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“Yoga for Children is holistic: encouraging the skills of focus, mindful reflection, and mind/body awareness, inspiring confidence, self-regulation, and self-efficacy while teaching gratitude and optimism.”

—Sat Bir S. Khalsa, PhD, Assistant Professor of Medicine, Harvard Medical School; Yoga Researcher
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Praise for Yoga for Children



“[Yoga for Children] is a very comprehensive book for teaching yoga to children.… As it should be for children, the heart of the instruction is aimed at making the yoga experience fun and joyful. At the same time the goals are simple and holistic: encouraging the skills of focus, mindful reflection, and mind/body awareness; inspiring confidence, self-regulation, and self-efficacy; and teaching gratitude and optimism. There is no better place to start yoga than in childhood. Universal yoga instruction to our children will ease the growing mental and physical health problems they face in today’s society. Importantly, it will also ultimately produce competent, resilient adults that are happy and healthy in mind, body, and spirit, and therefore nothing less than a better society overall. I highly recommend this book to anyone, be it a yoga instructor, parent, guardian, mentor, caretaker, or teacher, seeking to introduce the many benefits of yoga to children.”

—Sat Bir S. Khalsa, PhD, Assistant Professor of Medicine, Harvard Medical School; Yoga Researcher

“Lisa Flynn has mastered the art of bringing yoga to children, and her new book exudes this mastery. It is absolutely packed with clear and practical guidance for any of us who want to bring the healing grace of yoga to the kids in our lives. A whole generation of teachers and parents (and kids!) will be enormously grateful for Flynn’s contribution. Indeed, it is the book we have been waiting for!”

—Stephen Cope, Director of the Kripalu Institute for Extraordinary Living; Author of Yoga and the Quest for the True Self

“In this practical how-to guide, Lisa Flynn shares the secrets of empowering kids and families to connect with one another while learning positive, productive skills for managing the stresses of everyday life. Every parent should have a copy of this book!”

—Amy McCready, Founder of Positive Parenting Solutions; Author of If I Have to Tell You One More Time… The Revolutionary Program That Gets Your Kids to Listen Without Nagging, Reminding, or Yelling

“Truly, Yoga for Children is as much a parenting guide as a yoga guide. Far more than a collection of poses, the practices presented offer creative ways to connect physically, mentally, and spiritually with your child while nurturing his self-confidence, focus, and emotional well-being. Highly recommended!”

—Kelly McGonigal, PhD, Author of The WillPower Instinct; Yoga for Pain Relief; and The Neuroscience of Change

“Lisa Flynn’s Yoga for Children isn’t a book so much as it is a means to connect to your child. This is a grounded, science-based, dogma-free guide to making yoga fun, challenging, and accessible. It gives children the tools to leave behind bullying, insecurity, ADHD, obesity, diabetes… and learn to appreciate themselves and the present moment; it offers a chance to breathe, play, relax, and regain their childhood; to live for the benefit of others, enjoy healthy food, focus at school, and cherish this planet.”

—Waylon Lewis, Founder and Editor-in-Chief, Elephant Journal

“Lisa Flynn really understands children—and parents—and that’s what makes this book so great. Instead of just watering down yoga in order to make it kid-friendly, she brings yoga right to where children live, the world of play and the delight they have in exploring what their bodies can do.”

—Lawrence Cohen, PhD, Author of Playful Parenting

“If you have an interest in sharing yoga with children, this beautiful book will provide everything you need to fulfill that intention. The gentle, inviting, encouraging style is itself a demonstration of the essence of Yoga. I enthusiastically recommend Yoga for Children!”

—Amy Saltzman, MD, Director of Association for Mindfulness in Education; Author of A Still Quiet Place: A Mindfulness Program for Teaching Children and Adolescents to Manage Stress and Difficult Emotions (forthcoming 2014)

“If you are a parent, educator, or health professional concerned about your child’s optimum mental health, Yoga for Children doesn’t just belong on your bookshelf but in your hands every day. Written with a caring parent and yoga educator’s deep understanding of a child’s stress, this compassionate book is a Godsend—a manual of easy-to-lead practices that can bring children and the adults who love them moments of ease and deep connection. Play with the practices in this book and bolster your child’s resilience and self-esteem as you enhance your relationship.”

—Amy Weintraub, Author of Yoga Skills for Therapists and Yoga for Depression

“In Yoga for Children, [Lisa] Flynn simply and clearly addresses the questions of why and how to share yoga with children. Better yet, she gifts the reader with hundreds of practical applications in an accessible, user-friendly presentation. This is truly a gift to the next generation.”

—John Kepner, MA, MBA, Executive Director, International Association of Yoga Therapists

“Lisa’s book is like attending a top rate kids’ yoga course. Including everything from mindfulness techniques to yoga games all in a very practical and approachable way, Lisa demystifies yoga for children and shows parents just how easy yoga is to do with your kids.”

