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INTRODUCTION


The first time I encountered this thing called yoga was in the pages of my beloved Seventeen magazine at the end of the last century. I recall a photo spread of a rosy-cheeked teen in leggings and a tank top, assuming positions that seemed easy yet would provide covetable benefits: lying on the floor and pushing her thighs up into a small backbend to ease menstrual cramps and lower back pain, balancing on one foot while holding the other to improve concentration, even simply extending both arms out to the sides to strengthen and lengthen those muscles. As a mildly depressed and uncoordinated aspiring juvenile delinquent, team sports seemed lame to me. But these graceful exercises seemed doable. I practiced them on the carpet of my bedroom, and, whether due to a placebo effect or not, they felt good.


After a few weeks, I logged on to my America Online account via dial-up modem to check out the yoga classes in my midsized city in central Massachusetts. Zip. The closest offering was by a former dance instructor who taught Hatha yoga (“for strength and relaxation!” her website proclaimed) in her living room in a town thirty minutes away. The cost was $5 for sixty minutes. I begged my mom to drive me, and because I have a very good mom, she did.


Alongside a handful of suburban moms, I learned a flow of yoga poses recognizable to any beginner: downward dog, warriors one and two, tree pose . . . The forty- and fifty-something ladies found it funny that an angsty fifteen-year-old would be so into this gentle exercise. But in spite of the awkward tableau, something about the practice felt nothing short of magical. When I clambered back into my mom’s car an hour later, I felt a subtle elation, a fuzzy warmth in my limbs, and a respite from the anxiety that so often plagued me. Now, looking back, I realize what was so special about yoga then, and what remains wondrous about the practice for me today, more than twenty years later: my body and my brain were in the same place at the same time.





SEARCH #YOGA ON INSTAGRAM today and you’ll see your screen awash in a sea of lean muscles, toned midriffs, and gams encased in neon leggings pressing up into an elegant handstand on a secluded beach. In the early twenty-first century, yoga has become synonymous with flexibility, radiant wellness, and perhaps a dash of levitating-above-it-all smugness. Yoga’s ancient roots and its sheen of vague spirituality imbue the practice with gravitas you don’t quite get, say, just lifting weights or shaking your booty in Zumba class. It’s more than just exercise: it’s a philosophy, an identity, a lifestyle.


But in spite of its image of impossibly healthy, green-juice-sipping, backbending exclusivity, yoga has never been more ubiquitous in the United States. A 2016 study1 conducted by Yoga Journal and the nonprofit Yoga Alliance found that fifteen percent of Americans practice yoga—a whopping 36.7 million people—and seventy-two percent of those practitioners are women. Yogis practice at home, at the gym, and in studios, community centers, and parks. You can find a yoga class from Skokie to St. Petersburg, or peruse thousands of free instructional videos online. You can practice any number of novelty forms, including goat yoga, aerial yoga, beer yoga, chair yoga, yoga raves, hip-hop yoga, laughter yoga, tantrum yoga, and naked yoga. It’s become a $16.8 billion industry.


Your average class at the gym might look something like this: Yoga mats facing the front of the room. A teacher leading the class in a centering exercise, perhaps breathwork or a chorus of oms. She will demonstrate poses, beginning with a series of sun salutations, meant to raise body heat and energy. Perhaps the instructor walks around the class to make minor adjustments to forms, pulling back a hip here, dropping a shoulder there. You may hear a Sanskrit word or two—namaskar A or virabhadrasana. Once the body is warm and loose, students might drop to the floor to do deeper stretching: pigeon pose, perhaps, or backbends. The ujjayi breath—or oceanic inhale and exhale—leads the student from one pose to the next. Class will end with everyone’s favorite, savasana, or corpse pose, where the class gets to retreat to kindergarten and lie on their mats with eyes closed.


In other words, our modern Western understanding of yoga centers on the asanas, or the poses we make with our body, and the deep breaths we take to bring our physical self and mind into union. But this emphasis on physicality is a relatively recent development in yoga’s over two-thousand-year history. Training teachers to make yoga into a career is an even more recent development.


Fortunately, unlike a fashion model or a ballerina, you can become a yoga teacher at any point in your life. But how to begin? What questions should you ask yourself prior to enrolling in your first teacher training, and how do you choose the best one for you? What will you actually learn? And once you’ve invested time and money in your education, where do you go from there? How do you set yourself apart from the thousands of teachers who are certified every year?


