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Introduction

H

ow are you feeling, right now, as you pick up this book and
begin to look through it? Perhaps you notice excitement about
the idea of incorporating yoga into your storytime programs.
Perhaps there is skepticism about the role of yoga in a library
setting or for this particular age group. Perhaps you like the
idea of making your storytime programs more physically active but feel a little
uncertain about how to start. Maybe you’re just curious. Whatever you are feeling,
try right now just to notice it, with as little judgment as possible. Whether you love
yoga, hate it, or are ambivalent toward it, just notice these as passing thoughts, the
way you would notice fluffy clouds moving through a bright blue sky. Notice if
there are any physical sensations that accompany your thoughts, paying particular
attention to the sensations at the jaw, the shoulders, across the chest, and in the
stomach. If you encounter any sensations of gripping or tightness, is it possible to
soften in those areas? What effects do you experience in the mind when you allow
the body to relax in this way? Just notice. No matter your experience with or opinion of yoga, you are invited now to suspend your judgment and explore this work
with an open mind.
Yoga is a contemplative movement practice that people have been using for
thousands of years, first in India and now in all corners of the globe, to deepen
their self-awareness, improve their physical health, and reduce their experience of
stress. As one of my yoga teacher friends often says, “Yoga changes us, and yoga
keeps us exactly the same.” What she means is that many people find that the practice of yoga helps them feel relaxed and confident, allowing their true selves to
shine brightly as they find some of their unnecessary or unhelpful habits beginning

ix
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to drop away. As you explore this manual, you may find that it encourages you to
change your storytime—and keep it the same. This work is not intended to present
a radical new approach to designing and implementing preschool storytime, abandoning the early literacy practices and other traditions that characterize storytimes
across the country and beyond. As you read with an open mind, you will find that
this work presents yoga and movement as tools that librarians and others can use
intentionally to engage children and families through embodied play. This work
honors and builds upon traditional storytime, as it presents new ideas for using a
millennia-old movement practice to enhance it.
This work is written specifically for public librarians working in youth services
departments and presenting storytime programs to preschool-age audiences. However, its use is not limited to the library setting. Early childhood educators may
discover ideas for incorporating yoga and movement into their circle times or daily
transitions. Children’s yoga teachers may use it to deepen their understanding of
child development and broaden their exposure to high-quality children’s literature.
Finally, parents and caregivers may glean some ideas for how to share yoga at home
with their young children in a fun and engaging way.
This book begins with a discussion of yoga and how it has changed over the
centuries. It dispels common myths or misunderstandings about yoga and moves
on to discuss the evidence-based benefits of yoga to adults and children. Guidance
is given on how to locate a qualified children’s yoga teacher to lead library programming, if necessary. Chapter 2 dives more deeply into the benefits of the use of
yoga and movement with preschool children, specifically exploring how yoga can
support children’s physical, social-emotional, and early literacy development. In
chapter 3, step-by-step direction is provided regarding how to design and launch a
yoga storytime program. Guidance is offered on general program design, materials
selection, and the logistical arrangements of physical space, props, and marketing.
A case study of librarians regularly offering a successful yoga storytime program in
their library is shared. Chapter 4 presents thirteen basic yoga poses and more than
two dozen variations of those poses, along with specific suggestions for how to use
the poses in a yoga storytime setting to stimulate children’s early learning. Chapter
5 offers a year’s worth of monthly yoga storytime program plans, fully designed and
ready to use. This work concludes with a list of professional materials and online
resources to assist you in your yoga storytime planning. A complete bibliography of
all materials used in the sample yoga storytime plans and suggested picture books
for such programming are also included.
This work represents a unique culmination of my experience in two seemingly
distant worlds, both of which have been central to my life for well over a decade.
My library work embraces my passion for empowering diverse and traditionally
underserved families through strategic outreach, creative partnerships, and culturally relevant programming. Over the years that I have been working in and with
libraries, I have also been studying yoga and mindfulness. These practices have
both changed me and kept me the same, allowing me to slowly release unhelpful
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patterns and come closer to my most authentic self. This process is a lifelong one;
though I am a yoga teacher today, I am always a student first. Sharing yoga with
children of all ages (from toddlers to teens) as a children’s yoga instructor has kept
me honest and dedicated to my own practice—those of us who work with children
know that they sure can smell a fake! It has also made me an even more fervent supporter of public libraries and all they have to offer to families. All these experiences
have come together to prepare me to write the book you are reading today.
It is my sincere hope that this work will inspire you to let your personality shine
more fully in the storytimes you lead, regardless of whether you ever include a
single yoga pose. I believe that our role as children’s librarians is to facilitate connection for the families we serve—connection with books and reading, with the public
library as an institution, and with one another. When we are authentic and present
in our work, willing to connect ourselves with the families we serve, we create an
environment in which it is possible for all these other connections to develop. Yoga
storytime can be a special way in which to foster this connection, a program in
which fun and creativity flow freely. Enjoy the journey.
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Chapter One

