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Abstract 

This study explored whether and in what ways Yoga could cultivate relationality among 

practitioners and enable them to live sustainably and regeneratively through creating 

regenerative selves. It examined whether and how practitioners used Yoga as a tool to cultivate 

relationality in the continuum between interiority and exteriority. The study explored 

relationality and the meaning-making experiences of female Yoga practitioners at a Yoga studio 

located in Wisconsin. Its design included both the teachers and students for an expansive view of 

relationality within Yoga practices. In Part 1, I observed Yoga classes focusing on how teachers 

perceive and practice relationality within their Yoga teachings. I also interviewed teachers to 

explore their perception and practice of relationality within their teachings and practice. In Part 

2, ten Yoga students were interviewed using open-ended questions that explored relationality 

based on a model of contemporary Eight Limbs of Yoga to capture deep meanings. Students 

reported in journals on their perceptions and practices of relationality in a small-group Yoga 

class and guided-visualization sessions. I used interpretive phenomenological analysis to develop 

one over-arching theme and three sub-themes. Themes were drawn for further research and 

recommendations for the fields of Yoga, transformative learning, and regenerative education.   
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Positionality Prologue 

As a 53-year old, divorced, single mother of two teenagers, my life and experiences have 

evolved considerably different than I anticipated. I was raised in a traditional patriarchal family, 

practicing Catholicism, which later I found to be at odds with my own deeply held values. My 

parents were very active in the community and fought strongly for what they felt was “right” and 

these familial teachings became influential in my worldview as I find my way as a teacher, 

mother, activist, healer, and human. As a business and social science teacher of higher education, 

my background was pragmatic and heavily focused on deductive reasoning. The social sciences 

help me to see the “world” through the social lens of group interactions and interconnectedness.  

At the age of 38, I completed my Master of Science in Continuing and Vocational 

Education at UW Madison. My research on the transformative learning experiences of those who 

are socially active, lead me to critical pedagogy in search of change while the emancipatory 

process of learners soon became central to my ontology. However, while immersed in the 

research process, my mother became ill and passed away. While supporting my mom, I 

discovered Reiki, an energy healing modality that brought me a sense of peace, calm, 

hope….and empowerment. Following her passing, one of my children experienced significant 

trauma at the hands of another. This event coupled with the death of my mom, drastically altered 

my worldview. I quickly spiraled into depression. Perhaps a blessing in disguise, I began a quest 

for spiritual and emotional healing.   

My search led to engagement in a variety of healing modalities. I trained with and by an 

American Indian Shaman and began to incorporate those teachings into my practice. I gained 

insight and appreciation into Buddhist and Hindu practices which have also become part of my 

onto-epistemology as I embraced the connection between human beings, Mother Earth, the 
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biosphere and the Universe. As part of my relational onto-epistemology, as suggested by Barad 

(2003, 2007), my knowing and being were becoming entangled. As I moved through this space 

and time, I married these practices as I continued my healing through spiritual and energy 

healing. I started a profession as a Reiki Master/Teacher. As a Reiki Master, I experienced a 

sense of calm and peace, but more importantly, I learned to sense, feel, and understand the 

physical energy of another being through my healing practice. I found myself engaging with 

Spirit, channeling with all living organisms. I began to be awed by the depth and beauty of our 

interconnectedness.  

The teachings of bell hooks and Thich Nhat Hanh (a Buddhist Monk), have influenced 

my view of teaching/learning. Thich Nhat Hanh suggests that as a teacher, we are healers in 

helping participants heal themselves through the transformation process and the connectedness is 

strengthened between the student/teacher through the mutual search for knowledge and personal 

growth (hooks, 1994). As bell hooks states, Thich Nhat Hanh “offered a way of thinking about 

pedagogy which emphasized wholeness, a union of mind, body and spirit” (hooks, 1994, p. 14). 

Affirming the “whole” human perspective, my teachings not only encourage participants to gain 

knowledge about the world and how to live in the world, but also remind me as a healer/teacher 

the “wholistic” human perspective is critical in the teaching-learning interaction. The systems 

perspective provides an understanding of the trees and the forests, and only through the focus on 

the forest can we conceptualize and develop a broader sense of learning (Capra, 2004). I found, 

through my journey, a profound opportunity to continue my healing through the power of the 

mind, movement of the body and awareness of spirit through breath.  

As a post-structuralist, my understanding of the world evolved as an emergent process of 

transformation where knowing is not static, rather an “iterative performative process of meaning-
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making” (O’Neil, 2015, p. 35). As an educator teaching social sciences in higher education, I 

continually strive to straddle the worlds of academia and holistic healing. The entanglement of 

these worlds is anything but smooth as I engage students in guided meditation while discussing 

the scholarly world of social justice and injustice. I feel deeply entangled to this topic and 

process due to my own life journey as an educator in social sciences focusing on social justice. 

Those roots are further deepened by my role as a Reiki practitioner and someone who has lost 

my faith in the allopathic tradition of medicine and healthcare. A difficult childbirth process of 

my own, along with my mother’s illness led me to community-based holistic wellness modalities 

in a search for healing. Healing is the process through which individuals and society search for 

peace and harmony between individual parts in an attempt to make a whole where the iterative 

process is intra-entangled. Living through personal turbulent times, I wonder, how can we bring 

forth emancipation and healing to individuals and society through healing of the self? How 

might we promote change through a relational pedagogy rather than through critical pedagogy 

and enact regenerative change? What tools might aid in this process of relationality? How might 

Yoga influence and aid in this change?  

Engaging in this research and dissertation writing has been tumultuous as I struggled to 

merge these worlds through my voice and writing style. Throughout this paper, my humble effort 

is to engage the reader in scholarly and historical material at times, and other times through my 

own voice and intuitive knowing as a holistic healer. Staying true to my authentic relationality, I 

intentionally use transition and shift in my voice. 

This dissertation was written interlacing personal narrative emphasizing questions while 

drawing from the personal experiences of the author. This format begins with the researcher (I) 

and “ends up with universalizable /generalizable themes that connect with the larger we” (WE) 
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(Nash & Bradley, 2012, p. 5). Although I am not using Personal Scholarly Narrative as a form of 

inquiry or research methodology, it is critical as the focus of my research is relationality. Thus, 

my relational voice is illuminated throughout the paper. I start each chapter with my personal 

narratives (I) while connecting to literature and generalizable themes and the larger (WE) as it 

connects to my research project. In this sense, I am writing through my reflections as they 

connect to the research and especially in Chapter 5, where I discuss contributions to the fields. 

These contributions to the selected fields have implicit and explicit implications for my own 

practice as an educator and scholar (also see, Clandinin and Connelly, 1989). Autobiographical 

narratives are shown in italics to differentiate and yet connect my story to the literature in each 

section. At times, I weave in my voice to the literature to bring authenticity to my work in 

relationality. I further engage the reader through italicizing rhetorical questions throughout this 

document and try to offer a response to these in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

“Sustainability is no longer the leading edge of our collective consciousness. Rather, the deeper 

principle is regenerative” (Stephens, 2018, para. 2). 

Situating the Reader: A Healing Story. 

It was the Fall of 2014, as I sat reflectively contemplating the meaning of my life as my 

marriage was coming to an end, leaving me an unemployed single mother of two. Each day, I 

attempted meditating, searching for peace and groundedness to guide me through the sense of 

loss and depression. I felt anything but peaceful and grounded. The transition led to a search for 

meaning and the strength to simply sustain my health and well-being and that of my children. 

Recognizing meaning-making while in transition is futile. The transformative learning process is 

an embodied experience where learning reveals itself after having moved through the seemingly 

awful experiences, we call the disorienting dilemma (Lawrence et al., 2013).  

My days were lonely as I questioned my future and that of my children and our ability to 

live sustainably and regeneratively. How would I sustain our financial livelihood and promote 

regeneration and health and well-being as I was suddenly unemployed and plummeted into 

depression? Having been a stay-at-home mom for several years, teaching as an adjunct and 

managing our company business, I pondered my “new norm” and questioned, “How we would 

survive?”. I was distraught with questions of financial and familial sustainability, recognizing 

the impact divorce would have on my children and their children. I was filled with a plethora of 

emotions that would rage through my body each day from confusion to sadness to anger, to love 

splattered with moments of peace. Grief in the loss of my marriage and more importantly grief at 

the loss of my in-tact traditional family for my children filled my daily existence. Moments of 

gratitude sustained me as I connected with my children reminding me to push forward. Each 
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day, I asked for strength to simply find a glimmer of hope and light, one which would illuminate 

a path through this eminent darkness into my family’s “new norm.” 

I recall the day, my friend said, “Lynn you need to come to Yoga with me”. I remember 

wondering, “How will this benefit me?”. All of my adult life, I had engaged in physical activity 

through aerobic exercise and always had been very healthy and well. At this juncture, however, I 

was no longer well. I took her advice and joined her at the local Yoga Studio. I attended 

infrequently but realized that Yoga provided me an opportunity to connect with like-minded 

individuals and created a sense of peace and calm. I felt surrounded by love in the company of 

strangers. The practice helped me center and focus in the following minutes, hours and 

sometimes days of each class. I often reflect on those dark days illuminated by my Yoga practice. 

I wonder, “What is different about this practice than other practice I regularly engage in? How 

did my Yoga practice bring me from a place of separation and help me to connect relationally, 

not only to myself but others and bring me to a sense of peace and calm…and gratitude?” This, 

and all of our life’s experiences define our onto-epistemology as through our daily “intra-

actions” with the world, we emerge through a continual ebb and flow, shifting and changing as 

with the flow of the river. 

Dualism and Rationality. 

Throughout this document, I refer to Cartesian dualism as dualism or dualistic thinking 

and discuss the origination of this ontological and epistemological belief system (intentionally 

distinctly separate) and the influence on contemporary society. The dualistic paradigm 

perpetuates an individualistic separation of the world, where individuals, organizations and 

communities are independent of one another. I wonder, how might we re-enlighten educators 

and citizens to engage shift their dualistic onto-epistemological approaches to relational 

approaches 
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that address regenerative and sustainable challenges? 

Relationality Within This Study. 

In this section, I discuss relationality at both macro (societal) and micro (individual) 

levels and segue to living regeneratively through relationality. Relationality refers to the 

dynamic, reciprocal relationship with the self and the biosphere. Spretnak (2011) defined 

relationality as “All entities in the natural world, including us, are thoroughly relational beings of 

great complexity, who are both composed of and nested within contextual networks of dynamic 

and reciprocal relationships” (p. 4). Human beings, according to Spretnak “are not fixed” … “but 

are fluid and connected in multiple ways, particularly at the energy level, within a vast living 

network” (in Lange 2012, p. 199). How might Yoga fit within this living network? Spretnak 

illuminates relationality as an alternative to the modern, Cartesian dualistic approach, where 

“systems of knowledge that have shaped modernity; that all entities in the natural world, 

including humans, are essentially separate and they function through mechanistic ways of 

interacting” (2011, p. 4). Is it possible that Yoga practice involves this potential energy level and 

living network as explained by Spretnak and Lange?  

