationship with yourself. Yoga encourages you to be more self-aware and self-reflective, while letting go of any self-criticism.


[image: image] Yoga helps you connect better with others. Yoga fosters empathy and compassion. Yoga is rooted in ethical principles of self-compassion and awareness that can both increase your empathy for yourself and others. Yoga expands your awareness and helps you discover the powerful connection between your body and your mind.


[image: image] Yoga encourages you to give back to your community. One form of yoga is called seva, or selfless service. The philosophy of yoga encourages you to be aware of what’s happening around you and to follow a sense of purpose or intention. Nearly 50% of yoga practitioners report that they donate time to the community.


[image: image] Yoga may lead you to delve into self-reflective and spiritual explorations. Yoga is more commonly a secular practice in the United States, but you may be inspired to explore the spiritual dimension of yoga.




These are just a sampling of potential reasons to do yoga, and you may discover a whole host of other benefits in your own practice. Your reasons for doing yoga can also change along the way. Even though most come to yoga for stress relief or fitness, two thirds of yoga students and the majority of yoga teachers continue yoga for different reasons over time. Yoga opens the door to many new and exciting parts of your life—you can’t predict the impact yoga will have on your life until you try it out for yourself.



Our Stories



Yoga has played an important role in our lives and in those of the people we treat. Our hope is to make yoga as accessible as possible for all levels of experience and flexibility and be inclusive of all sociocultural, racial, and spiritual backgrounds. We teach yoga by paying close attention to your body, building up from basic poses, using props to support the body, and encouraging you to not care about being “perfect.”


Everyone comes to yoga with his or her own story. We encourage you to reflect on and welcome your own story. Here are our own personal stories of how we found yoga and what it has done for us.




DR. MARLYNN WEI’S STORY


When I first started doing yoga over a decade ago, I was looking for relief from the physical and mental stress of training to be a doctor and psychiatrist. If you had asked me what yoga was before I started doing yoga, I probably would have said it was just another way to work out.


During my medical training, I witnessed profound suffering: family members when their loved ones died in the intensive care unit, parents who could no longer recognize their children because of end-stage Alzheimer’s disease, and patients with terminal illness. There were times when I felt somewhat effective in being able to help people, but there were equally—if not more—times when I felt helpless in the face of the enormity of their pain.


It was through wanting to be better able to sit with suffering that I found yoga. Although I am not a morning person, I went every weekday morning at six a.m. before going to hospital rounds, to clear my head and center myself. The flow of the postures, breathwork, and meditations freed my mind. It felt as if yoga was a deep well with nourishing waters that replenished my mind, body, and soul. Yoga taught me how to expand my own capacity to witness, hold, and sit with suffering—and to do so with compassion. A mentor once told me that when a patient asked her, “How can you help me when you haven’t experienced my suffering?” she responded, “I haven’t had your life experience, but I will sit with you.” Yoga helps you listen and sit with yourself and others.


In psychiatry training, I learned how to treat such disorders as anxiety and depression with medication and psychotherapy. When I started my own therapy practice, I had the opportunity to develop my own style and integrate components of yoga, mindfulness, and meditation—elements found in what is termed the new “third wave” of cognitive behavioral psychotherapies (the first wave focused on behavior; and the second wave, on cognitive factors, such as thought processes). I had many clients who had severe anxiety and panic attacks on a weekly and, sometimes, daily basis. I taught yoga breathing skills and meditation methods to help calm both the body and mind.


Over the years I have seen yoga skills help people stop panic attacks from spiraling out of control, reduce stress, and get better sleep, and give them more of a sense of control and endurance to witness chaos. All of this eased their anxiety. I encouraged people to practice these yoga techniques daily for at least fifteen minutes a day—because being able to relax is like a mental muscle that needs to be worked out daily so that when you need it, the ability to cope and calm down will be a lot more accessible. People got better. Many were able to feel back to themselves within a few months and take these lifelong skills with them.


At the same time, I discovered more and more scientific research that backed the healing power of yoga. Although most psychotherapists have been taught to deal primarily with the mind, I have found that by approaching the mind and body as a whole, I can address the whole person and teach people to participate in healing themselves in lasting ways that deepen and, sometimes, even go beyond more traditional methods.


At its heart, I have found that yoga goes beyond the physical and even the psychological. Yoga deepens the connection and understanding we have for ourselves and others and provides us with the opportunity to treat ourselves with kindness and love—and this naturally extends to the people around us.