—Donna Freeman, Founder of Yoga in My School and Kids Yoga Academy; Author of Once Upon a Pose: A Guide to Yoga Adventure Stories for Children

“In this gem of a book, Lisa Flynn combines her extensive expertise in kids’ yoga with her firsthand experience in parenting a child with special needs. Yoga for Children provides a wealth of well-balanced, research-based information in an easy-to-understand format that will be a wonderful resource for any parent, teacher, or therapist who wants to help the kids in their life experience the power of yoga to promote whole child wellness!”

—Angela Moorad, MS, CCC-SLP, IAYT, RCYP-2, Founder of OMazing Kids, LLC

“Lisa Flynn has created an easy-to-understand guide for fully engaging children in an age-appropriate yoga experience. With this book, both parent and child are sure to begin their journey for a lifelong practice and love for yoga together. I recommend this book to anyone who has kids and loves yoga.”

—Shari Vilchez-Blatt, Founder & Director of Karma Kids Yoga








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Yoga for Children, by Lisa Flynn, Adams Media]






To my family, my inspiration, John, Brooke, and Jack.






INTRODUCTION An Invitation


Do you remember playing outside when you were a kid? Starting pickup games of kickball or softball? Creating something to do, all by yourself? Walking or biking to a friend’s house across town? Do you remember sitting down to dinner with your family, at least occasionally? Playing board games together? I do! Though our backgrounds and upbringing may not be the same, one cannot argue the fact that our children are living in a very different age.

In today’s busy world, our levels of stress and anxiety have skyrocketed. Demanding days of school, overscheduled extracurricular activities, competitive sports, and ever-increasing homework have replaced most opportunities for natural antidotes to stress like unstructured free play and playing outside. And despite our best intentions, our kids feed off our stressed states of being, eat overprocessed foods, and endure inappropriate child-directed media and an increasingly technological world. Phew! With few coping mechanisms for managing all that is coming in, a child’s mind and body can easily become overwhelmed. Not surprisingly, increasing numbers of children are being diagnosed with anxiety, anger issues, and attention disorders.

Over the past twenty-five years, much has been written about the negative effects of stress on adult health. However, research on the effects of stress on children did not start until the past ten years or so. Now, published articles, books, and other materials related to stress in children are coming out every day, a sign we have a crisis on our hands.

A stressed child may present with symptoms such as night terrors, hyperactivity, lethargy, fearfulness, headaches, bed-wetting, and emotional problems such as overeating, low self-esteem, lack of compassion, anger, and violent outbursts. In addition, numerous studies have illustrated how children are unable to focus and learn when their bodies and minds are in a stressed, disconnected state.

My own son was diagnosed with Sensory Processing Disorder and Attention Deficit Disorder when he was six years old. The irony that his mother teaches yoga and mindfulness to children has not escaped me. We yogis are apparently not exempt from having children with attention challenges (an exaggerated inability to be present). But, I like to think Jack was born to me because I am a children’s yoga teacher. In so many ways, on so many levels, he is my teacher as well. He has helped inspire this work to a deeper and more personal level.

I have seen firsthand the negative effects of too much TV or computer time versus outdoor, creative play: general crankiness, desire for constant entertainment, focus and attention issues, hyperactivity or lethargy, anxiety, and inappropriate behavior. For my son, and for many other children, a predisposition to anxiety and trouble focusing is only exaggerated by the demands of our current culture. However, all children can be negatively affected by stress and overstimulation.

No child wants to feel uncomfortable, cranky, or anxious, or to get in trouble because of hyperactive or inappropriate behavior. Children are intrinsically joyful, peaceful, and compassionate. But oftentimes, as the stimuli from their external world increases, it can become challenging for many children to connect with their authentic, peaceful selves. In fact, it is my belief, and one of the cornerstones of the ChildLight Yoga® and Yoga 4 Classrooms® programs, that without having the time and space for reflection and connection, children (and adults) can “forget” that they have the ability to do so at all.

To be successful, creative learners and compassionate, respectful, and self-aware human beings, children must be given opportunities to draw their awareness away from our overwhelming, chaotic world. In doing so, they are brought into the present moment, a place where they can pause, truly hear and feel, and reflect and learn. A few deep breaths, mindful movement or stretching, opportunities to connect and share with our family or classroom community, and moments for quiet introspection are quick and easy ways to reset the mind/body system to a calm, focused, connected state. It is also in this place that children develop the ability to know, understand, and appreciate their true nature. Children can be empowered to go within and know the gifts of inner wisdom: confidence, joy, compassion, and contentedness.