Traditional education designed through modern society’s mechanistic, reductionist lens, 

leaves scholars in the field of education searching for a resolution to the impact on the individual 

and societal whole (O’Sullivan 1999; Shepard et al., 2018; Spretnak, 2011; Sterling, 2001). The 

“minimal self” as defined by O’Sullivan & Taylor (2004) is at the apex of our “deeply truncated 

sense of the self that has caused great suffering, alienation, and fragmentation in our century” (p. 

11). From an ecological perspective, there is no individuality without the individual sense of 

community. I agree with O’Sullivan (1999) as he asserted that we are all an integral part of 

reality and to recognize and be in relation to oneself is to be in communion in such a way that we 
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can integrate with those in our community. Living within our nested world, within the context of 

the Universe, we can recognize the wider connectedness and the need to live within and among 

its beings in an interconnected way.  

In this study, I explore solutions to living sustainably and regeneratively through 

relationality and the Indian philosophy of Yoga. I explored Yoga in relation to integrative health, 

living sustainably and regeneratively. My research offers a possible means for transforming the 

techno-industrial dualistic and mechanistic approach to living and learning, into one which 

values ecological thinking, integrating relationships with self, others, and the biosphere. 

Sustainable/regenerative selves were also explored.  

Without recognizing our individual regenerative sustainability, and healing through 

integrating these aspects of interiority with our exteriority, finding solutions to societal issues is 

hardly possible. For this study, interiority refers to nourishing the individual body, mind, and 

soul. Exteriority refers to external influences such as career, social networks, etc. 

The lens of the contemporary movement of sustainability minimizes the “negative 

impacts our decisions have on the health and well-being of ourselves, our businesses, our 

community, and Nature” (Stephens, 2018, para. 3). The sustainability movement falls short as it 

accentuates a means to maintain the status quo, deficient in capturing regeneration as necessary 

to maintain the life of any ecosystem. Stephens asserted, “Regenerative systems enhance health 

and well-being, restore and replenish what has been damaged, and take into consideration the 

whole of life” (2018, para. 4).  

As my literature review progressed, I found that research on educational sustainability 

aligned with the contemporary movement, evolving from sustainability to regeneration, 

specifically regenerative selves and regenerative education. As sustainability seeks to maintain 
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the status quo, a regenerative mental model requires a shift in thinking which considers whole-

systems, or living systems while recognizing the entirety of the system as an interconnected, 

dynamic organism (Reed, 2006). Thus, I explored the regenerative rather than sustainable 

processes. Relationality within the context of regeneration seeks to recognize all living systems 

as interconnected, and they are dynamic organisms. 

Problem Statement  

“If we want the chances of a sustainable future, we need to think relationally” 

(Sterling, 2009, p. 1). 

Dualistic in nature, historically, the techno-industrial worldview has perpetuated the 

epidemic of separation and disconnect at all levels. Cartesian dualism negates the integration and 

relational ontology necessary for living throughout modernity. Economic, religious, healthcare, 

educational and political institutions examine social issues through this dualistic lens, while the 

need for integration and system-view of life is ignored. On an individual level, this separation of 

the self with the greater whole leads to disease and discontent through a lack of self-awareness. 

Orr contends the problems of sustainability cannot be solved by rational means, rather require 

“spiritual awareness” (2002, p. 1459). When individuals consciously recognize their connection 

to their breath and bodily functioning, on a micro level, they may live more wholly in society. 

On a macro level, this separation leads to adverse social issues through a lack of awareness and 

empathy of our connection to the biosphere. How do we move our dualistic society to one where 

individuals appreciate the importance of intuition and other ways of knowing that include 

envisioning well-being as an integral process, rather than simply treating the individual and 

societal symptoms of illness and disease? 

As we become increasingly aware and concerned about health and well-being on the 
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macro and micro levels, solutions to societal issues, individual health, well-being, and happiness, 

integrative health modalities such as Yoga are in demand. Individuals seek stress-reduction tools 

to explore and manage personal relationality as it pertains to the interiority and exteriority of 

their regenerative selves. Is it possible to shift our awareness to foster healing in self and others? 

What is the relationship between sustainable and regenerative education and society? Focusing 

on healing, learning and social issues through a dualistic lens negates the connection and healing 

that potentially can manifest through integration of the whole. Sustainability educators (Sterling, 

2001; Orr, 1992; Lange, 2004; O’Neil, 2018) call for a shift from the techno-industrial 

mechanistic paradigm to one which values ecological thinking. The shift occurs through third-

order change, which moves the focus from the individual and material to a focus on “the other in 

our thinking and transactions” (Sterling, 2001, p. 53). To reach third-order change, we need to go 

beyond the mind-body dualism and into mind-body holism or relationality.  

Rationale & Focus of Study 

This exploratory study focused on Yoga and sustainable/regenerative selves within one 

Yoga studio. Specifically, I explored students’ and teachers’ perceptions and practices of 

relationality within their Yoga practices. I focused on relationality and the integration of 

interiority and exteriority as a means to examine personal and societal healing through 

sustainable/regenerative selves. This study draws and contributes to the field of Yoga, drawing 

further implications for transformative and regenerative education and sustainability through 

relationality. 
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A secondary purpose of this research was to make the following recommendations: 

• Yoga instructors to operationalize relationality within their teachings.

• Relationality and performativity within transformative, regenerative, and

sustainability learning and education.

The research question was, What do Yoga students and teachers in one studio perceive 

and practice about relationality? 

This exploratory study emerges from my personal healing practices and professional 

experiences and focused on Yoga and sustainable/regenerative selves at one Yoga studio, 

(hereinafter referred to as Yoga Studio) in Wisconsin. Specifically, I explored students' and 

teachers’ perceptions and practices of relationality within their Yoga practices. I focused on 

relationality and the integration of interiority and exteriority as a means to examine personal 

healing and the cultivation of sustainable/regenerative selves. I used Patañjali’s Eight Limbs of 

Yoga as a classical guide (Table 1) to serve as a prescription for moral and ethical conduct while 

developing a contemporary guide for sustainable/regenerative selves and society (Table 3). This 

study both drew and contributes to the field of Yoga, depicting further implications for 

transformative and regenerative education and sustainability. 

Glossary of Terms 

• Autopoiesis: Any living organism where it “does not need any information from the

environment to be itself” (Capra & Luisi, 2014, p. 134). Autopoiesis, a term coined

by Maturana and Varela (1980) means self-meaning making, where auto means “self”

and poesies means “making”. Autopoiesis explains “a system capable of sustaining

itself due to a network of reactions which continuously regenerate the components –

and this from within a boundary “of its own making”” or the system undergoes a
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continual process of self-organization where “the product of an autopoietic system is 

its own self-organization” (Capra & Luisi, 2014, p. 134).  

• Balance: A state of dynamic balance between physical, psychological or social

domains as necessary for living organisms to remain in good health. Continued stress

in any of these domains, may lead to illness, disease or injury.

• Brahman: In Hindu religion, Brahman is considered as the ultimate reality, supreme

existence, “eternal, conscious, irreducible, infinite, omnipresent, and the spiritual core

of the universe of finiteness and change” (Duignan, 2020, para. 1).

• Cartesian Dualism: Cartesian dualism, developed by philosopher Rene’ Descartes,

refers to the division or separation of two contrasting aspects of one concept, (i.e.,

mind/body, humans/animals, conservatives/liberals, interiority/exteriority). Dualism

depicts the mind and body as separate and significantly influenced healthcare

practices that treat symptoms rather than the core of the problem (the whole body as

an ecosystem).

• Ecological consciousness: A sense of being part of, being directly related and

engaged with the natural world.

• Complementary alternative medicine (CAM): A term used for practices such as

massage, Tai Chi, herbal supplements or natural products. These are used in

conjunction with standard medicine and are not considered standard medicine. They

are often used to lessen pain and side effects from medications.

• Eight limbs of Yoga: The eightfold path of Patañjali’s Yoga Sutra is Ashtanga,

which is often referred to as “eight limbs (ashta=eight, anga=limb)” (Carrico, 2007,

para. 1). The eight limbs are guidelines for living a meaningful and purposeful life, as
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discussed in the 195 Yoga Sutras. “They serve as a prescription for moral and ethical 

conduct and self-discipline; they direct attention toward one's health; and they help us 

to acknowledge the spiritual aspects of our nature” (Carrico, 2007, para. 1). See Table 

1 for the Patañjali’s Eight Limbs of Yoga. 

• Entanglement: I borrow this from O’Neil (2015, p. 315) who reinforces Baradian

thinking where “the closest term for inseparability is entanglement”, the individual

emerges through an intra-entanglement with their interiority of the body, mind and

soul and exteriority are the outside forces. Together these intra-dependent forces of

matter make meaning (Barad, 2007).

• Exteriority: In this study, exteriority refers to forces outside of our control, external

forces such as occupations, communities, laws and policies, and social norms. These

external forces envelope and bind us and provide opportunities for living, within the

biosphere.

• Imbalance: Health is a “state of dynamic balance, whereas illness is a “consequence

of imbalance and disharmony” (Capra & Luisi, 2014, p. 331). The imbalance occurs

on the physical, psychological, social or spiritual realms. An imbalance may be a

result of chronic stress where consciously or unconsciously, illness or injury

alleviates the stress as a “way out” (Capra & Luisi, 2014, p. 332).

• Interiority: In this study, interiority refers to nourishing the body, brain, and soul

(P. Parajuli, personal communication, April 15, 2019). Interiority encompasses the

internal aspects of human existence (emotional courage, living life with clarity,

authenticity, having awareness of emotions and more importantly recognizing

emotions in the physical body). Through interiority, we acknowledge the need for
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balance in our life. For this research, the definition includes awareness of body 

functions, breath, energy flow, ease, and dis-ease.  

• Onto-epistemology: Where ontology describes our way of being in our world,

epistemology describes our way of knowing, onto-epistemology is the intersection

between knowing and being. As Barad (2007) stated, onto-epistemology is “the study

of practices of knowing in being” (p. 185).

• Performativity: Language, a social construct, becomes part of our reality through

enactment and movement. If done effectively, performativity may move social

change through language and bodily movement.

• Rationality: A term widely used in scholarly studies, can be interpreted in many

ways. For this paper, rationality is synonymous with mechanistic, empiricism and the

scientific method where all reality may be explained through deduction, logic, and

reasoning.

• Reiki: Reiki is a holistic wellness approach to energy healing. Reiki originated in

Japan and was founded by Dr. Usui in the 1800s. The word Reiki translates to

Universal Life Force Energy and is an energetic healing modality that supports a

return to balance within the human body. Reiki aligns with the underlying yogic

principles of Chakras or energy centers. In addition to this underlying premise, is the

fundamental belief in life balance. Life balance between our interiority and exteriority

are necessary for our breakthroughs in healing.

• Relationality: Relationships among the many parts within any system, both living

and non-living. It delineates how the webs of life constitute and renew and regenerate

themselves. In this study, relationality refers to connections Yoga practitioners make
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among their interiority and exteriority as well as living systems. In a living and 

thriving relationality, entanglement between interiority and exteriority occurs. 

Scholars have stated that without a strong sense of relationality, persons lack the 

empathy and skills to be beneficial members of the planet (Spretnak, 2011). 

