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  Welcome!  Before we get deeper into the instruction of yoga postures, here are some of my experiences of yoga classes in general:

  Group yoga classes are designed to be an introduction, a way for students to experience yoga in a fun way, and to meet different teachers.  They also serve to meet a student’s need for meaningful community ritual.  Once students have learned about the tools and techniques of yoga, it is important that they start personalizing their practice.  This comes from working privately with an experienced teacher who can create a practice designed for an individual, or modify a common flow class to an individual’s needs.

  Yoga postures and breathing practices are tools designed for certain effects.  A group class can introduce these tools in a flowing manner.  Eventually, students need to learn which tools are most appropriate for them according to what is going on for them - including time of day, season, age, physical and mental condition, and family and work commitments.  A person of 85 who has been in multiple car crashes should not necessarily be doing the same yoga practice as a 16 year old dancer.  As a teacher, holding space for a multi-level and multi-need class can be very difficult.  When in doubt, always teach less, make it simpler, focus more on basic principles, and focus on holding even timing.  All students can benefit from such a class.

  The first and most important point of focus in yoga posture classes , the primary focus to repetitively bring your students to, is the breath.  Yoga postures are not about attainment, not about straining to achieve some outcome.  Postures are breath-by-breath movements exploring the body, ever-directing the consciousness inward.  Your job is to hold a vibrational space where their breathing can, in general, become longer, smoother, and more subtle.

  Learning to teach yoga classes is best done with small digestible steps... just as you learned everything else.

Here are the stages, something like freshman to senior, in learning to lead yoga posture classes:

(1)   Become confident enough in (memorize and embody) a set flow of safe, basic yoga postures.  Be able to lead the class through the postures without describing what to do.  Do arrange the room - place more experienced students in front of the visual line of newcomers.  This is a silent class: just state the name of the pose, and have it established beforehand: “do like me”.  Do not look at the students.  Just do your practice and keep the timing.  This level is the hardest step.  It requires being able to hold space, to be in the front of the room.  Do not underestimate the learning of this.  The energy leap at this stage - what was required of you previously compared to now -  is enormous.   You will likely feel it in your own lack of sleep the night before and in your heartbeat during class.  It may take you 50 such classes.  And it is still a good model to return to, at any stage in one’s career.  The silent class offers a powerful space words cannot, and the silent class becomes more powerful as a teacher progresses.

(2)   Offer short verbal instructions while also doing the class.  Like “Standing Forward Bend.  It is ok to bend your knees a little.   Exhale to go deeper.”  Still focus on your practice.  Do not look at the students and interact with them.  This is the beginning of learning to talk during class.  Do not overdo it.  One line for each pose is more than enough.

(3)   Talk-teach this same class without doing the poses.  Use a standard dialogue (like Bikram) that includes basic instructions, alignment and breathing cues.  Giving breathing counts can be a part of this.  Do not talk too much.  Give them silent time, or counted time.  “Standing Forward Bend.  Separate your feet hip width.  Soften your knees.  Grab your big toes with your first two fingers, or behind your calves.  Lift and spread your toe tips.  As you inhale, make room for your chest.  As you exhale, fold deeper.  Five more breaths - 1...         2...        3...        4...       5...”  Learn to keep the timing of the class while talking and NOT doing.  Do not do postures while you are teaching this class.  Doing occasional postures at this stage is one of the most common ways teachers are injured.  Continue to base your class on timing, not on what students are doing.  Just learn to be in the room, in a comfortable and overlooking way, without looking directly at students (at this point).

(4)   Talk-teach including your own language and experience.  Offering your own experience in poses, in addition to standard dialogue, increases the personal nature of a class.  Do not lose the basic principles, for they are essential and likely more valid than your experience at this point.  In addition, begin to notice what is happening in the room.  Start looking at what students are doing and offer language that is instructive to what you are seeing.  Keep the timing!  Notice if you are losing the timing as you start looking at students.  Return to a strictly timing-based class at any time.

(5)   Offer verbal and visual corrections.  (Say “Straight arms” in Warrior 2, for example.   Then, if a student has not done so, actually straighten your arms while in her sight.)  In a multi-level class, do not direct any focused corrective attention at a newcomer, and notice if you start to pay too much attention to beginners - offering them the basic dialogue is enough.  Notice if you are focusing so much on one student (as you describe a verbal adjustment that pertains to her) that you lose the timing of the class, and thereby disconnect from the rest of the room.  

