[bookmark: _GoBack]How to Teach Vinyasa Yoga: Creating Optimal Experiences for Students

There are the techniques that have been passed to us, like tools in a toolbox we’ve inherited, and there are the methods we use to pass those techniques along—that is, how we, as teachers, offer the toolbox to students. (We may modify and adapt the tools we inherit, but they’ve all been around far longer than we have.) Let’s start with the basic tools—the techniques of yoga.

Techniques of Asana, Pranayama, Pratyahara, Dharana, Dhyana, Yama, Niyama, Darshana, Bhav
· Meditation—Give them tools to turn inward. And to smile.
· Functional Breathing—Show them how to notice and let go of dysfunctional breathing patterns and take long, slow, complete breaths.
· Pranayama—the breath and life-energy—Show them how to restrain and expand it. Start simple and slow. Offer them the complex as needed.
· Postural Alignment—Provide safe and deep-enough work in movement and in stillness.
· There may be a universal optimal alignment (or maybe not!), but there are no universals for getting there; everyone is starting from a different place. Observe that. Adjust your approach according to their needs (as individuals and as a group).
· Apply what you know of anatomy and physiology models (from east and west), using all your teaching methods (see below). Remember (every day!) how much you do not yet know.
· Stay aware that people may have conditions and injuries and illnesses they do not tell you about, no matter how often you ask.
· Use all basic positions when possible: standing, seated, kneeling, hands and knees, supine, prone, inverted. Gravity has consequences; the “same” arrangement of limbs feels very different depending upon our relationship to the Earth’s pull.
· Cover all basic movements of the spine when possible: forward, backward, side bend, twist, and (always, always) neutral lengthening.
· Jnana/Dharma/Darshana—philosophies (including metaphysics—how it really is—and ethics—how we should behave towards ourselves and others), histories, Sanskrit translations—Point them toward something bigger than the individual self. Philosophies, textual study, biographies of those who have done the practices before us—these are tools for us to use in our practice, providing hints of what our own path may look like.
· Bhav/Bhakti—Devotion, Emotion, Atmosphere—Set the tone. Elevate this practice beyond self-improvement; give students a taste of what it can be.


So those are the tools of practice. Now let’s consider how we pass those tools along as teachers communicating with students. I break our options for teaching into six methods: cueing, demonstrating, sequencing, observing, verbally adjusting, and physically assisting.

Six Main Teaching Methods to Communicate the Techniques
The first three focus on the group; the other three methods focus on the individuals.
· Cueing clearly
· Refine your language—always—to be precise, to set mood, to support, to challenge. Edit, simplify, clarify. The basic formula: breath cue, verb (in command form), body part, direction (preferably anatomical or environmental). 
· Working with those who have survived trauma or those who cannot hear or understand will necessitate different methods—seek out training for special populations if you wish to work with them.
· Take out all unnecessary words, such as "try to," “now let’s,” "from here," "sorry," "please," and many "ing" words. Record yourself and take your own class. Notice what you can edit out to make your cues clearer and simpler.
· Pace the breath count evenly. Use a metronome to practice. 
· Cue, whenever possible, from the core outward or from the foundation up.
· Emphasize internal actions and awarenesses, not how things look. 
· Use anatomical terms that most people will already know or that you define for them.
· Cue transitions clearly—getting in and out of postures—and be especially detailed about them for beginners.
· Indicate the direction to move with body parts and environmental landmarks (e.g., ‘turn toward the windows,’ ‘twist toward the wall behind you,’ ‘reach your heart toward your big toe’) rather than ‘right’ and ‘left,’ as much as possible. In most cases, minimize the idea that one thing needs to ‘touch’ another or ‘get to’ another—instead, use ‘toward,’ ‘away from,’ etc., to indicate direction instead of destination.
· Use a tone that is supportive and steady. Record yourself to adjust your pitch and your intonation so that you are making firm, supportive statements instead of sounding like you are asking questions. Play with using all three diaphragms as you speak—pelvic, respiratory, and vocal. 
· Use a lower resonance and pitch in general for better absorption, but keep it within your real range, not a special yoga voice.