In 2007, the first Symposium on Yoga Therapy and Research was held in Los Angeles. Nearly a quarter of the studies submitted for the symposium focused on children and adolescents. Since then, an increasing number of studies focusing on yoga for children and youth have been conducted, with many more on the way. Evidence is mounting in support of what many of us have known to be true from our own experience working with children: The practice of yoga is beneficial for all, particularly for children.

I want to personally congratulate you on your decision to learn more about sharing yoga with your child. Perhaps you are new to yoga or maybe you have experienced the benefits of yoga in your own life but have been unsure about how to get started sharing the practice with your child. To begin a yoga and mindfulness practice with your child, you do not need to be an expert. This book will show you how to quickly, easily, and effectively bring the gifts of yoga to the child/ren in your care. Though the activities shared in this book are steeped in research and tested for efficacy through my own personal experience working with children, I have kept the content of this book practical in hopes of inspiring and empowering you and your children to jump right in.

I hope this guide will prove helpful to you as you begin the joyful journey of sharing yoga with your child. Ultimately, connectedness is what yoga is all about. Let “yoga time” with your child be an opportunity for bonding and connection. Have fun experimenting with the material and feel free to make it your own. I look forward to hearing about your stories and experiences using this book!
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CHAPTER 1 An Introduction to Yoga


WHAT IS YOGA?

Chances are, if you’ve chosen this book, you already have an inkling about what yoga is about. Perhaps you have a practice of your own, and now wish to bring the joys of yoga to your child. Whether you are a yogi or not, entertaining the question “What is yoga?” is an important precursor to setting up and introducing this wonderful practice to your child. So just what is yoga and how does it work?

Yoga is everywhere—in television ads, in gyms, on your Wii Fit—and for good reason. The 5,000-year-old discipline was designed to empower health, happiness, and a greater sense of self. Originating in ancient India, yoga is one of the longest surviving practices of holistic health care in the world. It has been passed down through generations and was first introduced in America in the late 1800s. It is now practiced worldwide by all cultures and religions. Scientific research has confirmed what ancient yogis learned through personal observation thousands of years ago—that yoga is good for the body, mind, and soul.

HOW DOES YOGA WORK?

Translated from Sanskrit, yoga means “to yoke” or “to unite.” Yoga is a system of connecting the whole self: body, mind, and spirit. The term “spirit” is derived from the Greek word spirare, which means “to breathe,” so you might also think of the union of the mind, body, and breath (in fact, that is how we describe yoga to children). By practicing yoga postures, bones are brought into alignment and muscles are strengthened, stretched, and relaxed. In turn, blood is oxygenated, helping to tone the nervous system, improve circulation and other bodily functions, promote flexibility, and release tension. Focusing on the breath on its own or while doing yoga-based stretches and balancing postures brings the physical body into balance with the mind. Continued practice supports and develops this connection, counteracting the effects of stress and eventually bringing us to a more centered place—a place where we are “yoked,” body, mind, and spirit. As a result, we become more integrated, focused, and relaxed.

The science behind yoga is really fairly simple. When we’re frustrated, anxious, angry, sad, etc., our bodies respond by producing stress hormones, specifically adrenaline and cortisol. This causes our heart rate to speed up, our breathing to become shallow, and our neck and back muscles to tighten. Blood gets diverted away from the brain and organs to the large muscles of the body, the “take off and run” ones. Our eye muscles expand to an extent that they literally cannot focus. (Remember the first time you had to stand up in front of the class to do a presentation and couldn’t read your note cards?) These instinctive responses to stress are necessary if we’re in serious danger and need to fight or flee a situation… but most of the time we are not. With no outlet for these built-up hormones, we can become chronically stressed. Chronic stress, of course, is the cause of countless health problems, diseases, and disorders.

To counteract stress, adults might choose to go for a run, have a massage, or call a friend. But what do children do with their stress? Where are their outlets? Today, they have even fewer constructive mechanisms to cope with stress than we do.

The good news is that yoga overrides the stress response, short-circuiting the fight-or-flight hormones. That’s true for both adults and children. When we do yoga, we develop mental and physical focus, strength, balance, flexibility, and overall health. When we are focused and balanced, everything else becomes easier—from concentrating and learning, to sleeping, to being less reactive and making better decisions. Yoga facilitates connection. We become more self-aware as we increase our ability to self-regulate. Our abilities to manage our emotions and reactions, to focus and concentrate, and to calm and center ourselves are significantly improved. In this improved state of balance, we are better able to tap into our innate joy, love, and peace—for ourselves, others, and the world as a whole. It is this state of connectedness, from the inside out, that is the essence of yoga.

With children, we may start with yoga poses, breathing exercises, and other mindfulness-building activities to settle the mind, in combination with some discussion and reflection on yoga principles such as honesty, nonviolence, and cleanliness (such as eating nutritious foods). All of these components of a “yoga lifestyle” work synergistically to help children achieve a more peaceful existence in both body and mind.


