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“Trauma Informed Yoga is People 
Informed Yoga”
Hala Khouri - Off the Mat Into The World 



Foundational Beliefs of TIY

● Everything we do, we do to feel better
● Trauma is a result of disempowerment, lack of 

resource, support, validation, and time stuffing 
emotions (having to behave as someone else wants 
you to)

● Dysregulation is at heart of violence and disconnection
● People are Resilient!  



Goals of TIY
The goal of a trauma-informed yoga practice is to build resiliency and 
establish greater self-regulation. It is about feeling safe in our bodies so 
that we can feel stable, cultivate self-esteem, and build healthier 
relationships with ourselves and others. 

Trauma informed Yoga also supports in:
● Cultivating a greater sense of safety from the inside out  
● Cultivating greater tolerance for sensory experience and increasing 

our window of tolerance
● Living more in the present moment
● Befriending and refriending the body



“The core experiences of psychological trauma are disempowerment
and disconnection from others. Recovery, therefore, is based upon

the empowerment of the survivor and the creation of new
connections.”

-Judith Herman, M.D. Trauma and Recovery

“For real change to take place, the body needs to learn that
the danger has passed and to live in the reality of the

present.”
-Bessel van der Kolk, M.D. The Body Keeps the Score



What Is trauma?
Any event that overwhelms our capacity to cope and respond. 

Shock Trauma- unexpected event that happens too fast, too soon and 
overwhelms our nervous system’s ability to respond. Includes: abuse, natural 
disaster, domestic and community violence, illness, and divorce

Developmental Trauma- Ongoing lack of appropriate and engaging social 
emotional interaction between a child and their caregiver. Includes: Neglect, 
chronic abuse, inadequate mirroring.



Shock Trauma 
Shock trauma is an unexpected terrorizing or horrifying event that happens too fast, too soon, and overwhelms our 
nervous system’s ability to assimilate. Either acute or chronic, shock trauma triggers a feeling of intense fear, 
helplessness, and loss of control. Examples of shock trauma include abuse, natural disaster, war, violence, illnesses, 
surgeries, car accidents, and divorces. Shock traumas are not as obvious as we might think and vary from person to 
person.

Examples of Traumatic Events (Ross, 2007):

• Physical or sexual abuse
• Car crashes
• Accidents
• Surgical and medical procedures
• Life-threatening illnesses or major injuries
• Falls
• Sudden and unexpected losses
• Drowning and suffocation
• Trauma associated with birth



Developmental 
Trauma 
Developmental trauma is 
attributed to an ongoing or 
chronic misattunement 
between a child and its 
primary caregiver. Examples of 
developmental trauma include 
neglect, chronic abuse, or lack 
of adequate mirroring.



-physical abuse 

- losing a home/homelessness

-sexual abuse 

- media violence

-emotional abuse                   

- death of a PC or family member

-neglect (physical or emotional)   

- severe illness (self)

-

Other examples of trauma
- domestic violence in the home 

- frequent hospitalizations

- community violence            - 

-fostercare placements

- natural disasters 

- disrupted placements (military,

adoption, etc)

- mental illness

(Jennifer Robers Miller, MS, LPC)



“Adverse childhood experiences are the 
single greatest unaddressed public 
health threat facing our nation today.”
-Dr. Robert Block 

Former President of the American Academy of 
Pediatrics



What we learned from the Aces 
study 

17,500 Adults were a part of the ACE study

- People usually experience more than one type of trauma 
- 67% had at least one ACE
- 1 in 8 had 4 or more ACEs

- The higher your ACE score, the higher your risk of health, emotional, and 
social problems later on in life.

- Heart disease, lung cancer, diabetes, autoimmune disease, depression, violence, victim of 
violence, suicide. 







Physical Symptoms of Trauma 
• Chronic chest or back pain

• Muscular tension

• Headaches

• Nausea

• Hyperarousal (faster heart rate, rapid 
breath)

• Flashbacks

• Nightmares

• Panic attacks

• Hypersensitivity to light, sound, smell, touch, 
or taste

• Feeling fatigued or drained



Cognitive Symptoms of Trauma 
• Disorientation and short attention span, 
confusion

• Inability to learn and concentrate

• Paranoid beliefs and obsessive or negative 
thoughts

• Tendency to become more radical, more 
polarized and more intolerant of differences

• Loss of the ability to reason and be 
reasonable

• Losing interest in one’s family, work, and 
passions

• Becoming cynical and disenchanted

• Self-blame

• Projection of violent thoughts onto others



Emotional Symptoms of Trauma 
Recurring, intense, unpredictable, and 
irrational emotions