Finally, I am deeply grateful to be part of a tradition that can be traced throughout many generations of my family—my mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother (who had her feet bound!)—all of whom practiced meditation along with other forms of yoga. These inspirational women led their families with much strength and resilience while facing wartime conflict and significant discrimination. It proves that the power of yoga simply requires you to be present. It is inspiring to know that the power of yoga and meditation has been and continues to be a natural and empowering practice that transcends time and place.


DR. JAMES GROVES’S STORY


When I think of yoga, what comes to mind is, Yoga is with me. But why would it come to me this way? My guess is that yoga is like a friend, or a mate, or someone in my family. It’s something that is always there, something that I can even take for granted, something that makes no demands on me but is reliable. And it’s with me in different ways at different times. As my life moves along, it becomes both more familiar—and more surprising. That paradox of familiarity and newness keeps it always with me. And it gives me the gift of compassion toward myself on a regular basis.


How I got into yoga is probably unusual. At age fifty I was treating a well-known scientist for combat-related trauma. And fairly soon in the relationship I came to understand how important—life saving, even—yoga had become to him. He kept mentioning his teacher, Tom Stiles, later Makunda, and eventually I asked him whether he would mind if I saw Stiles as my yoga instructor. He didn’t, and I contacted Tom for private lessons, weekly for about an hour, just like psychotherapy, something I was quite familiar with.


The lessons were standard Ashtanga yoga with pranayama, poses, and meditation. I also had a regular personal practice, about an hour a day. It all went well, I had more serenity, was calmer, felt fitter, lost weight—the usual things. But then about six months into my practice, I was trapped in the back of a runaway taxi in Boston that leaped the median and hurtled toward oncoming traffic. I had just time to see we were about to crash and brace myself. The driver was killed; I had fractures of legs, pelvis, spine, sternum—but no serious head injury or internal damage.


I healed fast physically; my major residual effect of the accident was severe post-traumatic stress disorder with insomnia, nightmares, flashbacks, chronic anxiety, and some depression. I threw myself into yoga even more intensively, but I really didn’t get better mentally until I stumbled onto yoga nidra sleep, mentioned in one of the dozens of yoga books I owned and studied. Once I realized that I could function just as well after a night of nidra sleep, I slowly got better over the next year or so, until I was almost back to normal. “Almost,” because you never really lose your sense of how close death came, but that changed from a bad thing into something that almost amounted to a gift. A gift of awareness of how precious life is.


My picture of myself is that I’m not a very spiritual person, but rather am a fairly skeptical fan of scientific medicine. But I was lucky that my yoga introduction was through another scientist, another skeptic, so I didn’t have the feeling that I was yielding to superstition. Maybe I’m more spiritual than I think, coming from the working class of West Texas, dour German Catholics on one side of my family, rather fundamentalist Southern Baptists on the other—but it was fortunate that I didn’t feel I was getting into some kind of cult. I confess that meditation is not my favorite thing: it still makes me somewhat anxious at times, and I find reasons to put it off.


But yoga is so big, so diverse—it has so many options that it’s still a great place for me to live in.





We each come to yoga with our different personal stories. We also have an enormous respect and immense gratitude toward the cultural roots and ancient traditions from which yoga has arisen. It would have been well beyond the scope of this book to cover in depth the rich historical, philosophical, and spiritual traditions of yoga, but we hope we can pique your curiosity and encourage you to continue to read more about yoga.






[image: image]








At the end of the day, yoga means to yoke, to unite, to connect. We hope this book will help you connect more deeply with the people in your life—and with yourself.


How to Use This Book


This book has something to offer no matter your level of experience. Beginners will learn the main elements of yoga through our 8-week program of breathing techniques, poses, and meditations. You will become familiar enough with yoga to build your own home yoga practice or feel ready to take a class in a yoga studio.


If you already practice yoga, this book will deepen your practice by explaining the science behind yoga and how to build on your practice by adding breathing skills, muscle locks, mudras, and meditation. Experienced yoga teachers will discover the exciting new research findings on yoga, breathing, and meditation. This book can also serve as a reference guide for yoga teachers who are interested in knowing the science and research behind yoga benefits and to use research-based principles to minimize the risk of injuries.


If you’re new to yoga, by the end of this book you will learn nearly one hundred poses, dozens of meditation and breathing techniques, and the science behind it all. So, how do we get started?