THE TRUTH ABOUT YOGA—SOME COMMON MYTHS DEBUNKED

Now that yoga is everywhere in Western culture, inevitably, myths have sprung up. You probably have heard a few, and maybe wondered about them yourself. Below you’ll find explanations for the most common yoga myths. This should help debunk misinformation, offer a deeper understanding of yoga, and ease any doubts or lingering fears you may have about the practice itself.


Myth #1: Yoga is a religion. I must have Buddhist or Hindu beliefs to practice yoga.

Yoga is a discipline, not a religion. You can be a practicing Christian, Jew, Muslim, or adhere to no belief system at all—and still do yoga.

Yoga is a way of life, for adults and children alike. The guidelines to a yogic lifestyle set forth by Pantajali include universal principles providing us with tools for living a life of purity in body and mind (Chapter 3); yoga postures (Chapters 6 and 10) to purify the physical body through structured movement, stretching, strengthening, and balance work; and conscious breath work (Chapter 5) and meditation practices (Chapter 4) to calm the body/mind system. Together, these practices pave the way toward spiritual exploration. So, rather than enforcing a doctrine, yoga gives kids a tool for spiritual exploration. Indeed, yoga nurtures the hearts, minds, and bodies of children (and adults) without violating the individual beliefs of their families, and may even deepen children’s connections to their families’ beliefs.


Myth #2: You must be a vegetarian or eat all raw foods to be a yogi.

You can eat anything you want and still be a yogi. Be warned, though: Being a practicing yogi, you may eventually gravitate toward vegetarianism, since yoga encourages peaceful living.

Even though you don’t need to follow any special diet to practice yoga, healthy eating is an important aspect of the yoga lifestyle. In yoga, sattva is defined as the quality of purity or goodness. A recommended yoga diet is sattvic, made up of whole, fresh foods that are minimally processed. Foods with a high sugar content and caffeinated beverages are considered rajasic, or agitating, and shelf-stable foods that are highly processed are considered tamasic, or energy-draining. Within the United States, foods are also sorted into categories, based on their nutritional makeup and value. The USDA categorizes foods into five food groups, and sets guidelines for how much to each from each category. In 2005, the U.S. National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute created new categories for foods that are even easier for kids to understand: “Go Foods,” “Slow Foods,” and “Whoa Foods.” Log on to www.nhlbi.nih.gov to learn more.

Whichever food guidelines your family follows, always remember: “You are what you eat.” Food has an enormous effect on the body. What you feed your child will affect his ability to regulate his body and moods, sleep well, stay fit, and learn. While it’s not necessary to follow any special eating regimen to practice yoga, eating healthfully is an integral part of supporting your child’s yoga practice and the many wonderful and beneficial effects that will emerge as you and your child build a practice together.

For more great nutrition and overall health information for kids, visit the website www.kidshealth.org.



Eating Mindfully

Being “mindful” means to pay close attention to what we are doing at any given moment. Eating mindfully means paying attention to what we eat and to the process of eating. Mindful eaters sit down, appreciate their food, and eat slowly and deliberately. Thorough chewing ensures food is digested properly and necessary nutrients are delivered effectively throughout the body.

You can encourage your child to be a mindful eater. Help him record everything he eats for one week, thinking about how his choices compare with recommendations in this section. Repeat the process in a month to see if anything has changed. If no improvements are noted, encourage your child to keep trying! Small changes add up to big changes over time. Bring him to the market and read labels together, discuss options, and make better choices together. Sit down with your child during meals, and make dinner a ritual of slow, mindful eating!






Myth #3: You need to be super flexible and in great physical shape to practice yoga.

Anyone can practice yoga. Asana, or physical posture, is the focus of just one of the eight limbs of yoga, yet it is probably the most recognized aspect of yoga in our Western culture. Essentially, if you can breathe, you can do yoga. Our individual yoga practices will vary based on our unique physical abilities, and there are acceptable modifications for just about every pose. There is chair yoga, beginner yoga, wheelchair yoga, yoga for the bedridden, yoga for sports injuries, prenatal yoga, and yoga for a variety of special needs and medical conditions. Yoga is for everybody!

(Note: If your child has a specific medical condition, a doctor should be consulted before involving him in any type of yoga practice.)


Myth #4: To meditate, you need to chant “Om” for hours in a quiet room.

There are many ways to meditate. In fact, the physical yoga practice itself is considered a “moving meditation.” Om or no om, if you’re practicing yoga, you’re meditating on some level.