In the following pages I will answer these questions and many more. But for now, let’s start with some basics. Becoming a Registered Yoga Teacher requires two hundred hours of study in a training program certified by Yoga Alliance, the largest worldwide organization to audit yoga teachers and schools to be sure they’re up to snuff. If you want to teach at a studio or a gym, graduating from one of these programs is essential. You can take your basic two-hundred-hour teacher training course as a monthlong retreat in Costa Rica or as a ten- to twelve-weekend program at your local studio. But wherever and however the training is offered, Yoga Alliance requires its certified programs to provide five areas of instruction: one hundred hours of techniques, training, and practice, which is where the bulk of asana work occurs; twenty-five hours of teaching methodology; twenty hours of anatomy and physiology; thirty hours of yoga philosophy, lifestyle, and ethics, which might include studying classic texts like the Bhagavad Gita and the Upanishads; and ten hours of practicum, where a student will lead classes of fellow students and give and receive feedback. The remaining fifteen hours are for the studio to disperse as it sees fit, according to its principles and emphasis. Some will allocate these hours to the business of being a yoga teacher or social media training. Toward the end of the program, participants should get the opportunity to teach community classes made of paying students to get some hands-on experience. The average cost of the training is around $3,000.2


Vinyasa and Hatha are the two most popular forms of yoga practiced in the United States today, and, unless you’ve opted to study at a lineage-specific school, such as Iyengar or Ashtanga, the techniques portion of your first teacher training will likely follow the principles of those schools. (Both include the familiar asanas and deep breathing, but while a Vinyasa flow is fairly fast-paced, Hatha holds each pose longer.) But beyond your first two-hundred-hour teacher training, a world of specialization awaits. Top teachers pursue their education ravenously, often taking several trainings or workshops a year. They seek out mentors—modern-day gurus—and wring as much wisdom and experience out of the seasoned yogis as possible. The learning never ends.


Loving your yoga practice is a good reason to start thinking about becoming an instructor, but all experienced teachers agree that love is only the beginning. What I came to learn after spending hours interviewing dozens of yoga teachers and taking their classes is that becoming a master is more like studying an art form than perfecting a trade. The Bhagavad Gita defines yoga as “skill in action.” Teaching yoga means doubling down on those two elements.


In this book you’ll hear from people who have approached yoga teaching as a second (or third or fourth) career, and as a first. You’ll meet people who have stepped away from the security of full-time jobs to traipse the globe teaching on beaches or through YouTube, and those who lead one gratifying class a week while maintaining another occupation. You’ll attend theory-filled classes with Abbie Galvin, a world-class instructor whom other yoga teachers gladly fly across the world to study with, and practice alongside newbies just starting out in their teaching careers, who are hustling like they’ve never hustled before.


In addition to guiding you through becoming a yoga instructor, this book will also illustrate the benefits of taking your yoga practice to the next level. Elevating your practice into a daily ritual can be transformational in ways that transcend the boundaries of a yoga mat. It’s the practice of putting your body and brain in the same place at the same time, truly living in the moment—and experiencing that connection on a daily basis can be nothing short of revolutionary.





1






On a Friday morning in late winter, New Yorkers are fighting the remnants of yet another surprise storm. Trains are delayed, puddles of slush surpass ankles, and umbrellas flip inside out. Yet climbing up the narrow and uneven staircase to a second-floor yoga studio in a former factory building in the Bowery, a loft where Keith Richards once lived, the unpleasantness of the journey is alleviated by the arrival. Inside the airy space, a gray light filters in from three tall windows looking out onto a strip of boulevard, once home to drunks and derelicts, that today boasts athleisure boutiques, juice shops, an upscale organic grocery store, and this establishment, with a cheeky name to acknowledge its singularity: The Studio. What sets this space apart from the innumerable yoga studios in New York City is its unique offering, Katonah yoga, which draws on Taoism and Chinese medicine, and the advanced students who call this studio home. The Studio is, as its website proudly proclaims, “where your teacher comes to practice.”