If you’re someone who would like to know the science of yoga before you get started on the yoga mat, then we suggest reading Chapters 2 and 3 first to get a better understanding of all the modern scientific research. But if you prefer to get started with yoga right away, just skip ahead to Chapters 4 and 5 to get down the basics. Then, read the overview sections for Chapters 6, 7, and 9 to learn the basics of yoga breathing, poses, and meditation. Just remember, you don’t have to learn all the breathing exercises, poses, and meditations at once!


Instead, use our 8-week program outlined in Chapter 10 as a way to get a weekly sampling of each component of yoga (breathing, poses, meditation, self-reflection). Each week ties together these components by theme. As you practice week to week, you can then go back and read Chapters 2 and 3. Finally, take a look at Chapter 8 to refine your practice.


Since our program requires you to move back and forth throughout the book, we have provided a reference list for you on here.


We also will continue to update our website (www.harvardguidetoyoga.com) with additional resources.


How Can I Figure Out the Right Style of Yoga for Me?


Finding the right style of yoga depends on your personal preferences, goals, what’s available where you live, any past and present injuries or medical conditions, and the integration of spirituality. If you’re interested in doing yoga, try a variety of styles to find out what works for you. Over 90 percent of yoga research studies, covering over fifty styles of yoga, found that yoga has positive results.7 So as long as you show up to your mat, you’re going to reap the benefits.


The majority of styles in the United States fall under the umbrella term hatha yoga, which is a generic term for yoga with physical poses. The majority of yoga in the United States are hatha yoga. But sometimes studios use “hatha yoga” to indicate that the class is slower and has static postures compared to a moving flow, or vinyasa class.


Yoga styles have different pacing of poses, set series or a variety of poses, and environments, such as a heated studio. Some forms of yoga, such as Kundalini yoga or Jivamukti yoga, include yoga breathing, chanting, and meditation. Power and Ashtanga yoga classes are rigorous and sweaty. Restorative yoga and yin yoga are slower, but restorative yoga uses bolsters and blankets so you’re fully supported on the ground. In yin yoga, you actively stay in poses for up to ten minutes and letting gravity do the work. Iyengar classes can spend an entire class focusing on the proper alignment of one or two poses, using such props as blocks, straps, and folded blankets. Here is a list of yoga styles to help you navigate your search. There are many more styles of yoga that might not be on the list, and we encourage you to explore.


Table 1.1 Traditions and Styles of Yoga Common in the United States*




Tradition and Styles of Yoga: AcroYoga


Founder/Date: Two schools: Jessie Goldperg and Eugene Poku in 1999 in Montreal; Jason Nemer and Jenny Klein, term trademarked in 2006 in California


Description: Combines acrobatics, yoga, and dance. Typically done as partner yoga with a third person as the “spotter” to ensure safety.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Aerial or AntiGravity Yoga


Founder/Date: Aerial performer Christopher Harrison in New York in 2007


Description: Uses special hanging hammocks to support a combination of yoga, Pilates, and dance poses


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Ananda Yoga


Founder/Date: Swami Kriyananda in the 1960s


Description: Uses silent affirmations during poses. The affirmations are intended to deepen the practice and a typical sequence includes gentle hatha poses.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Anusara Yoga


Founder/Date: Established in 1997 by John Friend; the school was reestablished in 2012 under new leadership as the Anusara School of Hatha Yoga


Description: School of hatha yoga. The practice is based in Tantra philosophy, which teaches that all beings are essentially good and emphasizes heart-opening. Focused on an aspirational attitude, awareness of alignment, and action as an expression of freedom.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Ashtanga Yoga or Ashtanga Vinyasa Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded in 1948 by K. Pattabhi Jois (1915–2009)


Description: Physically demanding, fast-paced flowing practice. The system is based on six series of asanas, progressing in difficulty.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Baptiste Power Vinyasa Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded in 1950s by Baron Baptiste and his father Walton Baptiste; Baptiste is the son of two prominent yoga teachers who opened the first yoga studio in San Francisco in 1955


Description: Practiced in a heated room and has flowing sequences that are physically challenging and last 90 minutes


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Bikram Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded by Bikram Choudhury in 1971 in the United States


Description: Practiced in rooms heated to 105 degrees Fahrenheit. The sequence is fixed and has 45 minutes of standing poses and 45 minutes of floor postures (26 poses total).


