
PEDIATRIC NURSING/September-October 2009/Vol. 35/No. 5 277

Yoga for Childre n

F
rom a school principal man-
dating yoga for high school
seniors (Rimer, 2007) to a
principal of an elementary

school providing yoga to calm stu-
dents and handle stress (Eagan,
2007), yoga is in the news. Schools
a re increasingly using this ancient
t h e r a p y, including breathing and pos-
t u res, to help students manage stre s s
and influence well being and behavior.

The increased awareness of the
potential benefits of yoga for childre n
has resulted in school programs that
a d d ress stress and anxiety by tre a t i n g
the body and mind. Emphasis on indi-
vidual abilities rather than competition
makes yoga appropriate for all chil-
d ren, including those with physical
limitations and lack of involvement in
o rganized sports. Obesity and a lack
of exercise are recognized as factors
in the health and well being of chil-
d ren, and are acknowledged as public
health concerns (Budd & Hayman,
2006). Yoga provides a non-thre a t e n-
ing and gentle method to incre a s e
physical fitness and enhance health
and well being. 

Encouraging anecdotal re p o rt s
describe yoga calming childre n ,
reducing obesity, reducing discipline
p roblems, decreasing anger and panic
attacks, and enhancing imagination,
concentration, and academic per-
f o rmance (Flisek, 2001). Health pro b-
lems, such as headaches, stom-
achaches, constipation, back pain,
and colds or sinus problems, are
re p o rtedly improved with a yoga prac-
tice (Luby, 1998), as well as a
d e c reased need for medication for
c h i l d ren with attention deficit disord e r
(Flisek, 2001). There is scant but
g rowing empiric support for positive
health effects of yoga (Galantino,
G a l b a v y, & Quinn, 2008; Jensen &
K e n n y, 2004; Kuttner et al., 2006;
Manjunath & Telles, 2001). 

Despite the paucity of re s e a rch, the
i n c reasing attention to yoga may
encourage parents to explore yoga for
their children and request re f e rrals or
clarification of the purported eff e c t s .
Some children may practice yoga
within physical education classes, and
p a rents may express concern re g a rd-
ing the perceived religious affiliation of
yoga. What exactly is yoga and should
c h i l d ren practice it? A description of
the philosophical basis of yoga, the
basic components of a yoga practice,
safety concerns, and how to locate
and evaluate a yoga program for chil-
d ren will address these questions. 

Philosophical Foundations
Of Yoga 

The root of the word yoga is “to
yoke” or “to harness” (Feuerstein,
2003, p. 4). The goal of yoga was
originally to provide a guide for whole-

ness, happiness, and well-being
(Feuerstein, 2003). Wholeness, in this
context, appears to mean the integra-
tion of body, mind, and spirit, and con-
nection between the self and a divine
Being that leads to self realization or
o n e ’s true identity – the authentic self.
Yoga helps individuals focus attention.
Humans are viewed as conscious-
n e s s - e n e rgy (cit-shakti), and the
physical body surrounds this underly-
ing existence. Yoga as a traditional
practice was thought to lead to self-
t r a n s f o rmation through transcendence
of the ego (Feuerstein, 2003). The
mind and breath are intimately con-
nected so that influencing the one will
a ffect the other. Yoga consists of spe-
cific postures coordinated with bre a t h-
ing, meditation, and concentration to
focus and calm the mind (Feuerstein,
2003). 

The first mention of yoga was doc-
umented in ancient Hindu scripture
5,000 years ago and influenced by
Buddhist philosophy. The traditional
purpose of yoga was to help transform
or transcend the self. The early Hindu
s c r i p t u res are re p o rted to have been
written in 2000 BCE. These early writ-
ings of the Vedic peoples who inhabit-
ed present-day India were re s p o n s i b l e
for the oldest extant literature, the
Vedas (Feuerstein, 2003). The early
Hindu scriptures included “philosophi-
cal texts to epic stories” (Bre u i l l y,
O’Brien, & Palmer, 1997). 

The early Vedic writings included
four collections of scripture. The old-
est and most popular is the Rig Ve d a ,
which is a collection of hymns
( B reuilly et al., 1997). These early
texts concentrated on the pantheon of
gods and divine belief and ritual. The
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There is an increasing interest in the use of yoga for children to calm the mind and increase health and well
being. Despite scant but increasing evidence supporting the efficacy of yoga in children, special yoga pro-
grams within schools are being developed for children and adolescents. This increasing popularity of the
potential benefits of yoga may encourage parents to consider yoga for their children and request referrals
or clarification of the purported effects. A description of the philosophical basis of yoga, the basic compo-
nents of a yoga practice, safety concerns, and how to locate and evaluate a yoga program for children will
be addressed. 
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