• Social autopoiesis: Connections between the concept of living systems and the social

domain. Social networks contain the same principles as biological networks (Capra &

Luisi, 2014). Social autopoiesis maintains that any social network is organized with

“internal rules that generate both the network itself and its boundary” (Capra & Luisi,

2014, p. 137). The goal of any social institution is to main a static, dynamic mode

where new members and ideas enter and eventually become part of the system (Capra

& Luisi, 2014).

• Structural coupling: One aspect of autopoiesis where the living system relates to the

external environment. Structural coupling refers to the relationship with the

environment where “through recurrent interactions, each of which triggers structural

changes within the system” the cell maintains itself (Capra & Luisi, 2014, p. 135). At

the cellular level, a cell membrane continually exposed to pollutants eventually

experiences change. A child living in a state of continual abuse or trauma eventually

changes their response to adjust to their external environments based on their

experiences.

• Structural determinism: Establishes how living and non-living respond to the

environment. For example, if you kick a stone, the stone reacts to the environment

through a linear chain of events and Newtonian mechanics (Capra & Luisi, 2014).
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However, if you kick a human, the result is unpredictable as the living organism 

responds according to its own nature.  

• Sustainable/regenerative selves: Sustainable self refers to maintaining life and

stability by making changes to diminish the impact of negative behaviors on health

and well-being. Similar to living systems, regenerative self refers to the human ability

to maintain health and well-being while regenerating these aspects of self.

Regenerative self refers to recognizing enhancing health and well-being through

restoring and replenishing what has been damaged and recognizing the whole of life

(Stephens, 2018).

• Sustainability: Maintaining life and stability by making changes to diminish the

impact of negative behaviors on health and well-being, businesses, communities, and

nature (Stephens, 2018). Sustainability seeks to maintain the status quo without

further degradation to the balance of the ecosystem.

• Systems theory: During the 1970s, with new mathematics, and the analysis of non-

linear systems, the concept of self-organization emerged (Capra & Luisi, 2014).

Order and disorder are at the foundation of systems theory, perpetuating the ever-

changing state. Systems theory may be applied to systems engineering, systems

analysis, organizations, and nations.

• Systems view of life: Views living organisms “in the totality of its mutual

interactions” (Capra & Luisi, 2014, p. 130). Systems theory, as established by

Bertalanffy and later Prigogine, conceptualizes any living system as an open system,

within a continual state of flow and change (Capra & Luisi, 2014).
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• Third-order change: Orders of change which may take place during the learning

process, as follows:

1. First-order change refers to learning about daily activities and information,

which ultimately leaves basic values unexamined.

2. Second-order change involves critical thinking and reflection. It explores

assumptions and values through metacognition and self-evaluation.

3. Third-order change heightens our awareness resulting in a new way of seeing

and thinking about our world. We re-evaluate our way of being in the world. It

leads to a deeper awareness of alternative ways while embodying the change

which ultimately leads to new ways of living within our world (Sterling,

2001).

• Transformative sustainability learning (TSL): It necessitates the affective,

cognitive, physical and spiritual aspects of self as an intra-entangled process

necessary for sustainable behaviors. Transformative sustainability learning broadens

Mesirow’s transformative learning by incorporating individual wholeness and

relationality in the learning process. Transformative sustainability learning promotes

perspective transformation and sustainable and regenerative values on the micro and

macro level.

• Yoga: Derived from the Sanskrit word Yuj that has been defined as follows: to bind,

join, attach, yoke, or reunify humankind with the universe, and ultimately the human

from mind-body-spirit fragmentation (Criswell & Patel, 2003, p. 202; Iyengar, 1965,

p. 19). In this dissertation, capitals are used to distinguish between Yoga as spiritual

practices, and yoga as physical practices. 
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• Yoga Sutra: Written by Patañjali, the Yoga Sutras are a collection of 195 aphorisms,

or rules of Yoga. The inspiration, wisdom, and direction for living life are included

within the Sutras.

Theoretical Framework 

The overarching onto-epistemology for my study is the intra-action between relationality, 

living systems theory, Yoga theory, and transformative sustainability learning (transformative 

learning through relationality). While each of these theories lends themselves to regenerative and 

sustainable selves; through an intra-action within permeable boundaries, these theories become 

one. The theoretical frameworks for this study emerged through the literature review. As is 

elaborated in chapter 5, this study drew and contributes to the field of yoga, drawing further 

implications for transformative sustainability learning and regenerative education. 

First, I discuss Capra’s living systems theory, as living systems provide the foundational 

framework for all theories to emerge. Next, Yoga connects these theoretical frameworks as the 

tool to create a reciprocal relationship between living systems. Lastly, I explore transformative 

learning through Yoga as a means for creating a sustainable society through regenerative and 

sustainable selves. It is through the combination of these various perspectives that I find my 

combined lens that influences my theoretical framework (Figure 1). 



REGENERATIVE SELVES 24 

Figure 1. Theoretical Framework: Lotus Flower 

I depict this theoretical framework through, and as the Lotus Flower. Within Yoga 

philosophy, a lotus is described as inspiring strength through adversity while seeking beauty in 

search of enlightenment through life’s unpleasantries. Consistent with my view of 

poststructuralism, as all rhizomes, the Lotus embraces a system of growth where rather than a 

hierarchical system, as a tree grows from the ground up, the Lotus plant grows nomadically and 

is ever-changing. The rhizome is in a continual state of expansion, from the middle point and 

resists the dualistic, beginning and end processes. Instead, it is in a continual state of emergence. 

The Lotus depicts the intersection of these theories through a reciprocal and non-linear 

relationship with Yoga as the co-joining and co-coiling, vehicle. 

Living Systems Theory 

As I examined sustainable/regenerative selves, relationality, and sustainable living, I was 

drawn to Capra’s living systems theory. As Capra & Luisi (2014) propose, “all living systems 

share a set of common properties and principles of organization” (p. 80). As all living organisms 

and ecosystems are bounded by a permeable body, the organism responds through a reciprocal 

relationship with the internal and external environment. Thus, living systems theory illuminates 
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the need for healthy relationships between and among all living beings. According to Capra & 

Luisi (2014) without examining these relationships, we are omitting the dynamic connectedness 

of these systems and the examination is futile.  

All ecosystems are regenerative; the individual organism is regenerative; the human is 

regenerative and the earth/biosphere is regenerative. Through the continual interplay between the 

individual parts of an ecosystem, regeneration and living regeneratively is possible. This unified 

lens and integration of the mind, body, and spirit, rectifies the fragmentation of self and we 

create deep meaningful experiences through the unified whole (Criswell & Patel, 2003; Capra & 

Luisi, 2014; Capra 2018a). Ultimately, the integration of conscious and subconscious behaviors 

dynamically affects self and others where the “state of well-being, resulting from a dynamic 

balance that involves the physical and psychological aspects of the organism as well as its 

interactions with its natural and social environment” is attained (Capra, 1982, p. 323). Conscious 

awareness of the unified whole, recognizing the impact of behaviors on the body, results in 

healthier choices and long-term benefits. Through autopoiesis, the living system is a self-

generating organism continually adapting to the environment and sustaining health and well-

being (Capra & Luisi, 2014). Through this process of autopoiesis, regeneration is possible. In 

this next section, I ask, how might Yoga influence the state of well-being and the dynamic 

balance of the organism and influence regeneration? 

Yoga Theory 

In this section, I provide a brief history of Yoga theory, to situate the reader followed by 

an in-depth discussion of the theory and foundational underpinnings. Exploring Yoga through 

the sustainable and regenerative lens, one might ask, How does Yoga guide us in being more 

sustainable and regenerative? How does Yoga inform learning, “third-order change” as 



REGENERATIVE SELVES 26 

explained by Sterling and ultimately move towards regeneration/sustainability at both the micro 

and macro levels?  

Through the lens of the Indian tradition of Yoga, the “greatest suffering manifests as a 

result of spiritual alienation. We are asleep, unaware of our true Self,” where the “traditions 

suggest various ways in which one can heal the sense of spiritual alienation” and the 

“reunification of humankind with the universe” (Criswell & Patel, 2003, p. 202). 

The term Yoga is derived from the Sanskrit word Yuj which means to bind, join, attach, 

yoke, or reunify humankind with the universe, and ultimately the human from mind-body-spirit 

fragmentation (Criswell & Patel, 2003; Iyengar, 1965). Yoga is a systematized practice and way 

of being where one’s intellect, mind, and emotions are in union and balance. It teaches us to be 

united to, or in communion with life. Yoga is a science and is taught through physical mindful 

practice and is used to complement other therapeutic modalities including psychotherapy. In this 

paper, capitals are used to distinguish between Yoga as spiritual practices, and yoga as physical 

practices. 

Yoga was first developed by Patañjali “in his classical work, the Yoga Sutras” (Iyengar, 

1965, p. 19). The teachings originated as one of the six orthodox systems of Indian philosophy. 

These traditions include Bhakti, Yoga, Vedanta, and Tantra (Iyengar, 1965). Each Yogic system 

shares the assumption “that our psychological and physical discomforts spring from our sense of 

spiritual alienation and that these different traditions are but ways to address that alienation so 

our fragmented being can be healed” (Criswell & Patel, p. 202).  

Patañjali’s “systemization of the yogic path embodies the essential aspects of all types of 

Yoga” (Criswell & Patel, 2003, p. 207). The yoga system, also termed Raja Yoga, the eight-

limbed yoga, the eightfold path yoga, or ashtanga yoga, is a set of guidelines and rules for living 
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life. The eightfold path or eight-limbed yoga is the system within the Yoga sutras which 

ultimately leads to universal oneness. The eight limbs (stages), labeled in the ancient Indian 

language of Sanskrit, contain the outer and inner stages. The outer practices in Limbs 1 through 4 

relate to the external, behavioral and physical aspects of yoga. These are the Yama and Niyama 

(i.e., behavioral dos and don’ts), Asanas (i.e., postures), Pranayama (i.e., breath control). The 

inner practices in limbs 5 through 8 focus on the internal and spiritual aspects of yoga (i.e., 

pratyahara). Table 1 provides a summary.  

Table 1. Patañjali’s Eight Limbs of Yoga 

Limb Practice 

1. Yama Rules for behavior: nonviolence, spiritual conduct, compassion, noninjury and ethical 

relationships (Iyengar, 1965; Criswell & Patel, 2003). 

2. Niyama “Self-purification by discipline”, cleanliness, contentment and belief and surrender to 

the divine (Iyengar, 1965, p. 21). 

3. Asana “Posture” (Iyengar, 1965, p. 21). The body as a temple to be cared for in spiritual 

growth.  

4. Pranayama Breath: designed to “gain mastery over the respiratory process while recognizing the 

connection between the breath, the mind and the emotions” (Iyengar, 1965, p. 21). 

5. Pratyahara “Withdrawal and emancipation of the mind from the domination of the senses and 

exterior objects” (Iyengar, 1965, p. 21). Focused attention moves from the external to 

the internal. 

6. Dharana “Concentration” (Iyengar, 1965, p. 21). Created through the previous five stages, 

concentration is free of distractions. 

7. Dhyana Aware without focus. “Meditation” (Iyengar, 1965, p. 21) or contemplation through the 

uninterrupted flow of concentration.  