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Chair Yoga


Founder/Date: General term for gentle yoga done with the support of a chair


Description: Gentle form of yoga practiced using a chair to support the body in seated and standing poses. Useful for people who may have difficulty standing, limited mobility, or are at higher risk for falls.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Forrest Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded by Ana Forrest in 1982


Description: Combines physically challenging sequences with emotional exploration


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Hatha Yoga


Founder/Date: Generic term that is the foundation for the majority of Western yoga styles that use physical postures


Description: Umbrella term that covers practices that focuses on physical posture. This can also be used as a term to emphasize static postures compared to styles with more movement.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Hot Yoga


Founder/Date: General term for yoga practiced in heated environment


Description: Different styles of yoga are practiced in heated rooms, including Bikram yoga, Forrest yoga, power yoga, and TriBalance yoga.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Integral Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded by Swami Satchidananda in 1966


Description: Gentle practice that uses classical hatha postures and combines chanting, relaxation, meditation, and breathing


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Integrative Yoga Therapy


Founder/Date: Founded by Joseph Le Page in 1993 in San Francisco


Description: Focuses on yoga in health settings, such as hospitals and rehabilitation centers.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Iyengar Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded by B. K. S. Iyengar who moved to Pune, India, to teach yoga in 1937


Description: B. K. S. Iyengar developed a style of yoga that focuses on alignment. The practice uses yoga props to achieve proper alignment in poses and teacher training is extensive for several years.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Jivamukti Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded by Sharon Gannon and David Life in 1984


Description: Flowing physical practice that focuses on nonharming (ahimsa) principles and spiritual development. The practice is meditative, including chanting, music, and affirmations.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Kripalu Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded by Amrit Desai in 1965 and established in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, in 1982


Description: Form of hatha yoga that combines postures, breath control, meditation, and relaxation techniques


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Kriya Yoga


Founder/Date: Revived by Mahavatar Babaji and Lahiri Mahasaya and Paramahansa Yogananda’s book in 1920


Description: Focuses on self-discipline, self-study, and devotion through breathing techniques, mantra, and mudra to work toward spiritual development


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Kundalini Yoga


Founder/Date: Introduced in the United States by Yogi Bhajan in 1969


Description: Referred to as the Yoga of Awareness, with the primary goal to awaken and liberate healing energy at the base of the spine and drawing it upwards. The practice includes chanting, breathing exercises, poses, mantras, and meditations.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: ParaYoga


Founder/Date: Founded by Rod Stryker in 1995


Description: Combines Tantric philosophy with yoga and examines how asana affects energy


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Power Yoga


Founder/Date: The term originates from Bender Birch’s 1995 Power Yoga written to introduce Ashtanga yoga to Westerners.


Description: Power yoga is a term referring to rigorous yoga practices in the tradition of Ashtanga yoga.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Prana Flow Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded by Shiva Rea in 2005, who has a background in dance and Ayurveda


Description: An energetic flow sequence that incorporates dance and moving meditation.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Prenatal Yoga


Founder/Date: General term of yoga for pregnant women


Description: Poses and breathing exercises are tailored to different stages of pregnancy. Prenatal yoga avoids pressure on the abdomen and focuses on stability, support, and strength rather than flexibility and endurance.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Purna Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded in 2003 by Aadil and Mirra Palkhivala


Description: Focuses on asana as well as meditation, breath control, applied philosophy, nutrition, and lifestyle


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Restorative Yoga


Founder/Date: Derived from the Iyengar style of yoga


Description: Gentle and relaxing practice that uses bolsters, blankets, and blocks as props to help support passive poses


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Senior Yoga


Founder/Date: General term for yoga for seniors


Description: Gentle form of yoga for people over the age of 65


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Sivananda Yoga


Founder/Date: Sivananda yoga is a spiritual practice based on the teachings of Swami Sivananda and founded by his student Swami Vishnu-devananda in 1957


Description: Focuses on 12 core poses and Sanskrit chanting, breathing, meditation, and relaxation. The five main principles are: proper exercise (asanas); proper breathing (pranayama); proper relaxation (savasana); proper diet (vegetarian); and positive thinking (Vedanta), and meditation (dhyana).


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Sudarshan Kriya


Founder/Date: Taught through the Art of Living nonprofit educational organization founded in 1981 by Sri Sri Ravi Shankar


Description: Breathing techniques that focus and integrate the mind and body.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Svaroopa Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded in 1992 by Swami Nirmalananda Saraswati (formerly Rama Berch)


Description: Focuses on inner opening and releasing tension of the deeper muscles of the spine. Svaroopa means “the bliss of your own Being.”


