Yoga

supporting youth doing it tough

In this article, which is the second in a series about how yoga can positively
impact different population groups, Jill Danks from The Yoga Foundation
reports on the outcomes of a new yoga class available for challenged and
disadvantaged adolescents from Youth Off The Streets.
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Adolescence is a period of time
where we all go through some
of the biggest changes in our
lifetimes. Firstly, we have to
move from being a child to a
young adult, and secondly, we
are hit by big changes in our
hormones. Additional to this,
we have big demands from
within our educational system
to perform and achieve, and
this is often exacerbated by
pressure from within our home
environment. And if it is not
about achieving at school, it
might be we need to suddenly
get out and get a job, or maybe
find a place to live, or we may be
experiencing abuse from within
our home, from our friends or
from relatives.

Youth Off The Streets

Youth Off The Streets (YOTS)
based in Sydney is a nondenominational community
organisation that works for
disadvantaged young people
who may be homeless, drug
dependent and/or recovering
from abuse. YOTS supports
young people as they work to
turn their lives around and
overcome immense personal
trauma such as neglect,
physical, psychological and/or
emotional abuse. Without help,
these students have difficulty
finishing school and entering the
workforce.
An offshoot of YOTS is
the Chapel School that offers a
holistic nurturing environment
where adolescents (aged between
13 and 19) can re-engage with
school to finish Year 11, enter
the workforce, or embark on a
trade (Step-Up Program).

The school decided to try yoga to
teach them how to relax, to be
more mindful with their actions
and reactions, and to boost their
confidence.
School Manager Melissa
Davis said: “When the students
first heard that they would be
doing yoga they were turned off
completely. Now that yoga is part
of the curriculum attendance is
mandatory, but participation is
still up to them. I think it was the
word yoga that turned them off
in the beginning. However, after
the first session a couple of the
reluctant students said it wasn’t
that bad. Now there are quite a
few students asking when they
will be doing yoga again.”
Harriet Sciberras, the
teacher of these classes, is a
highly qualified yoga teacher
with postgraduate degrees in
Psychology and a Master of
Science Health Psychology.
Harriet designs the classes
holistically so they include poses
that specifically reduce stress and
anxiety, and build self-esteem.
She also touches on goal-setting
and time management. I asked
Harriet how these classes differ
from a typical suburban yoga
studio class.

“The biggest difference
is in the amount of selfagency the students
have over the content
of the class. It simply
wouldn’t work if I stood
out the front and told
them what poses to do.”

A weekly yoga class has recently been introduced to the
Chapel School Step-Up Program as students were often
expressing how stressed they felt but few had learnt
any techniques to manage feelings of stress or being
overwhelmed.
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“In the first class I said they
could just lie on their mat and
observe their breath (if they
wanted to) and they would be
doing yoga. I offered them 20
different options for what they
could get from the class and
asked them to choose what they
wanted.”

Recently Harriet asked the
students to split into groups
and prepare five poses that
they could teach to each
other. She was amazed at
how confident they were
and in control of their own
experience. “They got really
creative and started working
together in groups doing the
poses and balancing on each
other. It was so unpredictable,
given that the boys who did
this were the least engaged in
the first class”.
The other difference in this class
is the games that are played to
make the yoga concepts relevant.
One game is where everyone
sits in a circle, and rhythm and
singing is used while passing
balls to focus concentration.
Another is where rhythm is
created by playing drums on
the body with the hands which
supports finding a connection
between the body and mind.
Both these games mirror
meditation, which gives the
students an example of the mind
focusing on one thing.
Harriet has also observed
amazing developments in
the reduction of stress in the
students. They’ve evolved from
teasing each other to lessen their
own embarrassment, to focusing
on themselves and how they
are feeling in their body in the
moment.
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“There’s much less
commentary about
each other and much
more inward focus.
They’ve also let go of
a lot of their vigilance.
Many of these people
have very difficult
home lives so they
didn’t feel safe closing
their eyes in the class.
Now they close their
eyes.”
In terms of their increased selfesteem, they are much more
open and confident to try new
things like breathing techniques
and more challenging poses that
they originally thought were
impossible to do. They now ask
for the most advanced poses
possible and so we give them
a go. Harriet doesn’t adjust
their poses as alignment is less
important at this introductory
stage than ensuring their
involvement and engagement.
She lets the students find
their own version of the pose
to build their confidence. For
example, one of the girls had a
spontaneous outburst of pure
joy at the feeling of being present
in her body while she was trying
a physically challenging pose she
called ‘the pretzel.’

What do the students say
about their experience in
the classes?

Each week Harriet sees how the
students respond and react to
the yoga by their body language,
participation, questions and
mood. She always invites their
feedback and suggestions, which
have been very positive with
some of the most reticent and
reluctant students now showing
the most enthusiasm and
interest.
Students have self-reported
that they have learnt techniques
for stress management and
relaxing which they will continue
to use.
The secret to these students
having such a positive and
engaging experience is not having
any two yoga classes the same,
and letting the students choose
what they want to do with safe
oversight, always starting with a
focus on the breath and finishing
with a focus on deep relaxation.
From The Yoga Foundation
and Harriet’s perspective the
result is a group of adolescents
who are now connected to
themselves, to their peers and to
a community. School Manager
Melissa Davis wants to keep
offering yoga classes as the
mental benefits are becoming
more marked every week. “We
just absolutely love it.”

Learning To Relax

Savasana (corpse pose) is
always offered at the end of the
class and the students love it.
Many of the students are also
carers, or work hard on a farm
after school. They have a lot
of commitments and hardly
any downtime so it is great
to see them really enjoy the
opportunity to relax at the end.
One day one of the students had
a blissful look of calm on her
face as she experienced a body
scan meditation. It gave her
much comfort to know she could
achieve a sense of joy from being
in this state of relaxation.
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