8. Samadhi “State of super-consciousness brought about by profound meditation in which the 

individual becomes one with the object of his meditation” (Iyengar, 1965, p. 21). State 

of ecstasy.  
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All yoga practices “are attempts to leave the fragmented, alienated sense of self and 

existence and regain union” (Criswell & Patel, 2003, p. 204). The ultimate goal of yoga, as 

intended by Patañjali is “union with All” (in Criswell & Patel, 2003, p. 215), however more often 

than not, individuals focus on the “lesser goals” of “peace of mind, love and openness, physical 

abilities, control of mind” and concentration, stress reduction, bodily health, etc. (Criswell & 

Patel, 2003, p. 212). Each yoga approach moves participants toward self-realization, freedom, and 

ego-transcendence. Table 2 provides a summary of approaches: 

Table 2. Yoga Approaches 

Hatha Yoga of posture (Asana) and breath (Pranayama) control: the way of self-transformation 

primarily through physical disciplines 

Raja Yoga of mind control: through meditation and mental discipline. 

Jnana Yoga of knowledge seeks to transcend the ego through the pursuit of knowledge and truth. 

Karma Yoga of action: selfless service. 

Bhakti Yoga of love: the way of love and devotion where the focus is on higher reality. 

Tantra Yoga of transcendence: all of the human experience is a trigger for self-transcendence. 

(Criswell & Patel, 2003) 

Through a series of postures, movement and breathwork, Yoga has been found to reduce 

stress and anxiety while promoting physical well-being. Yoga is believed to increase muscle 

movement and flexibility, promote an increase in physical power, and calm the inner spirit. 

When practiced regularly as a spiritual discipline, Yoga creates unification and wholeness 

(Criswell & Patel, 2003). In Ancient Indian culture, Yoga incorporates psycho-spiritual training 

throughout the lifespan with segments spanning twenty-five years, beginning at birth (Criswell & 

Patel, 2003). The first stage incorporates Yogic teaching to provide a solid foundation for the 

development of growth and ultimate potential. At an early age, the “mind and body is supple and 

can be effortlessly bent and stretched” (Criswell & Patel, 2003, p. 212). When children are 
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taught scriptures and theoretical knowledge while gaining an experiential understanding of Yoga, 

children move through later stages, their initial training and education become solidified as a 

means of living through Yoga (Criswell & Patel, 2003).  

Transformative Learning Through Relationality 

Learning in adulthood has been the focus of educators in recent decades with the 

introduction of transformative learning by Mezirow (1991). According to Mezirow, adult 

learning differs from traditional pedagogical practices as adult learners may experience 

perspective transformation leading to new ways of living and being in their daily lives. The onto-

epistemological shift occurs through self-awareness and reflection. Perspective transformation, 

according to Mezirow, occurs through cognition and the intellect where the disorienting dilemma 

is the catalyst for the transformative learning process, that which sets it apart from other learning 

(1991). The disorienting dilemma, an experience that is crucial to one’s evolution, thrusts them 

into chaos and confusion and is the catalyst for perspective transformation. Through deep 

learning and self-awareness, we are pushed into further exploration and self-reflection. This 

process illuminates the ever-evolving transformative process. A complete alteration in one’s 

knowing and being within the world occurs, thereby an onto-epistemological shift. I wonder, 

how might deeper awareness of regenerative selves and sustainability be possible through 

transformative learning? 

The connection with self is significant as we make decisions and judgments based on 

emotions. According to Singleton, emotions are the reason for action, where people “tend to who 

or what they love” (2015, p. 3). Nourishing one’s soul, and creating healthy relationships first 

with ourselves and others, leads to building healthy relationships with the natural world (Kumar, 

2012, 2013). The connection with self enables us to move within our world with ease, and within 
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the social and natural environment, and make individual and societal change. I agree with Ettling 

and Guilian (2004) who stated that the relational context also influences the process “not only 

cognitively, but also emotionally, spiritually, and physically” (p. 119). Relationality is connected 

to sustainability through what O’Sullivan (2008) called a new “human-Earth relationship”, one 

which stops the destructive “industrial consumer society and forge(s) a new creative presence” 

(p. 27). When we recognize that humans are part of the greater web of life, we can move toward 

sustainable and regenerative selves and move our planet to one which is sustainable and 

regenerative. For this study, sustainable/regenerative selves refer to recognizing healing and 

well-being through restoring and replenishing what has been damaged and recognizing the whole 

of life (Stephens, 2018). Is it possible for Yoga to influence this recognition? 

As proposed by Sterling (1991), during third-order change we re-evaluate our way of 

being in the world, we embody the change. Rather than knowing about change that is needed, 

and being aware of what needs to happen, we change our behaviors and embody that change. 

The change becomes part of our new way of living within our world.  

Reflecting upon my own experiences and spiritual practices throughout my journey, 

namely Buddhism, Hinduism, and Indigenous philosophies, I began to recognize that 

transformative learning, as described by Mezirow, fell short for my purpose here. It emphasized 

and focused more on the cognitive, conscious process, rather than a co-evolving embodied 

relationship. This process perpetuates growth and transformation through the interaction between 

and among other humans and non-humans, alike. Focusing on the whole person approach to 

(transformative) learning, and sustainability education, interactions within groups and their 

interconnectedness are important to my philosophy of regenerative learning and the cultivation 

of sustainable and regenerative selves. This process recognizes the need for a relational ontology, 
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one which engages the mind, body, and soul. 

Sipos et al., (2008) asserted that what is needed for transformative sustainability learning 

to occur within both non-formal and formal educational settings is embodied learning and 

engaging the head, hands, and heart simultaneously in the learning process. Recognizing that 

learning is not a siloed experience, for transformative sustainability learning to occur, we must 

engage the cognitive, psychomotor and affective learning domains through an ever-evolving, 

intra-entangled embodied process. 

Embodied knowing illuminates knowing which is felt through the body. Embodied 

knowing integrates all bodily functions in the process of knowing and learning and has a wisdom 

of its own. Embodied knowing and learning can be experienced through dance, martial arts, 

intuition, walking in nature, or a host of other experiences where one has full-body experiences. 

The activity accompanies an awareness that is integrated as a whole-body experience. 

Lawrence et al., (2013) assert, “Embodied knowing is our first and most primitive way of 

experiencing the world” (p. 390). As children, we learn to ignore our bodily senses and divert 

our attention only to the thinking mind and external stressors while for many of us, “the body is a

source of discomfort or disease” (Lawrence et al., 2013, p. 390).  

Contemporary scholars, (Lawrence et al., 2013; Spretnak, 2011), find embodied knowing 

as relational knowing, as necessary to the experience, and more importantly, succinctly 

illuminates the need for one to wholly know. 

Significance of the Study 

This study drew and contributes to the field of yoga, drawing further implications for 

Yoga practice, transformative sustainability learning, and regenerative education. This study is 

timely and relevant and seeks to make contributions to these fields of knowledge. The literature
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review explores the limitations of dualism and the dualistic thinking of the techno-industrial 

worldview which perpetuates separation and disconnect. As is evident in the techno-industrial 

allopathic tradition of medicine, symptoms are treated rather than the core of the problem. 

Integrative health modalities such as Yoga are in demand as individuals seek sustainable inner-

peace and balance from stress related to divorce, domestic abuse, over-consumption, 

competition, power inequity, poverty, crime and even hate crimes. Focusing on sustainable and 

regenerative selves also seeks to find solutions to societal issues.  

Summary 

This study explored solutions to living sustainably and regeneratively through 

relationality and the Indian philosophy of Yoga. Both at the macro and micro levels, healing the 

disconnect which occurs through a dualistic and reductionistic lens is crucial to individual, 

economic, religious, educational and other social and environmental issues within modernity. 

Thus, I explored Yoga in relation to integrative health and healing and living sustainably and 

regeneratively as a vehicle for societal change.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

Situating the Reader: A Healing Story 

It was the summer of 2017 and I experienced the ultimate mind-body disconnect as I 

suffered a personal traumatic injury. The injury connected me to living systems theory, 

autopoiesis, structural coupling, and structural determinism. For the therapeutic integration of 

my physical, emotional and spiritual healing, coupling and determinism were necessary for my 

body to remain in-tact. These concepts reiterated my knowledge of the power of the human mind, 

body, and spirit in healing. I recognized how I was impacted by the natural and social 

environment. Initially, the injury left me further fragmented (emotionally, physically and 

spiritually), requiring constant acknowledgment of reciprocal relationship within myself and my 

environment. Fragmented aspects were re-unified and healed and a new relationship with the 

environment was forged in my process. I recognized the reciprocal relationships and re-

unification through Yoga. I experienced personal healing resulting in perspective 

transformation. 

In the literature review, I explore the following three fields of study: Yoga for 

sustainability and regenerative living; Living systems for sustainability/regenerative living; and 

Transformative learning for sustainability, (i.e., Transformative sustainability education). I begin 

this review with a brief historical journey starting with relationality and the transition to 

rationality as it relates to the dualistic and reductionistic lens which drives our societies. 

Historical Context 

Our current techno-industrial age operates through a dualistic, reductionist and rationalist 

epistemology. Some believe that societies have always functioned through logic and rationality 

and there is no other way for healthy functioning within a capitalist society. This researcher begs 
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to differ from this approach. Societies have not always functioned through this epistemology. 

The more appropriate question is, how did contemporary, techno-industrial societies and the 

individuals within those societies, come to be rational, logical beings where science and religion 

are separate, where class differentiation dominates, where males and females are at odds with 

one another, and where societal decisions are made through a “siloed” lens? 

As I reviewed the literature and scholarly studies as it relates to how rationality gradually 

triumphed over relationality, I found that understanding the historical context of this transition is 

critical. A historical review illuminates the broader societal context of the contemporary era and 

provides a deeper understanding of this context. One of those aspects is the equation between 

“parts and the whole.” I contend that relationality is not a new concept; it is part of humanity’s 

heritage. The pre-techno-industrial communities were successful and regenerative. Divisiveness 

and dualism were minimal and were moderated due to collectively shared commons and ethics of 

moral economy. This historical discussion is not intended as a nostalgic journey for the reader 

while promoting “the ways of yesteryears” rather it is intended to illuminate the aspects of 

relationality as a living system where societal regeneration is possible.  

In this section, I begin with a brief discussion of rationality and relationality. I will then 

discuss the historical context and tradition of relationality and rationality (and the resulting 

Cartesian dualistic perspective), through a discussion of communal living of hunters and 

gatherers, while focusing on the detrimental impacts of dualism and rationality on the individual 

and society. I will then segue to relationality within regenerative practices through a discussion 

of Yoga theory, living systems theory and transformative sustainability education, as critical to 

sustainability and regeneration both at the micro and macro levels.  
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Rationality and Relationality 

Rationality in the field of philosophy and scholarly studies is often referred to as the use of 

logic. For this paper, rationality is synonymous with mechanistic, empiricism and the scientific 

method where all reality may be explained through deduction, logic, and reasoning. 

Reductionism reduces the whole to individual parts, mechanistically defining them as separate 

from one another, the core of rationality. Relationality refers to connections between all living 

and non-living beings. Relationality negates a dualistic perspective through recognizing the 

benefits of connection through these systems. 