· Practice changing the mood of your voice to match the mood and intensity of the sequence (calm or energized). Be dynamic, like you are doing the pose with them in your voice. Use your voice to encourage. If the posture is hard, use that inflection in your voice. If it is an introspective pose, guide them with a quieter tone.
· Breathe fully, even as you cue. It’s usually better to slow down.
· Observe and let go of your own catch phrases (e.g., “flat back,” “spider hands,” “open your heart”) and habits of speaking. Recording yourself is again very helpful for this process. Construct alternate ways of saying the same things (e.g., alternate saying “neutral spine,” “flat back,” and “abdominals in, shoulder blades together,” for ardha uttanasana), so you can reach more people. Use them in different classes (not all together in one class—that would take too long!).
· Allow pauses between your cues so that students can understand what you have said and then put it into action—before your next cue. (Watch to see their actions in response to decide whether or not the cue is working and should be retained or if there is little or no response and you might consider alternative phrasing next time.)
· Especially when you are nervous: Listen and observe carefully, and speak from what you hear inside of you, moving toward what you notice in your students. Offer what you have, right here and now.
· Allow for silence at several points in the class. Breathe with them, and ‘demonstrate’ ujjayi at certain points as a cue.
· Use Sanskrit and English names of postures sparingly; make a conscious decision about how and when you will use them. They are labels for experience, ‘shortcuts,’ and sometimes they interfere with experiencing. Instead, cue movements.
· Be sure you are loud enough for the whole room to hear. Adjust your volume to account for getting through their ujjayi sound and any other music or ambient noise. Watch for people suddenly looking up at you—they may not be hearing you well. Ask the furthest student at the beginning of class if s/he can hear you, especially if you are in a new space where the acoustics are unfamiliar.
· Be sure you enunciate for the entire room. Speak every word to the furthest student; avoid ‘commenting’ to yourself. The exception: When you are providing individual verbal adjustments.
· Start with the basic, simple, fundamental, “easier” version of each posture. If teaching mixed or experienced students, then give options and/or build toward the more complex, “harder” (requiring more flexibility or strength) version(s). 
· Demonstrating usefully
· Beginners need demos. Your job is to provide them when necessary—and slowly wean them off them.
· With experienced students in vinyasa classes, avoid demos as much as possible. Clarify and simplify your cues. Sequence to build postures gradually and build student confidence, as well as strength and flexibility. Then students will be ready to comprehend quickly and put what they hear into action without seeing anything demonstrated.
· When a demo is necessary (which is more for beginners than experienced students):
· Pick a student to demo more often than doing the demo yourself.
· Keep it dynamic and short. Choose 1 to 3 points to talk about as the student demos (or right before and after you demo). This directs students’ eyes and ears to the actions or alignment or breathing patterns you wish to highlight.
· Keep your intention to educate, not to display. 
· Choose the right kind of demo:
· Informal Demo: When they are in a flow, but some look confused and are looking around the room. Give them a quick visual (a student or yourself) but do not stop the class. Put yourself in the best spot for them to glance up at you from their mats; this is not always the front of the room.
· Formal Demo: Linked to your theme and purpose, stop the class officially. Ask them to gather around. Be sure everyone can see and hear. Go through, in detail, the key actions that you want them to work on. Then have them go do it, or assist one another in doing so. In vinyasa classes, do this at the beginning or towards the end of a class to avoid breaking up the flow.
· When the class is all new beginners, or people new to your style of teaching, have one or more demonstrators—people who know your teaching style and know it’s their job to demo the class as you cue it. You can ask them to be sure to stick with only the basic options, or only the advanced options, depending upon your group’s needs.
· Why wean beginners off demos?
· they learn to absorb aurally instead of only visually, and can act on that info 
· they learn the vocabulary of yoga, and can understand things about the techniques that cannot be seen by looking at a demonstrator
· they learn to trust you and themselves 
· to cultivate atmosphere of listening, not look-and-compare or look-and-do
· Sequencing purposely
· Brainstorm for a “peak posture,” an area of the body you wish to emphasize, a condition you wish to improve, or simply a well-rounded, balanced practice that includes a little of everything:
· what to strengthen
· what to stretch
· what to teach as actions
· what will build confidence
· how to neutralize and give breaks
· Then choose an intelligent order, building your sequences in intensity. Use neutralizers and breaks as you build the intensity of one type of posture, but do not counterpose (pratikriya) until you have reached the peak of that type. It is usually safer to neutralize and then counterpose.