Meditation refers to a set of practices and techniques designed to bring the mind into a state of stillness. It sounds easy enough, but if you’ve tried it, you know it is not quite as simple as it sounds. Our minds tend to be quite active and our attention darts here and there. This is especially true for children! The word “meditation” can bring many stereotypical images to mind. You may think of a person sitting in Lotus Pose chanting a mantra, such as “Om” (A-U-M). This is the media’s favorite depiction of meditation and why it is the most recognized. In fact, there are several types of meditation practices available to help us train the body and mind and to come into the present moment. Some people sit in silence with their eyes closed, using a mantra or repeated phrase as a point of focus. This can be an effective way to focus and begin to settle their active minds. For others, simply focusing on the breath, a visual image, a phrase, or a concept works well. Even mindful walking, running, swimming, and other physical activities can serve as forms of meditation. Your personality type may be drawn to different types of meditation practices. No one approach is superior to another. In fact, focusing on just about anything can help quiet and clear the mind.

With that said, most child-friendly meditation practices are in fact practices in mindful awareness. Children can “meditate,” but the word has a different meaning for them than it does for adults. In fact, with children we primarily focus on helping them and bring their awareness inward (pratyhara), a precursor to meditation on the eight-limbed path of classical yoga. Since young children are sensing their environment rather than projecting out onto it, it’s most important for parents to be practicing meditation, modeling, and carrying that energy into the home for children to see and sense.

Now that we’ve explored the basics of yoga and the most common myths associated with it, you should have a solid understanding of the practice itself. In the next chapter, we’ll explore the many benefits associated with the practice—and how they apply to your child and to your family. Truly, bringing yoga into your home is one of the best gifts you can give to yourself and your child!






CHAPTER 2 Benefits of Yoga for Children and Families


STRENGTHEN YOUR CHILD’S BODY, MIND, AND SPIRIT

Your child might feel overwhelmed on a daily basis. Many children today are suffering from a lack of connection to their bodies, to their environment, and to themselves. Our information-saturated, hectic, and stimulus-rich culture pulls kids in many directions, splitting their attention. For many children, it has become too much for their young, developing minds to absorb and process.

More and more American children from all walks of life are overweight, have stress and anger issues, and have attention and learning problems. There is a real separation of mind and body—your child’s attention might be pulled outward toward the ever-increasing distractions of the external world. Overworked parents and overscheduled children often face isolation from their families and their communities. Rather than sitting down to dinner together, it is now quite common for children and parents to communicate mainly via text messaging and e-mail. Does any of this sound familiar?

As mindful parents and adults, we must give our children every tool possible to assist them in counteracting a culture and environment that is potentially hazardous to their health and well-being. Through the use of yoga tools, stories, and play, we can provide children with opportunities to grow physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually, helping them connect with themselves and others with compassion, understanding, and clarity.



Look for Warning Signs

Modern children—and adults—face daily stresses on the mind and body. Problems include an inability to regulate emotions, overeating or mindless eating, decreased ability to use one’s imagination, negative body image, low self-esteem, and a general lack of compassion, empathy, and respect for the self and others. If you and your children feel overwhelmed, engaging in a yoga routine is a great way to combat the detrimental effects of overscheduling and disconnection.





Healthy Bodies

In 2012, the CDC reported that childhood obesity had more than tripled in the past thirty years. Children are simply spending more time indoors and less time moving. Even if your child is active, she can still benefit from yoga-based movement. With regular practice, her muscles, bones, and joints will lengthen and strengthen as her overall flexibility is improved. In addition, all of your child’s major bodily systems are supported by movement and improved circulation, including the digestive, endocrine, immune, and respiratory systems. Yoga strengthens your child’s entire body!

Here are some recognized benefits that yoga can provide for your child’s body:


	Assists neuromuscular development

	Promotes development of the vestibular system

	Increases circulation, uptake of oxygen, and functioning of hormones

	Encourages motor development on both sides of the body

	Increases balance, coordination, and overall body awareness

	Develops core strength, essential for posture and alignment

	Reduces the risk of injury; improves performance in sports

	Improves digestion and elimination

	Strengthens the immune system

	Helps manage chronic illness

	Relaxes the body, promoting better sleep

	Improves brainpower





Do Your Research!

A growing amount of mind-body and brain-based research shows that when children learn yoga, they become more present, empowered to manage their emotions, and more content and successful in school and in life. For more information on the benefits of yoga for children and supporting research and articles, visit www.yoga4classrooms.com and www.thekidsyogaresource.com.





Research suggests that when behaviors are sustained over time, they become part of the brain’s permanent neurological wiring. This is called neuroplasticity—meaning that the brain is malleable, or capable of change. Each time your child performs a new action, the neurons in her brain form new connections to help her learn and remember that action. With consistency, these actions and thought patterns become habits. As previously stated, “you are what you eat”—neuroplasticity means “you are what you do.” Consistently repeating positive behaviors, movements, and thought patterns with your child can literally help rewire the way our bodies and brains behave, ultimately leading to positive life habits. What a gift for your child!