Communal Relationality 

The era of hunters and gatherers and the corresponding movement to horticulture and 

pastoral societies functioned as cooperative communities in which relationality was more 

common than rationality, however, the progression to pastoral and agricultural societies marked 

an increase in conflict and inequality (Nolan & Lenski, 2009). Although there is some debate 

pointing to specific periods, anthropologists believe their hunting and gathering societies existed 

between 2 million and 250,000 years ago, while there exist few hunting and gathering 

communities throughout the world today. These communities are small and simplistic, relying on 

cooperation and relational functioning for the survival of the community where food is shared, 

males hunt for food and females gather nuts, berries, and other resources and tend to children. 

Hunting and gathering communities have minimal inequality as no privately held property and 

wealth exist within the community to perpetuate differentiation. I wonder, how might 

contemporary societies benefit from adopting hunting and gathering societies' relational and 

peaceful, cooperative existence? 

In hunting and gathering societies that rely on farming and subsistence base, collective 
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relations prevail over familial relations. For example, women rely on other women as social 

networks of production and dispose of the goods and services created and ultimately less 

economically dependent on their husbands and more egalitarian overall (Federici, 2004; Nolan & 

Lenski, 2009). The cooperation in the communal society creates a source of power and 

protection for women as women healers provided support through the use of herbs, spices, 

potions, and intuition as forms of healing (Federici, 2004). All societies, however, are dominated 

by patriarchal power that does not promote relationality within and among class structures 

(Lerner, 1986). As I contemplate the progression from hunting and gathering societies, based on 

relationality and communal support, to our current technological age founded on dualism and 

rationality, I wonder, how might we create a sense of relationality through Yoga and living 

systems theory? Although the discussion of this era is feminist by nature, the intent is to 

illuminate relational ways of being and ask how might contemporary societies move to more 

relational ways. 

Yoga History, Theory, and Practice 

Our “deeply truncated sense of the self that has caused great suffering, alienation, and 

fragmentation in our century” (O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004, p. 11). 

For centuries Yoga has been practiced throughout the world. Some estimate that Yoga 

originated over 5,000 years ago. Yoga is not a religion rather a contemplative practice. Yoga 

provides a system for living where the integration of structure, strength, releasing of fear and 

clinging, and spiritual attainment provides the union of the self. Yoga provides structure and 

consistency for cultivating physical and mental well-being. At the heart of Yoga, is regeneration. 

Although classical Yoga is a spiritual practice, in the United States, Hatha yoga is most 

popular. Hatha yoga emphasizes physical and mental training through poses, breathwork, and 
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meditation. In North America, yoga is seen as a complementary and alternative medicine 

(CAM). According to the National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health (2019), 

yoga may provide benefits as follows: 

• Improving wellness by relieving stress;

• Relieving low back and neck pain;

• Relieving menopausal symptoms;

• Managing anxiety and depression;

• Helping quit smoking and losing weight; and

• Helping with quality of life through chronic diseases.

Yoga empirical research has focused on the benefits of practice for a specific physical or 

psychological condition or specific group (trauma, cancer or domestic violence, etc.). Research 

tends to be quantitative and designed to examine the physical benefits of yoga. This research 

often overlooks the subjective experiences of the participants leading to an increase in recent 

qualitative research. The literature on Yoga, connecting to the corresponding eight 

contemporized limbs is presented in Appendix A. 

Yoga and Psychotherapy  

In this section, I will discuss the contemporary aspects of Yoga, in techno-industrial 

culture, while illuminating the connection to Yoga teachings and theory as a vehicle for 

sustainability education. 

In a techno-industrial culture, psychotherapy is more frequently incorporating somatic 

discipline as complementary to therapy. Yoga is often incorporated as one of these disciplines. 

Most often, yoga is complementary to psychotherapy, however, the modalities are not connected. 

There are several alternatives to incorporating yoga and psychotherapy which differ in the 
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duration of time between these modalities. Some therapists may see the client the same day as a 

yoga class, some may have several days between. Another approach is blended, where the 

therapy and yoga are held in conjunction and often incorporate journaling in the process 

(Criswell & Patel, 2003). Yoga may be weaved throughout the psychotherapy as directed by the 

therapist, or the client decides to begin attending yoga classes after beginning therapy. 

The use of yoga within the psychotherapy process has provided significant findings 

(Appendix A), as research has found talk therapy may not resolve issues. Chronic muscle 

contraction has long-standing physical effects. The effects include the inability to follow through 

with intentions. Those individuals participating in yoga find more ease and ability to follow 

through with intentions and make positive life changes (Criswell & Patel, 2003). Yoga 

contributes to a relaxed body state contributing to being receptive to psychotherapy and 

psychospiritual experiences. I wonder, how might Yoga, in conjunction with other healing 

modalities contribute to societal healing? 

Yoga and Psychospirituality  

The experiences for psychospiritual clients include “increased self-acceptance, increased 

ability to work and engage in leisure time activities and relationship; a decrease in fear and 

distress; and an increase in the sense of one’s life development and individuation (Criswell & 

Patel, 2003, p. 221). The psychospiritual process includes acceptance and understandings and an 

increase in energy (Criswell & Patel, 2003). Engagement in psychospiritual therapy includes 

healthier and more comfortable functioning in the world as well as “increased self-understanding 

and self-esteem” (Criswell & Patel, 2003, p. 222). Additionally, Yoga has been shown to 

increase the intuition of participants, empathy with the emotions of others, and a sense of 

precognition and telepathic dreams.  
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Field’s (2011) research review addressed the effects of yoga practices on the physical and 

physiological effects, specifically focusing on poses and mindfulness. Findings include the 

following: reduced job stress, anxiety, depression, pain, cardiovascular and autoimmune 

conditions (2011). Field’s review also found yoga to increase physical ability including an 

increase in balance and flexibility, weight loss and muscle strength (2011). Wholeness can be 

seen as one creating and promoting sustainability through the regeneration of self while creating 

relatedness and social support.  

Yoga and Well-Being 

Kidd and Eatough (2017), studied the well-being of four to six male yoga students using 

an interpretative phenomenological approach. Their research included open-ended questions, 

with follow-up probing questions exploring the experience of yoga and its relationship to well-

being. Their findings included common themes as follows (Kidd & Eatough, 2017) 

• Yoga as a mind-body connection – a common narrative among the participants

illuminated yoga as more than a physical workout, rather one which connects their

cognitive processes and well-being. Participants illuminated engaging the mind and body

simultaneously in a reciprocal relationship, which promoted a sense of overall well-

being.

• Yoga as transformation and stability – participants described yoga as facilitating a

process of transformation and stability during turbulent times in their life or during times

they were seeking change.

• Yoga as awareness – participants described a connection between practicing yoga and

increased bodily and emotional self-awareness
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Appendix A shows qualitative and quantitative studies that have found yoga as beneficial 

in promoting health and wellbeing. Quantitative studies depict yoga as an integrative modality 

successful in reducing stress and anxiety, and increasing physical health and well-being. 

Although there is an abundance of quantitative research related to Yoga and mindfulness, I have 

found few qualitative studies focusing on participant meaning-making of their experiences. Kidd 

& Eatough’s (2017) research found a connection between yoga and well-being, broadening the 

understanding of the relationship. Their relationship findings include mind-body relationship, 

relationship to self and others through feeling nurtured and cared for, and the relationship 

between yoga and well-being. They used interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) to 

describe and understand the experience, “what might be called people’s relatedness to the world; 

this relatedness is an engagement with events, things, processes and, importantly, other people” 

(Kidd & Eatough, 2017, p. 261). Their study explored the meaning-making of participants’ 

subjective experiences and how “they feel this relates to their overall sense of well-being” (2017, 

p. 261). Their study included four to six male participants, (teacher participants were excluded),

who practiced a minimum of four years. Men were chosen specifically for this study, as the 

researchers found that men are often under-researched in yoga studies. Data collection included 

semi-structured, open-ended questions as follows (Kidd & Eatough, 2017, p. 263): 

• How does practicing yoga make you feel?

• How would you describe this feeling in a physical or emotional way?

Follow-up probing questions were used to tease out more detail when relevant, such as: 

• How does it feel to experience that?

• Why do you think that is?
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Open-ended probing questions allowed for this study to veer off in an unintended 

direction, not dictated by its design. These items allowed for a richness of data that may 

otherwise not been found. 

The findings were analyzed through organizing emergent themes contextually into three 

main groups as follows (Kidd & Eatough, 2017, p. 263): 

• What yoga means to the participant?

• Why it means what it does?

• How it means what it does?

Following IPA, this study developed relevant themes on what, how and why yoga means 

particular things to one yoga student, thus allowing for relevant, rich, meaning-making of the 

subjective experiences. Using this approach, this study was able to “move from the chaos of 

ambiguity of the raw data” to an “interpretative thematic structure” (Kidd & Eatough, 2017, p. 

264). 

Morgan’s study explored the connection between contemplative practices using a 

phenomenological approach (2012). The study focused on the “ground of being” and the 

connections “between phenomenological and yogic understandings of it” (Morgan, 2012, p. 43). 

The connection through the phenomenological conception that which is “reconceptual 

foundation of all thought and existence” and Yogic understanding of “Brahman” as the divine 

transcendent substrate” define ground-of-being in her research (Morgan, 2012, p. 43). Using 

IPA, Morgan’s research illuminated the need for contemplative pedagogical practices within the 

field of education to enhance pre-cognition and metacognition. 

Kidd & Eatough’s findings drew direct connections both to the need and the importance of 

phenomenological research in exploring the meaning-making of the subjective experience of 
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yoga. Other than these two studies that used IPA, I have found little research connecting yoga to 

transformative learning.  

Living Systems Theory  

“Living systems exist on all ecological scales, from the smallest plankton to the human body 

to the planet to the cosmos” (Lange, 2018, p. 286). 

As living systems may be defined by communication between the individual parts, living 

systems theory may cross all biological and social institutions through dynamic relational 

patterns. Families, classrooms, businesses, the built environment, and nations are all living 

systems connected through relationships and co-created through the capacity of self-renewal.  

Living systems are structured and nested within other living systems, similar to the 

natural environment continually emerging and through a reciprocal relationship of 

communication. Through a reductionist lens, any animate or inanimate object may be reduced to 

the smallest component. The problem arises when reducing living organisms to the smallest 

component or molecule, thus the dynamic relationship between the parts is neglected. As “all 

living systems share a set of common properties and principles of organization” through the 

continual interaction of all the molecules, the overall structure and life of the organism emerges 

(Capra & Luisi, 2014, p. 80).  

Living Systems and Autopoiesis 

All living systems are stable and self-organizing, receiving input and maintaining 

dynamic balance through constant re-adjustment. Unlike inanimate objects, living objects 

respond through emergence and autopoiesis. Autopoiesis was defined by Maturana and Varela in 

1972 as a process where all living organisms go through a process of self-creation and self-

production. I agree with Capra & Luisi (2014) as they define autopoiesis as “a system capable of 
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sustaining itself due to a network of reactions which continuously regenerate the components – 

and this form within a boundary “of its own making”” or the system undergoes a continual 

process of self-organization (p. 134). Cognition and mental systems are the “organizing activity 

of living systems, at all levels of life” where health and balance are part of a cognitive process, 

even if subconscious (p. 254). Living organisms maintain balance and life through continual self-

maintenance and interaction with internal and external environments through permeable 

membranes (2014). 