· Decide if you want the pace slow/medium/fast. 
· Decide if you want the intensity gentle/moderate/vigorous.
· Decide how many arcs of intensity you want to include in the sequence overall.
· Incorporate breath practice and sensory withdrawal/relaxation, with opportunities for meditation.
· Decide how you will incorporate breath awareness in the beginning and end of class, and at certain points in between.
· Consider your class focus or theme and integrate throughout. It may be a physical focus or a psychological/emotional/spiritual theme (or both of those).
· Balance each segment and the class overall with challenge/ease and movement/stillness.
· Decide where you will be on the continuum of ‘emphasizing breathing and flow’ vs. ‘emphasizing alignment and action.’
· Plan prop use to minimize the disruption of flow; cue which props to get and where to put them at the beginning of class (and throughout as needed).
· Balance flexibility, strength, endurance, stillness—work to challenge everybody physically and mentally. In vinyasa practice, that means it is not always be easy to ujjayi breathe, but it is possible. Some people will find it hard to ujjayi breathe after three modified sun salutations and a triangle; others need five surya Bs and some arm balancing. It also means it is not always easy to pay attention, but it is possible. Sometimes the challenge is boredom. 
· Include opening time (focus on setting the atmosphere, theme/focus, intention, breathing, core awareness, fundamental movements that build slowly and dynamically) and closing time (integrating the focus/theme, neutralizing, withdrawing senses, relaxing, opportunity for meditation).
· With beginners especially: Use some repetition of postures (e.g., cue triangle; cue preps and building blocks for the posture, such as side bends and chest openers and hamstring lengtheners; then cue triangle again).
· One solid, well-tested approach: Start with sequences from your teachers. Know them in your body through practicing them over and over. Then get creative with them. Ask why they sequenced as they did. Then observe your students. Ask how you can change that sequencing to meet the needs of the students you see.
· Other sequencing frameworks: starting from the bottom chakra and moving up the physical/emotional/mental/energetic areas; balancing meridians; dynamic to static expressions of postures; sequencing for a specific condition or illness; sequencing for dosha. Get creative, but always try it in your body first!
· For more details, see the chapters on sequencing in Sharon Gannon and David Life’s Jivamukti Yoga and Mark Stephens’ Teaching Yoga and Sequencing Yoga.
· Observing thoroughly
· Use sight, sound, feel, smell, and intuition.
· Ask questions (mostly before and after class):
· How long have you been practicing, styles, frequency?
· Areas of concern, conditions, injuries, tightness—mention each major joint, ask follow up questions about treatment, length of time, when it is felt, etc.
· How do you spend your day—work, exercise, leisure?
· Essentials—what to look for first:
· Listen to and watch the breath: speed, texture, places moving in the torso, other qualities, any voicing.
· Look at and feel landmarks and alignment in ordinary standing position and in selected postures (see worksheet on Observing Individuals).
· Observe common safety issues in various postures—knees, shoulders, ankles, neck, etc.
· Watch face—eyes, mouth—in difficult postures, easy postures.
· Look at joints and connective tissue—hyperextending? chronically bending?
· Look at and feel muscles—general tone, areas locked short, areas locked long, knots?
· Smell breath, skin, sweat.
· Watch movements—rhythm, smooth/jerky qualities, tamas/rajas/sattva qualities, breathing movements, fidgeting (pain? mind chatter?), movement while transitioning, movement while holding posture.
· Keep an open awareness for the ‘holistic,’ big picture of the individual.
· Keep silence—for you and for them—at various points in class.
· Verbally Adjusting precisely
· Use clear, anatomical terms, or a well-formed and fresh metaphor, to provide a “verbal adjustment” that helps students deepen their awareness of what’s happening, steady themselves, extend and lengthen the spine, keep joints safe, or otherwise focus their actions. 