When you practice yoga with your child, you’ll help create a strong, healthy mind. Studies show that yoga:


	Calms and clears the mind

	Brings your child into the present moment

	Relieves tension and stress

	Increases concentration, focus, and attention span

	Promotes thinking and boosts memory

	Stimulates auditory processing and responsiveness

	Expands imagination and creativity

	Improves ability to be less reactive, more mindful of thoughts, speech, and action

	Reduces stress and anxiety

	Balances low/high energy levels

	
Improves attention and emotional control

	Positively influences neurotransmitter function





Boost Your Child’s Brainpower

Research on the neuroscience of child development from the National Scientific Council of the Developing Child highlights how excessive stress damages children’s developing brain architecture. It leaves them vulnerable to lifelong problems in learning, behavior, and overall health. Evidence is accumulating that yoga and mindfulness practice is one effective way to promote healthy brain development and function, and to foster stress resilience. (Visit www.yoga4classrooms.com to learn more.)





Exercise for the Spirit

A 2010 report published in the Journal of Happiness Studies showed that children aged eight to twelve who were more spiritual were also happier. Spirituality in this case was defined not by a child’s religious practices, such as attending church, but by a child’s ability to find meaning and value in his life, and engage in deep interpersonal relationships. Your child’s spirit connects him with others and is essential to a healthy, well-adjusted child. Yoga practices will help foster your child’s spiritual growth by helping him see the beauty and light within himself, boosting confidence, and allowing him to feel more comfortable in his body. Yoga will help him get in touch with who he is inside, and in turn will help your child connect with himself, others, and the world in a richer, more positive, and peaceful way.

By establishing a yoga routine, your child will gain many of the recognized benefits of yoga for a child’s spirit. He’ll build confidence and self-esteem, support character development and emotional intelligence, and enhance team skills and social interaction. Yoga helps develop self-control, supports individuality and self-expression, and encourages a sense of civic obligation. With regular practice, your child will gain a sense of connectedness, inspiring respect for himself and others.



Nourish Your Child’s Spirituality

Yoga research is now shifting to include perspectives on young children. In a 2008 study, Patricia Jennings, PhD, of Penn State University found that contemplative practices such as yoga begun in early childhood “may support children’s quest for meaning and promote positive experiences of wonder and awe that motivate learning.” Jennings also explains that contemplative knowing—often fostered through yoga—connects children to others, to shared human values, and to life’s meaning.





Building Solid Life Values

Yoga helps foster important life values in children. By developing a consistent practice with your child, you will help your child cultivate discipline, self-control, patience, gratitude, respect, and contentment, among other positive qualities and life skills. The yoga principles (Chapter 3) that you promote in and out of yoga sessions with your child will be increasingly adopted the more you practice together. Donna Freeman, in her 2010 book, Once Upon a Pose: A Guide to Yoga Adventure Stories for Children, writes: “Teaching children these ethics helps them learn respect for themselves and others, as well as an appreciation for the world in which they live.” Don’t be surprised if after a few weeks, you notice your child cleaning up his room, actively taking part in chores without being told to, and generally being more respectful and aware of the people, belongings, and environment surrounding him—these are the yoga principles at work!

IMPROVING SCHOOL LIFE

Anti-bullying, health and wellness, and character education are all popular topics in American education today. As standardized testing has become more common, so has performance anxiety and stress in students (and teachers). It is not surprising to note that across the world, yoga and mindfulness education are increasingly being incorporated into the classroom day to help address these concerns, and with great results.

Yoga, by nature, supports and maximizes the learning process. Students experience improved concentration and creative thinking, and due to improvement in executive functions, they are better able to prioritize and organize. By doing yoga with your child, you will help him build better relationships with other students by promoting a sense of connectedness. If your child is athletic, a yoga lifestyle will help him maximize his performance by improving his focus, strengthening his muscles, improving his flexibility, and fostering team cooperation. If your child experiences social anxiety, yoga can help instill a greater sense of self-knowing, self-worth, and confidence.

Here’s how yoga can benefit your child’s life at school. Yoga:


	Brings students into the present moment, ready for learning

	Encourages community and connectedness in the classroom

	Helps create a feeling of confidence instead of competitiveness

	Eases anxiety before test taking

	Enhances focus, concentration, comprehension, and memory

	Supports social and emotional learning

	Wakes up sluggish minds and promotes creativity

	Enhances organizational and communication skills

	Improves posture, assisting with breathing, writing, and sitting for long periods

	Enhances team skills and social interaction

	Promotes the development of executive function skills





Movement and Learning

Yoga facilitates all kinds of movement, including cross-lateral movement, which is crucial for learning. Cross-lateral movements are those in which arms and legs cross over the midline of the body. The left side of the brain controls the right side of the body, and the right side of the brain controls the left side. When arms and legs cross the body’s midline, both sides are forced to communicate. This integration of both sides of the brain enhances learning.