The continual, reciprocal relationship with the internal and external environments is 

autopoiesis. Autopoiesis is possible through two main components: structural coupling and 

structural-determination. Structural coupling denotes changes to the organism through constant 

interaction with its environment. Structural-determinism exemplifies how living and non-living 

things respond to the external environment. Through autopoiesis, both within the individual 

organism, and through societal institutions/structures, regeneration is possible. How does Yoga 

aid in structural coupling and autopoiesis of the individual and societal whole? 

Social Autopoiesis 

Social autopoiesis, autopoiesis in the social domain, conceptualizes any social institution 

as one that undergoes the process of self-organization through continual unfolding and self-

renewal. Capra’s & Luisi’s (2014) holistic-systems view of life illuminates a need for the 

interconnectedness of world problems in which the “whole cannot be reduced to parts” (p. 362). 

This is one of the core differences between a reductionist rational approach and a relational 

approach of inquiry. As an autopoietic network is defined by an organism that is self-bounded 

and self-generating through structural coupling (Capra, 1996; Capra & Luisi, 2014), autopoiesis 

within the social realm provides a great opportunity for education and other social change. 
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As humans are not existing strictly within the physical, we must explore existence 

through social constructs, social institutions, and social autopoiesis. Social autopoiesis is the 

response of any living organism within the social domain, ultimately engaged in a continual, 

emerging reciprocal relationship with social institutions, (i.e., religious, political, economic, 

education, etc.). This reciprocal relationship continually emerges to sustain the life of the 

individual and the institution. Focusing on healthcare, education, globalization, capitalism, and 

corporations, we may apply a systems approach to solving issues to sustain and sustaining the 

system (Capra & Luisi, 2014). 

Whereas traditional education relies on transmissive knowledge from the teacher to the 

learner; connecting to autopoiesis in education requires a transactional learning experience where 

learning is a continual interrelationship in a co-creating process between and among all 

participants. Widhalm (2010, 2011) explored the connection between living systems and 

educational design. Widhalm’s study focused on the autopoietic process, exploring educational 

institutions as “self-organizing, dynamic wholes rich in relational patterns that carry the potential 

for generative insight, emergent knowing, and palpable empowerment of a learning experience 

as a living organism” (p. xxi). Her study illuminated “that relational ways of knowing and 

multiple ways of knowing cannot be separated from each other” (p. 95).  

Geisen (2013) called for K-12 education that meets the need for future generations and 

sustainable education through an autopoietic framework recognizing meaningful learning as 

critical to the autopoietic process where creativity and meaning-making are critical to 

sustainability. Geisen suggested the following three areas needing attention in K-12 education: 

• Optimum development as a human being (exploring “who I would like to be”);

• Optimum development as a professional (learning to look, think and act differently in
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the essence of systems’ thinking), and 

• Optimal development as a systems’ citizen.

Allowing and encouraging creativity within an educational setting, where conformity to 

rules and expectations are key, Geisen suggested that children are critical in sustainability and 

must be allowed creativity, imagination, and fantasy. This is so true because society is dependent 

on children for answers to problems of the future (2013). Geisen connected the teaching and 

learning process as an autopoiesis process where the living system makes meaning through 

cognition and communication. He stated, “If we want to give children the opportunity to exist in 

a certain environment (today’s world), we need to give them the safe space in which to develop a 

relationship with the environment and allow them to create their own world” (Geisen, 2013, pp. 

18-19). It is also true that “if the context is not meaningful, there is a good chance that no

connection will be developed with the context. If there is no connection, the context becomes 

less meaningful” (Geisen, 2013, pp. 18-19). Utilizing autopoiesis as a framework for K-12, 

focusing on meaning-making of content, I agree with Geisen (2013) as he observed when we 

combine “meaningful context with the issue of sustainability, children then develop skills and 

attitude as a sustainable person, professional and a systems citizen” (p. 19) and “to turn their 

head (heart and hands) to complex challenges of the future at any point, we need to teach them to 

tackle complex problems in a didactically responsible way” (p. 30). Guiding children through 

developing deep connections to the external environment, and encouraging creativity may enable 

citizens of a sustainable and regenerative future. Geisen illuminated the need for re-orienting 

traditional education through softening of rules and regulations, often found in K-12 settings, to a 

model that encourages creativity, guiding children in their optimum development as a human 

being, a professional and a systems’ citizen.   
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Wahl (2016) skillfully demonstrated the need for designing regenerative cultures by 

adapting a “systems’ view.” Such a transition requires critically moving our way into the future 

through the practice of education and community living. Wahl contends as regenerative cultures 

are rooted in cooperation, moving our way into the future requires flexibility, fluidity and 

recognizing each aspect of the whole. As it is critical to the dynamic regeneration of an 

ecosystem; regeneration is possible of cultures and organizations through the application of a 

systems’ view lens. If living systems theory applies to educational design, might we apply these 

same concepts of autopoiesis to other societal arenas?  

Living Systems and Health 

Living organisms maintain health and balance through a relationship with the social and 

natural environments (Capra 2018a, 2018b, 2018c). Capra & Luisi defined health through a 

systemic definition as “the dynamic balance of the healthy system involves both the physical and 

mental, or psychological aspects of the organism” (2014, p. 328) Researchers and practitioners 

“limit themselves to understanding the mechanisms through which the disease operates, so that 

they can then interfere with them” (Capra & Luisi, 2014, p. 323). A broad systemic perspective 

is needed to understand healing where the body, mind, and the natural and social environment 

are considered (Capra & Luisi, 2014). In my extensive Google search and library search, I found 

few empirical studies connecting this dynamic balance of Capra and Luisi to healthcare. 

However, research in living systems theory within the fields of integrative medicine, 

complementary alternative medicine and regenerative and the new biology of health provide 

fascinating alternatives for exploring this literature. As healing and well-being are naturally, an 

integral part of life, is regeneration possible through autopoiesis and the reciprocal relationship 

with the internal and external environment? 
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Transformative Learning Theory 

For transformative sustainability learning to occur, we must first shed our modernist clothing 

and the “epistemology of empiricism and logical rationalism (Lange, 2012, p. 199). 

As I examine the literature, I am drawn to the intersection between practice and theory. I 

am a sociologist and education major focusing on sustainability and relationality as it relates to 

and health and wellness, spirituality and learning. I am also a wellness practitioner and bring my 

spiritual and energy healing experience to this study. I begin this section with a brief discussion 

of adult learning theory and segue to transformative learning and transformative sustainability 

learning.  

Adult Education and Transformational Learning 

Education through the Eurocentric approach is undergirded by an emphasis on 

educational goals and informational learning. Dualistic in nature, teaching and learning are a 

transmissive process whereby the learner is the receiver of information and knowledge. Adult 

education scholars contend the transactional learning where the learner creates their knowledge 

and reality through continual self-reflection is overlooked in the traditional educational 

transmissive process. Mezirow (1991), a seminal theorist, developed the theory of 

transformational learning which emphasizes a "disorienting dilemma to which one's old patterns 

of response are no longer effective" and leads to an exploration of particular meanings and 

reality (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991, p. 260). Perspective transformation through transformative 

learning engages learners in a process of challenging and revising current behaviors leading to 

new ways of engaging in current roles and relationships (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991; Merriam 

& Brockett, 1997).  
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The process of perspective transformation brings new and more effective ways of dealing 

with our interiority and exteriority such as “assumptions governing the rules, roles, conventions, 

and social expectations which dictate the way we see, think, feel and act" (Mezirow, 1981, p. 

13). The disorienting dilemma and transformational process, according to Lange (2004) who 

said, “extrapolating from the processes of change in natural systems, both order and disorder are 

created simultaneously when bifurcation points appear” (p. 122). Stability and change occur 

concurrently as through self-reflection restoration are possible bringing about a new way of 

thinking and being (Lange 2004).  

However, Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning has been critiqued as dualistic 

while focusing on cognition and negating embodied learning, further privileging the mind. I 

wonder, how might we “push” transformative learning theory to meet the needs of our changing 

society? 

Whole-Person Learning & Expressive Ways of Knowing.  

As Remen (1999) stated, in many cultures, education holds “the greatest promise for 

healing the wounds of the cultural shadow” (p. 35). Education, derived from the Latin word 

educare, means to “lead forth the hidden wholeness” where “educators as healers both trust in 

the wholeness of life and in the wholeness of people” (p.35). As sustainability educators work 

toward developing practices to engage learners, a whole-person approach to teaching and 

learning is necessary to lead with compassion. As I focus on a whole-person approach to 

learning, I am suggesting that embodied learning engages physical, affective and spiritual aspects 

in the teaching and learning process. Thus, living in a mechanistic society, which functions on 

reductionism and rationality, educating for wholeness is often overlooked. 
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Transformative sustainability learning calls for individual wholeness incorporating the 

physical, affective, and spiritual aspects of self. Lawrence et al. (2013) illuminated that reflection 

is experienced in “embodied ways especially as we deal with emotion-laden dilemmas” (p. 391). 

Embodied knowing is that which one feels and knows through their body and “is our first and 

most primitive way of experiencing the world” (p. 390). The authors further argued that 

throughout the development lifespan, socialization teaches obedience and conformity while 

formal education focuses on intellectual faculties. As a result, children learn to ignore bodily 

senses and divert attention only to the thinking mind and external stressors where “the body is a 

source of discomfort or disease” (Lawrence et al., 2013, p. 390). As a response to these gaps, 

embodied knowing integrates all bodily functions in the process of knowing and learning and has 

a wisdom of its own. How might we move society to recognize embodied knowing as formal 

schooling and socialization teaches us to ignore bodily sensations? 

Embodied knowing and learning can be experienced through dance, martial arts, intuition, 

walking in nature, or a host of other experiences where one has full-body experiences. The 

activity, however, is not separate from the knowing and wisdom, rather the movement 

accompanies the knowing. The knowing is not separate from the mind, rather it is integrated as a 

whole-body experience. Our emotions are based on the consciousness that emerges from bodily 

encounters with external objects and experiences (Cohen, 2006). Denial of bodily reality is to 

deny how embodiment shapes our realities. Thus, Cohen called for somatic learning through 

yoga as part of the educational process (p. 14). 

Sipos et al. (2008) found through action research, transformative sustainability learning 

necessitates learning through the assimilation of the head (i.e., cognitive domain), hands (i.e., 

psychomotor domain) and heart (i.e., affective domain). This assimilation unites and embodies 
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“…theories, practices, and heartbeats of sustainability within academic and applied fields” (p. 

81). Transformative sustainability learning requires a change in perception and values. 

Experience, reflection, awareness, and caring are necessary for transformation to occur 

(Singleton, 2015). This multi-dimensional process requires the integration of cognitive, 

psychomotor and affective domains (Singleton, 2015; Sipos et al., 2008).  

Expressive ways of knowing and learning to engage imagination and intuition in the 

learning process are critical for transformative learning to occur. Davis-Manigaulte, Yorks &   

Kasl (2006) referred to expressive ways of knowing as engaging the learnings “with music, all 

the plastic arts, dance, moment, and mime” (p. 27). They explored the educational practices of 

adult educators in engaging students through expressive ways of knowing. These exercises 

included guided visualization and creative drawing to express their affective experiences. This 

allowed learners to “draw” from past experiences and express their current emotional state. 