· Acknowledge what is already sound and whole first. Then address any safety issues. Then address gross physical movements and alignment. Then make suggestions for more detailed and subtle alignment.
· Know your intention (correct an unsafe alignment? suggest an option, a variation, a deepening, a way to close a release valve, a way to change a habit?).
· Be positive in grammar and in tone! Always speak in the positive. Avoid "do not" and "if you can't." (See sequencing guidelines for ways to build from basic to complex instead of starting with the complex and backing students out of it.) It’s actually harder for humans to understand statements that are full of ‘no’s and ‘don’t’s, and it can be less motivating to hear those words.
· Be precise. To do this, you may have to use ‘if this, then that’ constructions. And sometimes you will find you cannot be precise and concise at the same time—this may be a time for a physical assist, because you want to convey something subtle that will take too many words.
· Verbally adjust, whenever possible, from the core outward or from the foundation up (just as with cueing). 
· Talk about the gross first, then the subtle. (If teaching beginners, go easy on the subtle.)
· Consider carefully the effect of telling someone where they ‘should’ feel something. This may be helpful occasionally for avoiding injury, but it can also leave some students feeling like they are ‘doing it wrong,’ when really they are just feeling it in their tightest spots instead of the generic areas the posture tends to target.
· Address the group to adjust everyone verbally.
· Address the individual when just one or two people need the reminder. Make a conscious decision about whether or not you use their names for this—there are pros and cons to calling people’s names. (Sometimes too many cons when it’s a bigger group, IMO.)
· Do global verbal assists first (when the majority of the room is doing something out of alignment) before individual verbal assists.
· Do not ignore new students nor disrupt the flow of the class by over-adjusting them.
· Teach ways to self-adjust. Students can observe their own alignment and use their own body parts, props, the floor, or a wall to adjust their own actions and alignment based on your words plus the feedback they get from the body part or prop (e.g., “press your right hand into the top front of your right thighbone until you can picture or maybe even feel the top of the thighbone move back toward the hamstrings”).
· A verbal adjustment that everyone needs some of the time: “Breathe.” You may not even need the word: Sometimes walking close to a student and audibly ujjayi breathing reminds her to refocus on her own breath.
· Sometimes no verbal adjustment is necessary at all—they are all safe and sound and observing what’s happening inside. Allow that extra silence. Adapt your verbal adjustments to what you see (and do not see).
· Physically Assisting selflessly
· Make your general approach to physical assisting known: I will assist you physically, with your permission; these are not “corrections.” If an issue that concerns your safety appears, I will usually tell you about that verbally, not physically. Make this clear in writing (signs, waivers, printed guidelines) and at the beginning of classes. Offer students the chance to opt out at any time, by simply telling you or by folding down a corner of your mat.
· Why assist? To provide some additional options and communicate them faster than we can do with words; to provide the healing power of touch; to convey to students what and how our teachers have conveyed important new ways of moving to us.
· Why not assist? Trauma can make people touch-averse. Sometimes people have just barely dragged themselves in to practice and don’t want you physically insisting they give it more than they have today. Beginners can have a hard time letting go of the idea that if you touch them, they were doing it wrong. Lots of reasons—you may decide not to touch some groups or all groups.
· Assists are more useful for experienced students. Beginners will benefit more from being provided with props, from light touch assists to bring awareness to an area (e.g., the upper back, the hands, or the feet), from verbal adjustments, and from learning ways to self-adjust. As they become comfortable with you as a teacher, you may decide to ask permission and begin “grounding” types of assists. As they become more familiar with yoga, you may decide to ask permission and begin deeper assists, because now they can benefit from the subtleties that can be communicated through touch, as well as being open to new ways of moving that may disrupt habits.
· Steps for any assist (these are based on Sharon Gannon’s and David Life’s lovely approach):
1. Observe the student and form your intention. What is a specific way to serve, assist, or provide a new option to this person? (Watch out for wanting to ‘fix,’ or wanting to show what you know. Back off assists when you’re feeling insecure.) Visualize the student feeling grounded, stable, and open.
2. Approach—and let them know you are approaching (by being in their range of vision, ujjayi breathing, cueing, verbally adjusting, and/or asking if you may assist).