An Introduction to Yoga

W

hat is yoga? This seemingly straightforward question can
elicit a variety of responses, depending on who is asked.
Based on one’s experience and perspective, yoga may be
thought of as a form of exercise, a spiritual practice, a
fitness fad, a relaxation strategy, or an esoteric form of
self-torture! Often, yoga is defined as a union of the body, heart, and mind; yoga
is what we experience when these seemingly disparate parts of the self are brought
together. In order to move forward in discussing how yoga can be used in the storytime setting, it is helpful to first understand a bit more about what yoga is and is
not. The following section is intended to provide this context.

A Brief History of Yoga
Yoga is a contemplative movement practice that originated in ancient India, where
it has been practiced for at least two thousand years.1 The word yoga can be translated as “to yoke, join, or concentrate.”2 In the past, yoga was taught directly from
one teacher to one student, mostly men. Great emphasis was placed on meditation.
Physical practices were a means to purify and prepare the body to sit in meditation
for long periods of time. Two of the most important historical yoga texts are the
Yoga Sutra, credited to the Indian sage Patanjali, and the Bhagavad-Gîtâ.

MODERN YOGA
In the late 1800s, yoga masters from India began traveling to the West to share
the practice. From that period on, the practice of yoga went through tremendous
change. European gymnastics and an overall enthusiasm for health and physical
1
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strength prevalent in the early 1900s influenced yoga greatly. Teachers offered yoga
as a system for full-body health, and their students began to demonstrate and teach
their incredible feats of physical strength to large groups.3 Western interest in Eastern philosophy also increased interest in yoga and influenced how it was taught to
Westerners.4 Perhaps the most influential teacher of this time was T. Krishnamacharya, whose students B. K. S. Iyengar (founder of the alignment-based Iyengar
Yoga), K. Pattabhi Jois (founder of the intense vinyasa-style Ashtanga practice),
Indra Devi (yoga teacher to Hollywood stars in the mid-1900s), and T. K. V. Desikachar (founder of Viniyoga) went on to have tremendous influence on the spread
of yoga in the West.

YOGA TODAY
Today there is a yoga practice available for every body type and personality style,
from fast-paced vinyasa classes to deeply relaxing restorative classes to yoga that
has been adapted for special populations, such as senior citizens, pregnant women,
and children. Yoga is typically taught in a group setting by a trained yoga teacher
in a yoga studio, though with the rise of yoga’s popularity, it is common to find
classes being held today in gyms, community centers, public parks, and even libraries. Yoga classes commonly include yoga poses (asana), breathing practices (pranayama), meditation, and relaxation.