• Dramatic mood swings

• Moodiness or irritability

• Uncontrollable feelings of fear

• Terror or rage long after the traumatic event 
is over

• Profound feelings of helplessness and 
hopelessness

• Despair

• Depression or numbness

• Disruption of the usual sense of safety and

predictability

• Loss of empowerment and trust



Behavioral Symptoms of Trauma 
Inability to function

• Isolating and cutting oneself off from 
resources

• Turning away from one’s resources

• Acting out

• Impulsive and risky behavior

• Meeting basic needs in destructive ways

• Addictions

• Strained interpersonal relationships

• Perfectionist or obsessive compulsive 
behaviors as

attempts to recuperate some sense of control





Trauma and the Brain

-traumatic events trigger chemical changes in 
the brain: increases in stress hormones such 
as cortisol and adrenaline

-PTSD is stored throughout the brain which 
makes it even more difficult to treat. 

Parts of the brain affected by PTSD:

Prefrontal cortex- thought and rational decision 
making  

Olfactory- smell

Sensory- pain

Limbic system -emotions, speech, hearing, sight





Trauma and the body
Trauma lives in the body and causes 
physiological dysregulation of the nervous 
system, where normal biological functions like 
sleep and digestion are thrown off.

Symptoms include: 

● Chronic chest or back pain
● Muscular tension
● Headaches
● Nausea
● Fast, shallow breathing
● Increased heart rate
● Hypersensitivity to light, sound, smell, 

touch or taste
● Fatigue



Fight of Flight 
Fight, Flight, Freeze 
Response: A sympathetic 
nervous response to a threat 
whereby energy is mobilized 
to either fight, flee, or 
freeze to get to safety. 
During the freeze response, 
the body stays still until 
the danger passes. These 
responses often occur without 
the awareness of the higher 
brain.





The Vagus System
The polyvagal theory holds that we are keenly 
attuned to social cues in our environment. It 
explains why a pleasant voice or warm smile 
can shift how we feel (Van Der Kolk, 2014, pg. 
78) or why just being in the presence of a 
calm, grounded person can make us feel safe 
and relaxed. It also substantiates why being 
ignored or disrespected can cause explosive 
rage or deep feelings of depression (Van Der 
Kolk, 2014, pg. 78).



The Vagus System
Our intricate ability to communicate and regulate 
our emotional experience can be attributed to a 
complex of nerves, including the vagus nerve, that 
act as a dimmer switch to modulate our social 
engagement and responses to our environment.

The many branches of the vagus nerve quickly send 
information between the brain and the body to 
maintain physical and emotional homeostasis. 
When life is calm (i.e. there is no immediate threat), 
the vagal system supports growth and social 
connection (Cozolino, 2010).

.

The polyvagal theory holds that we are keenly 
attuned to social cues in our environment. It 
explains why a pleasant voice or warm smile 
can shift how we feel (Van Der Kolk, 2014, pg. 
78) or why just being in the presence of a 
calm, grounded person can make us feel safe 
and relaxed. It also substantiates why being 
ignored or disrespected can cause explosive 
rage or deep feelings of depression (Van Der 
Kolk, 2014, pg. 78).



Unresolved Trauma 
• Capacity to self-regulate is damaged and one responds reflexively and 
impulsively

• Intense emotions drive reactions

• Capacity to reason and process information correctly diminishes 
considerably

• It is hard to maintain self-control

• General sense of trouble and unease



How can yoga and mindfulness help?
● Trauma Informed yoga addresses the physiological, mental, emotional, 

behavioral, and social symptoms of trauma by building self-regulation 
through physical resilience in the face of adversity. 

● Yoga and mindfulness connect students to their inner resources that can 
support them in working through discomfort, understanding their 
experience, and separate their feelings from their actions.

● Yoga and mindfulness give both teachers and students accessible, 
applicable tools in any setting and any moment (i.e. breath, visualization) 



TIY Supports Students Through… 
Sense of Self

● Yoga connects students with their inner experiences and allows students to discover their own sense of self. By 
building self-esteem and self-efficacy, yoga supports students to become more aware of who they are being 
and use yoga tools to help them become who they want to be.

Personal Safety
● Yoga brings awareness to emotions and helps students respond effectively. Students often experience greater 

self-respect through their yoga practice, which helps them set safe emotional and physical boundaries.
Self-Care

● Yoga allows students to be conscious of how they are treating themselves physically, mentally, and 
emotionally. Students learn tools to support health in their bodies and their minds.

Emotions
● Yoga supports self-awareness, self-regulation, and stress reduction. Students learn how to respond reflectively 

rather than reactively to life’s challenges. Yoga also nurtures emotional intelligence as students learn to consult 
their intuition when faced with complex life situations.