(6) Offer light physical touches.  Remember it is an offering.  Make sure it is clear to every student that they do not need to receive touch.  Encourage them to say “no” if they do not want to be adjusted.  Two fingers are enough.  These can follow verbal and visual corrections.  “Lift and spread your toe tips,” and then if they don’t do it - lightly touch their toes.

     Once you are at this level, begin to walk around the room and spread your attention to each person, or at least each region of the room.

(7)   Offer deeper physical experience through breath-by-breath bodywork in a pose.  This is OPTIONAL, not the focus of the class (as it has become in some yoga communities).  This level is for teachers who have become confident in their hands on-skills, and it is optional - it is not a prerequisite to becoming an amazing yoga teacher.  Disclaimer aside, bodywork within yoga postures can be extremely powerful and deeply transformational.  But at this level, it becomes so important that you as the teacher are clear why you are choosing to get involved.  It is not your job to do anything for them.  Your job is to hold a safe space for them to discover themselves.  Patterning of the body reflects many years (if not generations) of build-up, and working in a safe environment is essential.

(8)   Offer multi-level classes where different students are doing different poses.  Offer multiple modifications and contra-indications, providing hands-on for those who choose it.  Be working with your students in a very personal way, while holding space for a group ritual.  Have the class weave in and out of meeting points, at least begin, (chant) and finish together.

   Now that you have read about different stages in learning to teach yoga classes, here are some further experiences I choose to share:

  We are mirrors or coaches for others as they self-discover.  It is neutrality that we carry.  Their systems will self-adjust if we can hold neutrality for them.  It is not our job to tell them what to do.  It is our job to hold neutral principles for them to compare to, in self-reflection.

  Verbal adjustments reach the entire room.  Learn to do them first.  If you say, “straighten your arms” as you notice some bent elbows on one student, everyone else in the room gets to check in on that alignment tip as well.  You might adjust 30 people, where a physical adjustment would have reached only one.

  Verbal adjustments with-name-included can personalize a class, and bring-to-focus an individual who has mentally strayed:  “Jane, try straightening your arms...  Great!”  Other students still have the opportunity to check if their own arms are straight.  These personal words are to be used only after a student has come a few times.  Don’t give corrections or adjustments to new students unless they are about to hurt themselves or someone else.  Allow the newcomers the experience of just being there.

  Light physical touches are powerful and can deepen a class for a student.  They also, though, bring the relationship deeper.  You have no idea when the last time that person was touched.  Nor do you know harmful ways they may have been touched in the past.  Your own reasons for being drawn to touch a student may not be clear.  Often, at this point, teachers will have a longer term relationship with a student and know more of the person’s story.  It can be tempting to want to help.  Make sure they are willing to be touched..

  While it is true that physical-mental-emotional patterns are intertwined, you may not be trained to interact with emotional and relational patterns.  It will be even more important that you are clear with your boundaries.  We are here to encourage them to practice, thereby refining and evolving.  We cannot be attached to their choices.  You are not hired to be their therapist, counselor, parent or spouse.  You can embody the union principles of the teachings of yoga - the promise of the felt sense of God within, and encourage them to seek the same.  When and if students start to process their deep need for love and attention with you (this is when they start telling you their story), remember neutrality.  Personally, I hear them, say that I care, and recommend that they go to a communication class or therapist.  I am not trained as a therapist, nor do I choose to be.

  Deeper physical touch can offer transformational experience to your students.  The deeper you can feel your own body, the better you will be at adjustments.  The more sensitive you have become, the better able you will be to direct your field of awareness into a shared breath experience.  Remember that adjustments happen breath-by-breath.  Deeper adjustments involve long term patterns.  They can be released, or more deeply entrenched, depending on how they are addressed.  Deep adjustments must be happening from the student (it is interactive - you are not doing something to them).

  Again, adjustments happen breath by breath.  And they are done with the student, not to her.

  To clear yourself after class, go immediately to a sink and wash off using cold water: from your elbows out and off your finger tips, over your face and head, inside your mouth and spitting out.

  I hope this has been helpful.  Keep what is useful and seems true.

  Email me any questions at www.pierrecouvillion.com