3. Ground the student. Connect them to the earth. This may be all you do—and that is a lot! Touch is a mode of communication, and the grounding assist shows people the foundation of the posture and one of the essential components of any asana: sthira. Observe how the student responds to the grounding assist.
4. Begin each assist gradually and steadily, staying firm (not poke-y or too quick).
5. Breathe with the student. Match their breath if you can hear it. If not, remind them of it with your ujjayi. Move them with their breath.
6. Sometimes let your ujjayi breath be the major part of your assistance, offering them the support and the reminder to deepen their breath first and foremost.
7. Build up the posture from the foundation. Emphasize extension of spine and limbs. (But help them avoid hyperextension.)
8. Only after grounding and breathing and extending, if you observe that it will be useful, may you decide to take them further into the posture (forward, backward, lateral, twist, etc.). You may use any one or a combination of methods:
· You move their body; they give way.
· They move their body part into you and you hold them at that point (great for beginners and all, because they do the work).
· You press into them as they press into you (and you both stay in one spot—or slowly they move you, or slowly you move them—in PNF tradition).
· You almost touch them, or just lightly touch them, or gently massage them, to bring awareness to an area or release tension there.
9. Leverage approaches, and pin-and-stretch approaches, are good for deeper assists. Two points of contact: one point grounds and the other point moves. 
10. Consider pressure points on their body, leverage issues, and which part of your body to use. Keep them safe, and keep yourself safe. Find best leverage positions for you and them. Do this through practice and feedback on assists with fellow teachers.
11. Consider how intensely you need to apply pressure: soft/medium/very firm. This may be based on their apparent dosha or body type, their previous or current responses to assists, and your intuition about what is needed. Soft pressure releases tension, moves skin in a way that can inform underlying tissue, moves energy (even with just near-contact), and can provide confidence. Medium pressure moves muscles and skin, while very firm pressure is good for resistant bodies, as it moves bone and connective tissues, including fascia. 
12. Consider direction of movement in addition to intensity of pressure. Up, down, diagonal, in, out, toward, away, rotating in, rotating out—you decide. Observe where the body is, and how you might best be of service. Ask for feedback on direction and intensity sometimes.
13. Unless you’ve done this adjustment  many times to this student, ask for feedback (e.g., ‘how does the shoulder feel here?’). Honor and respond to that feedback—not every assist will be the best option for every student. There’s lots more you can offer.
14. Stay aware of the rest of the class while you focus on the individual you are assisting. This is hard!
15. It’s a dance. You are a part of the posture now. Stay with the student for the duration if you took them deeper and/or balance is an issue—guide them through the exit. Move away gradually.
16. If balance is not an issue, then tell the student how to keep doing this action as you slowly, gradually move away (e.g., if you have supported her spine with your shin in Dandasana). Cultivate independence.
17. If you have had some observable effect on the student in your assist, do your best to get around for the other side!
18. Compliment the student. Be supportive in your words, tone, energy, facial expressions. Show them what they are doing well as you offer them the assist. This reinforces the idea that you are communicating with them, not correcting them.
· Guidelines
· If you see a lot you can help with, back the student out to start over, take a different version, and/or put a prop in place.
· When possible, say a cue or verbal adjustment to class that matches the physical assist to one student.
· Do not ignore new students, but don’t disrupt the flow of the class by over-assisting them. Most people will integrate just one or two main ‘changes’ to their habits of moving in a class.
· Many assists require you to place hands more toward the center of the body, not the periphery, to keep the joints safe (e.g., yoga mudra arms are assisted at the upper arm, not the forearm; thigh position and rotation is assisted near the pelvis, not near the knee). That said, stay away from questionable areas (too personal or currently injured); you may need to adjust men and women differently in some postures. You may want to form a set of assists you only do on students you know well and fellow teachers, and even then by asking specific permission before you touch (e.g., putting hands on inner thighs in down dog to internally rotate and draw femurs back!).
· Cultivate patience—in yourself and in them! Let them warm up before assisting; let the posture unfold slowly, over 5-10 breaths, over weeks, over years.