TIY Supports through...
Stress Management

● Yoga relaxation gives students the opportunity to unwind and release their stress. Students learn many 
stress management techniques and choose the ones that work best for them.

Expression
● A trauma informed yoga practice encourages students to bring clarity to what they are experiencing. 

Students build vocabulary around their emotions and sensations so they can better understand and 
communicate their experiences.

Resilience
● Trauma informed yoga education builds self-regulation and resilience by connecting students to inner 

resources so that they can better tolerate their discomfort, attune to their complexity of experience, and 
uncouple their emotions from their reactions.



Considerations for Teaching 
● Resources
● Timing
● Class Structure
● Pose modifications and variations 
● Instructing with different intentions (Direct, Supportive, Motivating)
● Proximity
● Language 



Language 
1. Respect. You expect respectful language and behavior from your students, so be sure to offer the same to 

them.
2. Invitation and Choice. The language of invitation provides a sense of welcoming without feeling controlling. 

Giving lots of options in your teaching and assuring students that they can choose the variation of the pose 
that feels right helps students to feel that they have ownership over their bodies and how they practice.

3. Sensation and Attention. Many students are not accustomed to paying close attention to the reality of their 
bodies and lives. In fact, they may have spent a lot of time and energy trying to get away from the pain of the 
present moment. For this reason, it is important to be slow and gentle as you encourage students to start 
attending to the sensations of their breath and body. Don’t be afraid of talking about sensation though. Healing 
comes through becoming more aware of who we are and how we feel, not through avoiding these experiences.

4. Positive Feedback. Many of our students have received very little positive feedback from adults. Find ways to 
encourage and support your students in their attempts. It’s a risk for them to put their bodies in awkward 
positions for people to see. Reward this risk with affirming, positive comments



Invitation 
● When you are ready…
● As it feels right for you…
● Consider...
● I invite you to notice…
● With curiosity notice…
● You may/might notice….
● Giving yourself permission to feel…
● Allow…
● With curiosity, notice where you mind is right now. If it is a place else 

outside of this room, you may consider asking it kindly to return to your 
breath.



Inquiry 
● How is your breathing?
● What, if anything, feels good?
● If nothing feels good today, what feels the least bad?
● How might you describe this sensation if you had to?
● Is your breath smooth or jagged, shallow or deep or
● some other quality?



Cultivating Compassion 
● Can it be okay to balance today? 
● Can it be okay to find imbalance today?
● Where, if anywhere, do you feel strong?
● Where you do not feel strong, could you send that part of yourself some 

kindness and compassion?



Resources 
● Orienting
● Grounding
● Centering
● Breath



Orienting 
A mental resource of being oriented in time and space.

Practice: On a physical level, slowly turning the head side to side and scanning 
the environment moves the striated muscles of the neck and head. When we 
are able to look around at our environment, we induce a physiological 
relaxation in our bodies and engage the social engagement system. This 
motion also helps an individual into present time to notice the world around 
them as it is.



Grounding 
A physical resource of being present with one’s body, especially one’s 
feet, legs, and the
earth beneath them

The invitation to feel our feet on the floor or to feel our legs move can 
shift energy into our lower body and change tension patterns.

For students who have a tendency to dissociate, grounding is an 
incredible tool to help them feel empowered
again. 



Centering 
A physical and mental resource of getting in touch with the muscles in the 
abdomen and internalizing one’s locus of self and control.

Being centered means knowing that your center of existence and personal 
power is inside of you. When we have experienced trauma, we can feel 
disempowered and uncentered. 



Pose Chart 



Common Poses Needing 
Modifications 

- Child’s Pose
- Down Dog
- Cat-Cow 
- Back Bends / Heart Openers 
- Hip Openers
- Forward Folds 
- Inversions 



Additional Resources
- The Body Keeps The Score (Bessel van der Kolk)
- Trauma-Informed Care: Treating Mental Health Effects of Early Trauma 

(Jennifer Roberts Miller, MS, LPC)
- TED Talk: How Childhood Trauma Affects Health Across A Lifetime (Dr. 

Nadine Burke Harris)
- Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), 

www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/acestudy/
- National Center for PTSD,  www.ptsd.va.gov
- Yoga Ed. Professional Institute 2 Building Blocks: Teaching Teen’s Yoga, 

Adolescents Guide, First Edition. 
- Yoga Ed. Professional Institute 1 Foundations: Teaching Children’s Yoga, 

Children’s Guide, First Edition. 
- Street Yoga Trauma Informed Yoga Training Manual
- Professional Institute 3 Expand Your Reach: A Trauma Informed Training for 

Youth Written by Hala Khouri, M.A., eRYT, Julia Bond, Brynne Caleda, 
M.Ed., eRYT,Kyra Haglund, M.S.W., SEP, eRYT

-
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