These forms of education enhance transformative learning through cognition by offering a 

holistic approach to engaging the learner. They found that incorporating expressive ways of 

knowing connected learners relationally by engaging in these activities and learning about one 

another more deeply. Expressive forms of activity allow the learner to understand patterns and 

themes allowing transformation to occur. I agree with Davis-Manigaulte, Yorks, and Kasl (2006) 

as they asserted using expressive ways of knowing as routine in the classroom engages learners 

through deep emotional ties based on value and identity “allowing learning-within-

relationship” (p. 31). I wonder, how might Yoga and meditation or visualization as an expressive 

form enhance learning relationships through ecological consciousness? 

Spirituality has various meanings and definitions, all leading back to this connectedness, 

universal life force energy, spirit, Mauri (i.e., an Indian term for binding life force energy) or 
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God. A spiritual sense is often overlooked within transformative learning, as the focus is on 

critical reflection and cognition. My master’s thesis focused on the transformative learning of 

social activists. Participants in this study found having a spiritual connection was critical to their 

transformative process (Payne-Houts, 2004). Thus, creating social change, for the participants, 

necessitated a spiritual connection to a higher purpose and connection to others through empathy, 

compassion, and kindness. 

Relationality itself is a spiritual means of relating to oneself, the collective consciousness 

and the universe. Dei (2002) defined the place of spirituality in transformative learning as “the 

embodiment of the self, the spiritual sense of self in transformative learning, and how such a 

body of knowledge not only assists us in developing a new vision of society but also strengthens 

individual and collective souls to survive the harsh realities of human existence” (p. 122).  

Transformative sustainability learning necessitates the affective, cognitive, physical and 

spiritual aspects of self as an intra-entangled process necessary for sustainable behaviors. The 

new learning is transformative sustainability learning.  

For example, Tsouvala and Magos (2016) studied the transformative learning experiences 

of 26 college students in Greece, engaged in dance specifically aiming to “intertwine 

phenomenological and transformative learning noting notions in dance teaching and creating” (p. 

29). Although dance cannot be “wholly captured or objectively understood” their study posed the 

following questions (p. 30): 

• What kinds of learning might somatic practice encompass for students of pedagogy?

• What is its relationship to transformative learning theory?

• Would the participants be able to expand their understanding of space through

movement and dance practices?
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Their study included the following three main phases: 

• Weekly three-hour-long complex dance classes focusing on releasing inefficient

neuromuscular patterns to reach a more spontaneous and expressive way of moving

followed by discussion/reflection and writing reflective papers;

• Exploration of the natural and urban architecture of the city based on everyday

moments such as walking at different speeds and directions, climbing natural terrain

as well as built terrain. Senses were used as participants focused on the surrounding

areas through perception and action. Movements in particular buildings enacting

movements aligned with the building. For example, at the “Archeological Museum

improvisational movements were inspired by the archaic and funereal artifacts” (p.

33);

• A one-day forum including a dance performance, storytelling, reading of the

participants’ reflective texts and a short film screening.

Their study included four types of data which were collected in addition to photography 

and videotaping of all phases of the project (2016, p. 31), as follows: 

• Systematic observation of qualitative changes of students’ movement;

• Informal discussions with students during the project;

• Individually written reflective texts; and

• Focus group interviews at the end of the process (p. 31).

The study included two main levels of analysis, as the first “offers a descriptive account 

of the student’s points of view and the second a more interpretative analysis of their oral 

comments and written texts” (2016, p. 34). Their study found an interrelation between 

“perception and action, experiencing and cognition indicates that the students engaged 
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themselves in multiple ways of knowing through the embodied experiences of dance” in main 

categories, the “body-self, the other and the city” found through analysis of focus group 

interviews and students narratives (2016, p. 34). 

These embodied experiences provided participants an opportunity to connect to 

themselves, others and the city through reflective thinking and the embodied experience of 

dance, including “the interaction with several historical spaces of the city that the students were 

either unaware or has simplistic knowledge of” (Tsouvala & Magos, 2016, p. 38). The study 

illuminated self, otherness and embodied experiences of space as key findings of the research 

and critical to reflection on personal and historical personal experiences while increasing a sense 

of empathy those who have become before us and the biosphere. These experiences provided 

learners to reframe thoughts, feelings, and actions based on the historical context of the city of 

Volos (Tsouvala & Magos, 2016, pp. 38-39). As we explore transformative sustainability 

learning, how might Yoga act as a vehicle for change in perspective for regeneration? 

Transformative Sustainability Education 

As we seek to find ways to create regenerative selves and sustainability within society, I 

derive insights from the literature pertaining to transformative sustainability learning. 

Transformative sustainability learning promotes transformation of perspectives as well as 

cultivating sustainable and regenerative values at the micro and macro level. 

Transformative sustainability education is the place “where transformative learning and 

sustainability education meet” (Burns, 2018, p. 277). As the borders in any living organism are 

permeable and fluid, also permeable are the boundaries in educational theories. These are 

emergent and ever-evolving. For transformative learning to meet the needs of our changing 

society, a holistic approach is needed to include all aspects of learning, “rational or extrarational, 
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reflective or imaginative, cognitive or emotional, individual or social” as aspects that co-exist 

within the learning process (Cranton & Roy, 2003, p. 87). This conceptual shift is emerging 

throughout the field of sustainability education.  

Education as sustainability calls for a change in how we see and live within the world, 

and an ontological shift (Sterling, 2001), and our sense of relationality. Mezirow’s 

transformative learning theory seeks to align direct experiences with learning as he argued that 

learning should lead students away from “old habits of mind and outmoded assumptions to a 

wider array of choices” (Cohen, 2006, p. 16). Through the critical reflection of underlying 

assumptions and choices, we can move away from outmoded assumptions. However, in 

examining the transformative sustainability learning literature, I agree with Burns, Cranton & 

Roy, Lange, O’Neil, Taylor & Cranton and others who contend societal change through 

transformative education necessitates and acknowledges other ways of knowing. Transformative 

learning alone is not enough to shift ontological perspectives, as the dualistic perspective of 

honoring the mind through rational self-reflection negates other ways of knowing. Rather 

transformative sustainability education recognizes whole-person learning through engaging the 

heads, hands and heart. Such learning also “acknowledges our entanglement with the living earth 

and the more-than-human world and offers a renewal of older ways of being and knowing, as 

related reciprocal beings” (Burns, 2018, p. 278). 

Often overlooked in transformative learning is the place of experience, empathy and a 

desire to change as discussed by Taylor and Cranton (2013). Pushing transformative learning as 

a progression, Taylor and Cranton assert for sustainable and regenerative change to occur, 

experience, empathy and desire to change as critical to the transformative process. As 

sociologists recognize the importance of socially constructed values and beliefs, it is critical that 
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educators also acknowledge, appreciate and incorporate these understandings into a whole-

person approach to facilitating learning. Recognizing experiences as culturally and socially 

constructed, critical to transformative sustainability learning is understanding not only the 

historical context of the learner but their socialization of place. As our values and ideologies are 

developed from birth to adulthood, learners must reflect on how their values and ideas are being 

formed. While sustainability educators contend that transformative learning and third-order 

change are critical to ecological consciousness, Taylor and Cranton commented that empathy is 

often overlooked. While transformative learning is historically a cognitive approach to learning; 

affective learning engages the learner through empathetic understanding and behavioral changes 

through the motivation and desire to change. Taylor and Cranton posed the following questions: 

“Are emphatic teachers more effective at fostering transformative learning and if so how? What 

is the relationship between critical reflection and empathy in transformative learning? Does 

transformation lead to greater empathy?” (2013, p. 38). While educators question the inherent 

good in transformative learning while exploring the motivation of the teacher, I move this 

question further, how might Yoga transformatively engage learners through the reflection of 

lived experiences and empathy and move society to one that is sustainable and regenerative? 

As sustainability educators seek solutions to societal issues through education, 

transformative learning and “third-order change” are necessary to shift the epistemology of 

empiricism and logical rationalism. However, as humans are integral beings connected to the 

biosphere through language, culture, emotions, and all forms of energy, sustainability educators 

must incorporate other ways of knowing and being into educational practices. Lange (2018) 

connected the fields of quantum physics, ecology, North American indigenous philosophies, and 

Eastern mysticism, as critical in examining the connection between relationality and 
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transformative sustainability learning (2018). These fields shed light on ways to shift key 

concepts of learning, as well as provide a critical perspective in looking at individual wholeness 

and relationality. This relational worldview sheds light and potential for “imaginative and 

emergent change, for healing and transformative engagement” (Burns, 2018, p. 277). Rather it is 

through this new transformative sustainability learning that “deep sustainable and regenerative 

change” may occur (Burns, 2018, p. 277). I wonder, how could transformative education push 

traditional educational approaches through relational onto-epistemologies? 

Summary 

The literature review investigated how studies of both Yoga spiritual practices and yoga 

physical practices connect with studies based on theories of living systems, relationality, and 

transformative sustainability learning. The literature review illuminates how existing theories 

and practices could inform the use of Yoga in all its limbs to enhance sustainability in educators’ 

knowledge and skills. Additionally, the literature review shows how, in using a 

phenomenological approach to research, Yoga may be used as a means for creating sustainable 

and regenerative selves, offering expanded possibilities for continued qualitative research in 

Yoga, sustainability and regenerative selves, and education.  
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Chapter 3. Research Design and Methods 

I designed this study using a phenomenological approach to explore the perceptions and 

practices of students and teachers at one Yoga studio. I chose the phenomenological approach to 

seek rich and deep meaning-making experiences of both yoga teachers and students of yoga 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I collected data on how participants perceive and practice 

relationality through observation, interviews, and journal entries. I asked whether and how 

participants integrated interiority and exteriority in their perceptions of both personal healing and 

wellness in creating sustainable and regenerative selves. I focused on participants’ relational, 

regenerative, and transformative perceptions of their experiences. The research question was, 

“What do Yoga students and teachers in one studio perceive and practice about relationality?”. In 

this chapter, I discuss the phenomenological approach, research design, setting, participants, 

procedures, tools, data collection and data analysis. 

The study was descriptive as I focused on participants’ relational, regenerative, and 

transformative perceptions of their experiences. Three secondary purposes of this study were as 

follows:  

1. To make recommendations for Yoga instructors to operationalize relationality within

their teachings;

2. To make recommendations for relationality and performativity within transformative

learning and education; and

3. To make recommendations for transformative and regenerative education, and

sustainability.
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Phenomenological Approach 

According to Smith (2005), at the root of phenomenological philosophy are the lived 

experiences of the individuals and their perception of the phenomenon. Phenomenology 

delineates how the conscious mind is directed toward experiences. Phenomenology focuses on 

the relationship between the self, consciousness and the world. This relation is “intentionality.” 

Thus, phenomenological analysis is of and about intentionality and the “relation between a 

subject, an act, a content, and an object” (Smith, 2005, para. 17). Smith defined phenomenology 

as follows: 

 “…the study of consciousness as experienced from the first-person point of view. Its 

domain is the entire field of conscious experience: including perception, imagination, 

thought, reasoning, desire, emotion, volition, and embodied action, as well as temporal 

awareness, awareness of self and personal identity, awareness of others, and practical and 

social activity” (Smith, 2005, para. 3). 