· Sometimes assist sequentially around the room, so students see that each person in turn gets an assist and everyone can benefit. This helps eliminate the idea that assists are corrections, only for those not doing ‘well’ or doing ‘enough’. 

Techniques for the Big Picture
· The Bhav and the Bhakti. Fire up their hearts.
· kirtan and mantra—by teacher, by students, and/or in recordings.
· music/silence/breath sounds—balance these.
· types of music
· temp
· light
· smells
· colors
· tone of voice, movement through the room, opening and closing remarks
· eye contact, learning names but perhaps not using them during meditative movement or stillness
· creating a space for inner observation
· The Dharma and the Jnana. Inspire their minds. 
· Notice and align with what’s happening now and here—season, holiday, mood of the group, time of day—for the theme of your yoga class.
· Read and study widely and deeply. Nonstop. Soon you will be able to choose a concept that can be conveyed through practice and just a few words.
· Use a word or short phrase to describe your central theme. A student should usually be able to name the theme of your class after they take it.
· Talk about it at the beginning, middle, and/or end of class. Briefly. Students do not have to be sitting, but if you want them to really hear you, don’t have them in too strenuous or intense of a posture while you are talking.
· Relate a personal story, or tell a mythic story, from Indian mythology or ANY culture’s stories. They all have valuable ethical and metaphysical insights. Native American, European, African, other parts of Asia, etc.
· Include and tie in yogic, Buddhist, or Vedantic philosophic points.
· Relate to how they will practice the theme on the mat.
· If you are sequencing toward a peak posture, infuse the peak posture cueing with your theme.
· Bring themes from yogic and buddhist philosophy into the classroom without overwhelming your students—make it approachable, yet not oversimplified. Stories and examples are often the best way to do this.
· If you are just beginning your studies, consider just using a direct quote or two, something simple from the texts or from a modern teacher’s words—someone who says things in a way you think is useful and would like to pass along. After more study, you will be able to speak your own words on these topics.
· Create a space for the inner awareness to move outward and beyond the classroom.
· Sometimes: Pick a theme and choose your music, postures, breathing, meditations, cues, sequences, metaphors, chants according to the theme, but do not explain it. See if it is conveyed.
· Sometimes: Don’t theme. Just let them bring to the practice what they’re working through. It’s a lot. Let them feel it.

Additional Points for Creating Optimal Experiences in Open Vinyasa Classes
(these are adapted from Swan River Yoga Blueprint for Teachers)

*Do not do yoga with your class. You are there to serve them. 
* Circle the entire room clockwise during the warm-up to observe where your students are at that particular day, their moods, new students’ capabilities, what they need to work on, and to move the energy in the room.
*Interact with your students so they feel you, and feel that you are there for them. Walk around the room, and do not stay in one place as you teach.
*In general, do not give students choices based on preferences—likes and dislikes. Instruct everything, and provide modifications and variations. Provide easier variations first, then more complicated/harder/riskier versions, so students do not need to stop or back out of a pose. Their choices should be based on what is the best variation for their body/mind now, not what they like to do, what is easiest, or what strokes their ego. Guide them to base their actions on sounder principles.
*Do not move around while they are balancing, and get out of their line of vision.
*Never sit down. Work just as hard as they are working.
*Learn everyone's name.

Questions to reflect upon after each class you teach:
*What did I do well? What can be improved?
*Was the class about serving the students? 
*Did you set your "stuff" aside appropriately to teach them? (Not that your “stuff” can’t be fodder for teaching, but that it isn’t put out there undigested, making the class about you.)
*Did each student leave feeling supported, even if they were challenged, having a hard day, or new to yoga?
*Did you invoke a sense of community?
*Did they get greeted by you, if not vocally, energetically, no matter how large the class was? Did you look at them in the eye?
*Did you touch every single person in some way (if you decided assisting was warranted and allowed)?
*Did you push them to their edge, and no further?
*Can they apply this in their life, and did you remind them to?
*Did they experience kindness, joy, creativity, celebration, learning?
*Did you do your best as a teacher?

Congratulations! It is all already perfect, and yet there is so much to learn and observe.
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