Yoga Myths
Perhaps the most important yoga myth to dispel is that yoga is a religion; it is not.
Though the roots of yoga are those of a spiritual practice, today yoga is generally
practiced in a completely secular manner. There is plenty of yoga philosophy available for interested students to explore and apply to their lives as desired, and some
may find that yoga helps them develop or deepen their spiritual lives. However,
many others simply enjoy the physical and mental benefits of the stretching and
relaxation the practice offers. What a student takes away from a yoga practice is
ultimately up to the individual.
Another pervasive yoga myth worth addressing is that one must be “flexible,”
possess a certain level of physical fitness, or look a certain way to practice yoga. This
is not true. Yoga is indeed for everybody, and a qualified yoga teacher will know
how to help students modify the practice to work best for their bodies. It doesn’t
matter if you can’t yet (or ever!) touch your toes, or if you can easily press yourself
up into a full backbend when you first step out of bed in the morning—yoga is for
everyone.5

Yoga Benefits
Though not long ago considered “fringe” or “counterculture,” yoga in the United
States today is very much mainstream. Thirty-six million people are practicing yoga
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in the United States, and this number continues to increase year after year.6 Over 28
percent of Americans have participated in a yoga class at some point in their lives,
often citing physical health and stress reduction benefits as their motivators.7 The
scientific community has taken note of these claims of positive mental and physical
benefits. Scientific research has found that practicing yoga can do the following:8
•
•
•
•
•

Reduce back pain
Reduce stress
Lower heart rate and blood pressure
Help relieve anxiety, depression, and insomnia
Improve overall physical fitness, strength, and flexibility

Yoga and Preschool Children
A child’s yoga is quite different from yoga for adults. Though many poses and practices are used in both adult and children’s yoga settings, there is no expectation of
precise form, rigorous flow, or extended silence in a child’s practice. Yoga can be
shared with children in a variety of contexts and by a variety of people, such as
yoga teachers in studios, classroom teachers in schools, librarians in storytime, and
parents or other caregivers at home.
As with adult yoga, yoga for children is becoming increasingly popular. A 2012
study found that 1.7 million children had practiced yoga in the previous year.9 As
with adult yoga practitioners, the number of children practicing yoga continues to
rise annually.10 Today, children are practicing yoga in over 940 schools across the
United States.11 Some researchers have wondered whether the benefits of an adult
yoga practice are applicable to children as well as whether there are other benefits
to children specific to their developmental stage. Though less quality research is
available on the specific benefits of yoga for children, some studies have found that
yoga can help children do the following:
• Improve self-regulation12 (which is considered an important component of
school readiness)
• Reduce the negative effects of stress and stress response13
• Promote attention and social skills14
• Improve endurance, strength, motor planning, motor performance, static balance, bilateral coordination, and flexibility15
• Improve cardiovascular health16
Research specific to yoga programs in school settings has found numerous positive
benefits to children as well, including increased emotional balance, attentional control, and cognitive efficiency as well as reduced anxiety, negative thought patterns,
reactivity, and negative behavior.17 No studies have found adverse effects on children from practicing yoga, suggesting that yoga has a high safety profile.18
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Children’s Yoga Classes Compared
with Yoga Storytime
Although a children’s yoga class and a yoga storytime will be similar in many ways,
they are not the same thing. The intentions of the two will be slightly different. The
skills, knowledge, and training of the person leading the programs will be different
as well. Let’s take a look at the two in a bit more detail.