YOGA FOR SPEECH DEVELOPMENT

While yoga is becoming wildly popular with kids everywhere, one significant benefit often overlooked by parents and educators is the aspect of speech development. “Yoga,” “yogurt,” or “woga” classes can help advance a young child’s speech development through slow, repetitive verbal instructions, songs, and the imitation of simple sounds found in nature.

Children with speech delays are often more physical in nature, especially boys. A movement class like yoga can pair physical motion with repetitive sounds, which will likely catch their attention more so than a simple, quiet conversation. For example, a preschooler who has not yet mastered sounding out letters like S and Z might enjoy slithering like a snake, not only attempting to “hiss” but also watching your mouth as you hiss and lower yourself to the ground in Cobra Pose. After repeating this pose in subsequent sessions, he will immediately recognize the word and sound that go along with the pose, and hopefully gain the confidence to try to say it himself.



Fun with Pose Practice!

Here’s an idea for supporting your child’s speech development. According to Heather Warr, SLP, “Poses that start with the same sound are excellent for speech development. The child can hear the beginning sound of a pose and group them as such. For example, boat, butterfly, and bee all start with B! The child can practice this sound as he is doing the pose.” To maximize your child’s speech development, develop a sequence of poses that begin with the same letter, and have your child say the name of the pose before he does each pose.





Children who need extra support in learning speech patterns benefit from slow, exaggerated, repetitive speech demonstration. To an adult, this type of instruction may seem silly, but if you think about popular children’s characters like Barney, Elmo, and Dora the Explorer, you’ll note that these characters speak this way to their audience and, not surprisingly, kids respond favorably.

Heather Warr, a kids’ yoga instructor and twenty-year pediatric speech pathologist, says breathing is key, because we speak on the exhale. “If a child doesn’t have enough breath support, he’ll not have enough air to formulate speech sounds, which require sustained airflow like /s/, /z/, and /th/,” says Warr. “We work on correct postures for maximum rib expansion for volume and length of expression.”

STRONG CHILDREN, STRONG FAMILIES

Sharing yoga as a family is not only fun but also has the power to strengthen the family unit. A strong family breeds well-adjusted children who are positively connected to those who love them and are empowered to reflect that love out into the world.

Understandably, it can be difficult to find downtime in a hectic family schedule. Fortunately, the practice of yoga is adaptable. You don’t have a full half hour to dedicate to “yoga time”? Try taking a few deep breaths together in the car on the way to the play audition, practicing a couple of simple stretching poses paired with a calming breath before heading out onto the soccer field, letting off steam together with a Lion’s Breath, or sharing a visual imagery exercise before bed. Adapting yoga sessions for your family—even 1 to 5 minutes here and there throughout the day—can be beneficial. These yoga breaks provide wonderful opportunities to connect as a family while providing your children an opportunity to experience how yoga can be used as a helpful tool any time!

Your family can benefit from “connecting moments” in yoga, moments found in partner poses, games, family activities and projects, family performances, or a quiet discussion of a yoga principle or following a visualization exercise. In these moments, you’ll learn more about one another, build trust, engage in teamwork, and deepen bonds. Family communication and interaction becomes fun yet meaningful, enhancing connectedness between yourself and your children, and the family as a whole.

The weeks after a new school year begins, the holidays, the days leading up to an important test or a sports competition, or a traumatic family event are all examples of times when you and your child may experience increased anxiety, stress, and pressure. Taking a few minutes to practice yoga together will give you a safe “respite from the storm,” remind you of what is most important, and teach skills to manage uncomfortable feelings. Practicing these skills will support your family members throughout their lives.

The following sections highlight just how yoga practice can benefit your family.

Promote Positive Communication

The kind of positive, playful communication and interactions found in yoga, when practiced together as a family, set the stage for improving intimacy, leading to more rewarding family relationships. Through partner poses, you will experience positive touch. Breathing together will connect you energetically. Encouraging one another when attempting new yoga postures provides a sense of appreciation and community. Through the discussion of the yoga principles, you’ll be finding common ground and new language by which to communicate. With this newfound set of verbal and nonverbal communication skills, you’ll find a new level of connection that ultimately supports the overall family system.

Promote Respect

Yoga is a practice in self-regulation. Through a regular yoga practice, your family will benefit from learning to pause, reflect, and think before acting or speaking. During times when tempers are hot and the potential for hurtful comments is high, having the language of yoga at your fingertips will offer your family an opportunity to pause together, choose and practice an appropriate calming yoga breath or activity, and then reconvene from a more peaceful, positive place. Armed with the knowledge of the yoga principles (Chapter 3), your family can learn to act respectfully both in and out of the home.