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Tibetan or Trul-khor Yoga


Founder/Date: Trul-khor is the Tibetan generic term for movement practices. Two forms are being taught in the West: – Yantra yoga by Chogyal Namkhai Norbu – Trul-Khor yoga by Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, who founded Ligmincha Institute in 1992


Description: The practice has been less known in the West. Tibetan yoga is described in the 1939 book by Peter Kelder, Ancient Secret of the Fountain of Youth. The form known as Yantra yoga has 108 movements and has a continuous series of movement compared to hatha yoga. Trul-Khor yoga has an emphasis on breath and movement and continuous movement.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Trauma-Sensitive or Trauma-Informed Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded by David Emerson and informed by clinical research by Dr. Bessel van der Kolk


Description: Style of yoga geared to help people who have experienced trauma or have post-traumatic stress disorder. Principles include creating a safe space, providing choices, and using invitational language.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: TriBalance Yoga


Founder/Date: Corey Kelly and Shawnda Falvo opened TriBalance Yoga in 2007 near Chicago.


Description: Form of hot yoga that draws from several styles of yoga, including Ashtanga yoga, Iyengar yoga, Yin yoga, and therapeutic yoga. Sequences can vary by class (there is no set pose sequence) and poses can be held for longer to provide fascia release.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: TriYoga


Founder/Date: Founded by Kali Ray in Santa Cruz, California


Description: Kundalini-inspired hatha yoga with flowing, dancelike movement


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Viniyoga


Founder/Date: Developed and taught by T. Krishnamacharya and his son T. K. V. Desikachar


Description: A gentle and individualized therapeutic style of hatha yoga that includes poses, breathing, chanting, meditation, prayer, and ritual. The American Viniyoga Institute was founded in 1999 by Gary Kraftsow, who studied with Desikachar.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Vinyasa


Founder/Date: General term for several styles of yoga using “flow” of movement with breath


Description: Vinyasa yoga includes many styles of yoga in which there is rhythmic breath synchronized and connected with movement. Breath and asanas are aligned in a smoothly flowing sequence, leading to vinyasa yoga also being known as “flow” yoga.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Yin Yoga


Founder/Date: Founded in the 1970s by Taoist Paulie Zink


Description: Slow-paced, steady yoga in which poses are held for 6 to 10 minutes and aim to increase circulation, affect deep connective tissue, and improve flexibility. Although slower and inward focused, yin yoga is still challenging and active in a way that is very different than restorative yoga.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: YogaFit


Founder/Date: Yoga fitness education school developed by Beth Shaw in 1994


Description: YogaFit is designed to improve fitness and combines fitness moves, such as pushups and sit-ups. The style is modified for a health club setting, eliminating Sanskrit terms and chanting.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Yoga Nidra


Founder/Date: Term describing “yogic sleep,” a state of deep conscious sleeplike state


Description: Peaceful practice, a relaxed state described during yoga meditations. The practice is becoming popularized as a form of meditation or mind-body practice to increase relaxation and improve sleep.


Tradition and Styles of Yoga: Yoga Therapy


Founder/Date: General term describing the use of yoga to improve health and wellness


Description: Individualized practice of yoga intended to improve overall physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual health. The International Association of Yoga Therapists (IAYT), founded in 1989, provides an online directory of certified yoga therapists (www.iayt.org) and accredited yoga therapy training programs.





How Do I Find a Yoga Teacher?



There are many varieties of yoga and teachers with their unique styles, so finding the right yoga teacher(s) for you is a process. In general, a yoga teacher is there to guide you through safe alignment for your body, expand mind-body awareness, and nurture your ability to listen to your individual needs.


There is no official state licensing authority that credentials yoga professionals in the same way that states oversee licenses for such professionals as doctors or lawyers. Yoga Alliance, a national organization that emerged in the 1990s, has created standards to certify certain yoga schools and yoga teachers. Credentialing includes 200-hour, 300-hour, and 500-hour classifications to become a registered yoga teacher (RYT). Experienced RYT (E-RYT) designates a teacher with significant yoga teaching experience. Yoga Alliance has a directory of certified yoga teachers and registered yoga schools (www.yogaalliance.org/directory).


If you have any medical conditions, you should talk to your doctor first before starting yoga and may want to consider working with a yoga therapist. The term yoga therapists refers to teachers who use yoga practices, such as poses, breathing, and meditation, to help people with medical conditions. Yoga therapists typically have additional advanced training for specific medical conditions so that they can integrate yoga safely into conventional medical care. However, yoga therapists are not licensed by a state authority, but receive certification through third-party organizations, such as the International Association of Yoga Therapists, which lists yoga therapists in its online directory (www.iayt.org). A growing number of hospitals and clinics are also starting to offer yoga programs that are available to people with medical conditions.
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