CHILDREN’S YOGA CLASSES
Teaching yoga to children in an age-appropriate manner is the key goal of a children’s
yoga class. Yoga classes for children can be offered in many settings, including yoga
studios, fitness clubs, community centers, and even libraries. In a children’s yoga
class, yoga poses will be taught along with breathing practices, meditation, yoga
philosophy, and the like. Teaching yoga to children requires specialized knowledge
of anatomy, child development, yoga poses, and appropriate modifications for children. Therefore, children’s yoga classes should be led by a credentialed yoga teacher
who has specific training in the instruction of yoga to children.
YOGA STORYTIME
The goals of a yoga storytime, as with any storytime, are to engage children with
books and language and to model practices that support early learning to adult
caregivers. In a yoga storytime, yoga and movement are used as tools to help reach
these goals; they are means rather than ends. Nearly anyone with the necessary
skills and training required to lead professional storytimes for families and young
children can add basic yoga poses and movement into their storytime programs.
If you are presenting a yoga storytime, it is advisable that you have a regular yoga
practice of your own in order to be comfortable moving your own body into the
various yoga poses you are sharing with children. Be sure to clarify that you are not
a yoga teacher, particularly if you receive questions from adults about yoga. Have a
list of recommended children’s yoga resources and local classes that you can give to
families if they are interested in a more yoga-focused program than what you are
offering.
HIRING A CHILDREN’S YOGA TEACHER
If you are interested in providing yoga classes for children at your library, or if you
would like to offer a yoga storytime, but do not have any staff who are comfortable leading this style of programming, then you will need to hire a children’s yoga
teacher to present the program, either on her own or in cooperation with library
staff. The following are some key points to look for when hiring a yoga teacher.
• Appropriate yoga credentials. Teaching yoga is not a highly regulated profession in the way other fields, such as medicine, are. In most states, anyone can
call himself a yoga teacher, regardless of whether he has completed any training. That being said, Yoga Alliance (www.yogaalliance.org) is a nonprofit organization that works to regulate the industry. Most yoga studios require their
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teachers to have completed a minimum of two hundred hours of training at a
Registered Yoga School (RYS) and to have undergone the process of registering with Yoga Alliance to become a Registered Yoga Teacher (RYT). Anyone
using the RYT credential can be verified through the Yoga Alliance website.
Someone who has obtained this credential has completed at least two hundred
hours of training in the instruction of yoga; however, the amount of time spent
learning about the instruction of yoga to children (if any) varies from program
to program.
• Specific training in teaching yoga to children. Dozens of programs provide
training in the instruction of yoga to children, including Childlight Yoga, Yoga
Kids, Karma Kids Yoga, Rainbow Yoga, Little Flower Yoga, and many more.
Yoga teachers who are already RYTs can complete an additional ninety-five
hours of training specific to the instruction of yoga for children to obtain the
Yoga Alliance designation of Registered Children’s Yoga Teacher (RCYT).
Someone who has obtained this credential has completed a minimum of two
hundred hours of training in the instruction of yoga in general and an additional ninety-five hours of training just in the instruction of yoga to children.
This certification is the gold standard for children’s yoga teachers.
• Experience working with children. Experience can matter almost as much
as training when it comes to teaching yoga to children. A Registered Yoga
Teacher (RYT) may or may not be qualified to teach yoga to children, depending on her experience. When hiring a yoga teacher for kids, look for specific
training in children’s yoga instruction or experience working with children.
Ideal children’s yoga teachers will have a combination of both.
• Liability insurance. Professional yoga teachers are required by most yoga studios to carry their own liability insurance. Ask any yoga teacher you are considering hiring to supply proof of this insurance. In addition to providing extra
protection to the library in the extremely low chance of an injury, being able to
supply proof of this insurance is a mark of the teacher’s professionalism.
If you are interested in hiring a teacher to teach yoga classes for kids at your library,
look for someone who is either a certified children’s yoga teacher through one of
the many available children’s yoga programs or a Registered Yoga Teacher (RYT)
with experience teaching yoga to children. A Registered Children’s Yoga Teacher
(RCYT) is ideal but may be difficult to find. Depending on your area, expect to pay
a rate of $30 to $75 for a forty-five-minute program.

Concluding Thoughts
Yoga is understood differently by different people. It is a contemplative movement
practice that has changed greatly over time, spreading from its roots in ancient
India to every corner of the globe. Today there are specific yoga practices available
for all people, including children. As concerns regarding childhood obesity19 and
the effects of screen time20 rise, yoga offers a healthy opportunity for children to
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engage in physical activity, learn strategies for self-regulation, and interact socially
with other children and adults. As the next chapter will explore, yoga and storytime
combined can be powerful for supporting young children in their early learning.
Whether a storytime leader chooses to incorporate yoga on his own or decides to
hire a qualified children’s yoga teacher, the possibilities are unlimited for what a
yoga storytime can look like in action and how it can help engage young children
in body, heart, and mind.
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