Despite the slush and snow outside, The Studio’s main teaching salon is packed cheek by jowl with students and their requisite props. A basic Katonah setup includes a mat, two blankets, a long strap for adjustments, four blocks, and a cloth sandbag for weighing down various body parts. Several people have draped themselves over folding chairs in supported backbends, blocks under their heads and their limbs trussed up, a somewhat medieval-looking arrangement reminiscent of the rack. Other students cluster in small groups to laugh and catch up, creating an atmosphere that’s more cocktail party than silent monastery.


Then Abbie Galvin enters the room. A petite sixty-three-year-old with a mop of curly brown hair highlighted with blond streaks, this unassuming yogini in Adidas wind pants and a white boatneck top is the reason the people in this room have braved the morning’s gale-force winds. She got in late last night from a training in LA, where students traveled from as far as Europe to study with her. If she’s tired or jet-lagged, she’s not showing it.


Immediately she starts making adjustments, bringing another block for a fellow who’s upside-down over a chair, and pointing students—many of whom are also Studio teaching staff—to where they can most usefully provide the many hands-on tweaks Katonah yoga is known for.


She notices a newbie, Margo, off in a corner in expensive leggings and a high ponytail—Abbie knows the hundreds of students who are regulars by name and face—and introduces herself. She asks Margo to sit with her feet together to create a diamond shape with her legs, and wraps a strap under her hips. Abbie is reading Margo’s feet, which is something like a palm reading, except where lines might indicate your longevity (or lack thereof) or love life (or lack thereof), the crests and wrinkles of the feet correspond to strengths and weaknesses in the body and their correlative spiritual attributes. The practice comes out of Taoism, but Abbie has made the ancient technique pragmatic.


Abbie translates the lines of Margo’s feet. By now, half a dozen students have gathered around. “See how the ball of the left foot is flatter than the fullness of the ball of the right foot? That means the left lung isn’t getting enough air,” Abbie says. The flatness is the result of a dip in Margo’s hip, itself the product of her organs being “collapsed,” as Abbie terms it, or not functioning at their optimal capacities.


“Ah, that makes sense,” says one of Abbie’s disciples.


“Of course it makes sense,” Abbie jokes. “I’m a person who makes sense!” Her teaching style is more brassy Borscht Belt Joan Rivers than guru en route to nirvana.


Abbie continues diagnosing newbie Margo by placing a tiny foot on her sternum. The woman grows several inches: “Now this is how you plug in, how you rise up, how you put yourself in the center of yourself.”


“Wow, it feels so awkward,” Margo observes.


“Everyone is off-center,” Abbie tells her, along with the several students who are now taking notes. “It’s not pejorative. If something is wrong, it’s just because you don’t know. Now you’ve got lungs, a socket, an antenna,” she says, using the metaphor-heavy language of Katonah. “You’re plugged in. Your job is to reference this idea, instead of just doing you.”


Whereas many yoga teachers will urge students to “listen to their bodies” to find shapes that feel right to them, Katonah stresses objective measurement, using props like blocks and straps to ensure limbs land where they are supposed to. “Freedom is not doing whatever the fuck you want,” Abbie says. “It’s about finding freedom within confinement. It’s about having good boundaries.”


This is all before class has officially begun.





UNLIKE MOST CLASSES, WHERE yogis line up their mats to face the teacher at the front of the room, Katonah students place their mats to face the center. The configuration creates a more communal experience, and Abbie is rarely in one spot for longer than a minute. She commences with a pose recognizable to any lay student of yoga. “Let’s get into a dog,” she says, and the room suddenly quiets. “It’s not the most interesting pose,” she acknowledges with a laugh. “Now get your ass way up!” I giggle. “Now look way out,” she continues. “That’s the way toward your future. Would you rather look at your crotch or into your future?”


Abbie guides us into a modified cat-cow stretch, a gentle undulation of the spinal column. But things get interesting when she asks us to cross our legs behind, and to begin flipping our wrists to “move currency” through the body. “Beautiful, Jonathan!” she shouts across the room to a fellow whose body type is more plumber than yogi. “So nice, Alex!” admiring the form of a Studio teacher with triceps sharp like knives.


In Abbie’s classes, students hold poses for much longer than the typical few breaths, although Abbie would likely quibble with my phrasing. “You don’t hold poses,” I hear her explain from across the room. “You move currency through forms. You orient yourself.” She urges us to find the balance between exertion and punishment: “You don’t drive until you run out of gas; you drive until you reach your destination.”
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