Reduce Family Stress

It’s important to remember that for the most part, stress is a state of mind, and we can choose to be stressed or not. Families who learn and practice this concept together find their stress level decreases. No, many times we can’t remove stressors from our family life. What we can do is learn to be less reactive to them, and we can teach that important skill to our children as well. Ultimately, being okay with the way things are is the goal of yoga (Chapter 3). Modeling nonreactivity is a powerful way to share this concept with your children. Alert your kids when you are feeling overwhelmed. “I’m looking around at a messy house, you would like my help with homework, and I still haven’t made dinner. I’m feeling overwhelmed… will you sit and breathe with me?” This approach not only provides you with a moment to calm and regroup, but it also models positive coping skills for your child while giving you an opportunity to connect. Your children may enjoy reminding you when you need to “Count Down to Calm” (Chapter 5)—and you should let them! It can be fun to feign not remembering how to do it and to ask for their assistance in leading in the breath. They will feel valued and helpful, and everyone benefits.

During especially stressful moments, try calling your family to a “yoga rescue.” Create a quiet corner of one room dedicated to yoga and other peaceful activities. Gather your family there, and have all members share their current feelings and thoughts. Based on what those are, choose a relevant, simple breath and yoga sequence to practice together. When finished, again share your current feelings and thoughts, noting any changes experienced in your minds and bodies. Have a family hug and move on with the day with a greater sense of peace and connectedness.

Promote Better Family Bonds

A family that spends time together is a well-bonded family. Having said that, practicing yoga with your child will give you an opportunity to bond in a way that is very different than making dinner together or playing ball. Yoga time is playful yet focused. It’s a time to give your children your undivided attention, something hard to come by today. It opens the door to deep discussions about feelings—about fears, concerns, current challenges, and what brings us joy. It provides families with a unique language of wellness and a toolbox for living, improving bonds, and communication.

Provide a Source of Joy and Peace

Let’s face it—families can get so busy; it’s often all work and no play. Family yoga provides an opportunity to have fun as a family. You’ll have plenty of opportunities for laughs moving your bodies into poses. Yoga is about finding joy in the body, and sharing this understanding with your child will add to the experience.

Though you are focusing on bringing yoga to your child, family yoga will bring you many gifts as well. The sense of play that naturally arises when you do yoga with your loved ones will inevitably have you reconnecting with your own “inner child,” perhaps brining a new awareness and discovery of your true, authentic self!

Doing yoga at home as a family also encourages a greater sense of peace. As you create a quiet space together during mindful, focusing activities, and at the end of your practice during relaxation, you’ll generate a sense of calm and peace in your hearts and home. Bedtimes will go much more smoothly after a yoga session!

Inspire Play!

Do you play as much as you work? Is play a part of your self-care regimen? According to the National Institute for Play, play is the gateway to vitality. Playfulness is a big contributor to overall wellness and happiness, for adults and children alike. Family yoga is an opportunity to bring beneficial play into your family life at home.

If you’re a serious yoga practitioner, you can let that go at home. Doing yoga as a family automatically gives you permission to take it less seriously and have more fun. In a studio, you might focus on perfect alignment, being quiet, and listening to the instructor’s every word. At home, while practicing with your family, you’ll rediscover the joy in the experience as you laugh together trying a pose, falling, and getting back up again. You’ll “ribbit” in Frog Pose, listen like a rabbit, wag your tail like a dog, and breathe into your balloon belly along with your child. How can that be anything but joyful? The joy experienced in your yoga sessions together will soon begin to permeate your home.
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you
will find most of the information you need to get started
building your yoga sessions with your child. There is
general information on the background and history of the
yoga practice; a chapter on the many benefits of yoga for
you, your child, and your family; and all of the information
you need to set up your practice with your child in your
home. You'll learn about “yoga through the ages’—
special considerations for each age group, the best place
to set up your home yoga practice, the basic materials
you need, and fun “props” that are especially useful and
engaging for children’s yoga. Also provided are ten tips for
success, and ideas about when to practice yoga (virtually
any time!). You'll learn about the yoga principles (yoga's
ethical guidelines) that are applicable to children—and
how to incorporate them into your practice, planting
the seeds for fruitful discussions that can bring you and
your child closer, while inspiring an early introduction to
healthy living. Let’s begin!
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"Yoga for Children is holistic: encouraging the skills of focus, mindful reflection, and mind/body awareness,
inspiring confidence, self-regulation, and self-efficacy while teaching gratitude and optimism.”

—Sat Bir S. Khalsa, PhD, Assistant Professor of Medicine, Harvard Medical School; Yoga Researcher
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