Phenomenologists have enhanced the study of phenomenology throughout the 20th 

century by “elaborating psychological and social aspects of human existence” (Smith, 2006, para 

10). Some theorists viewed the phenomenon as objective where it is the focus of consciousness 

to be explored without judgment. Merleau-Ponty “emphasized the role of bodily experience in 

perception and other forms of human experience”, where “seeing with and by the use of one’s 

body” is at the core of the phenomenon (In Smith, 2005, para. 10).  

Through the interpretation of the experience, individuals reflect on activity and meaning 

by placing it in the context of everyday significance. Although we have experiences of living 

embodied throughout our daily lives, often we are unaware or fail to consciously think about our 

acts. It is, however, the reflection on the experience, through linguistics and language that one 



REGENERATIVE SELVES 59 

comes to understand their embodiment. Moving through space and time, the meaning is created 

by embodied participation in the experience (Starks & Brown, 2007). 

I designed the inquiry plan for this study, anchored in the phenomenological research. 

Such an inquiry approach allowed for capturing the emergence of the lived experience from the 

participant perspective --the richness of the experiences through exploring the perception, 

understandings, perspective, and feelings of those who have experienced the phenomenon. 

Phenomenological research often includes 10 or fewer participants, typically includes in-depth 

interviews, and may include drawings, direct observation, and conversations. Phenomenological 

research focuses on four aspects of experience: lived space, lived body, lived time and lived 

human relations (Starks & Brown, 2007). 

This study incorporated a phenomenological approach using IPA as a means of analysis. 

Design 

I chose several methods when designing this study. Using a phenomenological approach, 

I designed the study to illuminate the meaning-making of one small group of participants from 

the collaborating yoga studio. The design includes methods to draw from the lived experiences 

of the participants. Aligning with research by Morgan (2012), also with that of Kidd and Eatough 

(2017), I discerned the following components most relevant to the study: small-group yoga 

followed by journaling, interviews, guided meditation followed by journaling. Additionally, I 

was a participant-observant of Yoga teachers observing their practice of relationality with their 

teachings.  

This study drew from Patañjali’s (Carrico, 2007) original Eight Limbs of Yoga as a 

classical guideline. I have modified these guidelines, maintaining the categories and 

contemporizing the components, to align with the emerging theory of sustainability through 
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regenerative selves. The modified guidelines I developed are in Table 3: 

Table 3. Contemporary Eight Limbs of Yoga for Sustainability 

Research Limb Description 

1. Emotional health & well being  Awareness of emotional state

 Ability to express emotions in a productive and healthy way

 Emotional resilience (ability to manage emotional upheavals

and stressors in daily life)

2. Psychological health and well

being

 Increase in a sense of peace and joy

 Decrease in anxiety or depression

 Psychological strength and resiliency (ability to critically

think about psychological stressors)

3. Physical Ability  Gait

 Body alignment

 Strength and agility

4. Physical Flow  Authentic movement

 Physical fluidity and ease of movement

 Limited muscle tension or constraint

5. Energy Flow  Recognizes oneself as part of the larger “whole” and

entanglement “with the whole”: Within self and nature

 Breathwork

 Recognizes fundamental oneness

 Creates a sense of openness

6. Life Balance  Work and homelife

 Nutrition through food (organic and non-organic), (vegetarian

or omnivore)

 Balance with food/consumption

 Lifestyle (sleep, work, consumption, and over-consumption)

 Society and culture (honoring & living within personal values)

7. Ecological Consciousness  Respect for the natural world

 Engagement with earth

 Awareness of relatedness to the natural world
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Research Limb Description 

8. Relationality and Social Support  Development of new relationships with classmates

 Sustainability of existing relationships with classmates

 Support of relationships extending outside of yoga studio

 Sustainability of existing personal relationships

Data Sources 

The research design involved four stages of data collection (Table 4); the first three parts 

were each divided into two sub-part components as follows: 

Table 4. Data Sources 

Part Participants Data Source Data Collection Description 

1A Students Group Yoga Instructor 

Facilitated 

Student participants partook in one 50-minute group 

Hatha Yoga session led by the owner of The Yoga 

Studio. 

1B Students Journaling Handwritten 

journal notes 

collected by 

researcher. 

Immediately following group yoga, students journaled 

their experiences of interiority and exteriority within 

the session. See Appendix C for journal prompts. 

2A Students Guided 

Visualization 

Researcher 

Facilitated 

Student participants partook in guided meditation 

facilitated by the researcher. 

2B Students Journaling Handwritten 

journal notes 

collected by 

researcher. 

Immediately following the guided meditation, 

students journaled their experiences of interiority or 

exteriority within the session. See Appendix C for 

journal prompts. 

3A Teachers Interviews Recorded. Teachers at The Studio were interviewed. Interviews 

focused on teacher’s conceptualization and 

operationalization of relationality within their yoga 

practices both within their teachings and personal 

lives. See Appendix C for interview items. 

3B Students Interviews Recorded. Students at The Studio were interviewed. Interviews 

focused on students’ interiority/exteriority and 

conceptualization and operationalization of 
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Part Participants Data Source Data Collection Description 

relationality within their yoga practices and personal 

lives. See Appendix C for interview items  

4 Teachers Participant 

Observation 

Field notes Observations of yoga teachers teaching practices 

focusing on teacher’s operationalization of 

relationality within their yoga practice. 

Solicitation & Recruitment 

Participant solicitation and recruitment varied for participants. Recruitment for all 

participants involved an informational email from the Yoga Studio. Student participant 

recruitment included a personal invitation, given at the beginning of each Yoga class at the 

studio, presented by the teacher of the class or myself. 

Setting 

The Yoga Studio is housed in a for-profit wellness center, located in the heart of a small 

town in Wisconsin. The building is nestled within a business district providing easy access to 

visitors. The Yoga Studio has been in business for 15 years, providing a variety of Yoga classes, 

sound healing, and Kirtan (a musical journey of self-reflection and healing), and wellness 

retreats. Their focus is on stress reduction, stretching and muscle relaxation, physical 

strengthening, to spiritual awareness and awakening. The Yoga Studio’s mission illuminates 

unification and inspiration through spiritual intention and connection through the heart. The 

Yoga Studio was specifically chosen as the location for this study for the vast array of classes 

offered to members. The variety of classes offers opportunities to observe the rich deep-meaning 

this study seeks to explore the relationality of yoga teachers and students. Additionally, as 

participants are members of the studio, this setting provided a comfortable atmosphere for this 

study. 
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Student participants were 10 women, all paying students of the studio, and two teachers, 

who voluntarily participated in the research through their desire to learn about Yoga as a 

Pedagogy for Cultivating Relationality. Participants provided additional insights, through 

narrative, of the influences of Yoga, which are discussed further in these findings and themes.  

The Yoga Studio was the setting for three components of this study, as follows: group 

yoga classes, participant observation and guided visualization. Based on availability, the studio 

was used for interviews of both the teacher and the students. In some instances, because of 

scheduling conflicts, interviews were scheduled at a location to ensure the confidentiality and 

comfort of the participants (Table 5). 

Table 5. Settings 

Part Participants Overview Location/Timeframe 

1 Students Group Yoga/Journaling 

Immediately following group yoga, students 

journaled their experiences of interiority and 

exteriority within the session. See Appendix C for 

journal prompts 

The Yoga Studio – July – August, 

2019 

2 Students Guided Visualization/Journaling 

Immediately following the guided visualization, 

participants journaled their experiences of interiority 

or exteriority within the experience. See Appendix C 

for journal prompts 

The Yoga Studio – August 2019 

3 Students Interviews 

Students at The Yoga Studio. Interviews focused on 

student’s interiority/exteriority. See Appendix C for 

interview items. 

The Yoga Studio or location agreed 

upon between researcher and 

participant to ensure confidentiality. 

August-September, 2019  

4 Teachers Interviews 

Interviews focused on teachers’ conceptualization 

and operationalization of relationality within their 

yoga practices both within their teachings and 

personal lives. See Appendix C for interview items. 

The Yoga Studio or location agreed 

upon between research and 

participant to ensure confidentiality. 

August – September, 2019 
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Part Participants Overview Location/Timeframe 

5 Teachers Participant Observation 

Observations of teaching practices focusing on 

teacher’s operationalization of relationality within 

their yoga practice were noted by the researcher. 

The Yoga Studio 

Participants 

Two groups were invited to participate in this study as a purposive convenience sample. 

The first group comprised two Yoga Studio teachers who at the time of this study were currently 

teaching and practicing at the studio. Each teacher was invited to provide rich deep meaning-

making data of their experiences. The second group comprised of 10 yoga students. Each student 

was invited to participate in interviews, observations of their Yoga practices, and guided 

visualization that conceptualized relationality. All participants were adult White females. After 

approval by an Institutional Review Board (Appendix B), I personally invited participants during 

Yoga classes and they were also contacted via the Yoga Studio by email and class 

announcements. 

Data Collection 

I collected data from two participant journals following a Yoga session and guided 

visualization of a Yoga class, in-person interviews, and observations. The journals were 

collected. Interviews were also audio recorded. I took handwritten observation notes for the 

additional richness of deep meaning-making data. Participants were provided with copies of my 

transcripts. Participants member checked, elaborated, or revised information however three 

participants were not able to meet in person and approved the transcripts via email or telephone 

conversation.  
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The research questions were open-ended and focused on the contemporized eight limbs 

with themes emerging within those limbs. See Appendix C for detailed descriptions of limbs. 

The data were compiled for analysis. Coded data were arranged in themes aligned with my 

model. See Appendix D for contemporized eight limbs and sample participant responses.  

Limitations 

The study is limited by its scope of exploring the relationality and transformative 

experiences of members of one Yoga studio in Wisconsin that was not diverse or representative 

of gender, social classes, race or ethnicity. The qualitative phenomenological study was not 

designed to generalize to a larger population. 

Ethics and Trustworthiness 

I participated while observing human interactions (during two Yoga classes, facilitated by 

two instructors), interviewed participants, and facilitated a guided visualization at The Yoga 

Studio. Within my poststructuralist view of the world, I recognize that truth is ever-evolving and 

there is no one Truth with a capital “T. The living-stories shared by participants are subject to my 

interpretation, biases, and onto-epistemology. These stories, and the findings, might be different 

had there been different instructors, other participants or another researcher who might present 

with their interpretations and biases. Thus, the living-stories shared are critical only for this one 

point in time and place.   

I had a prior relationship with the instructor and two of the participants in the study, 

however, I had no prior relationship with the other instructor or participants other than as co-

participants at the studio. The study was low-risk and there was no conflict of interest. The 

participants did not receive any special privileges or rewards or monetary stipend for 

participating in this study. Participants were not subject to a penalty for opting-out of this study 
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and were given the option to opt-out at any time. I received approval by the University of 

Wisconsin - Stevens Point Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the participants were deemed as 

low-risk (Appendix B).  

I utilized audio recordings for interviews, while participant hand-written journals were 

used for journaling of the small-group yoga class and the guided-visualization meditation. 

At the beginning of this study, before the structured small-group Yoga class, I discussed 

and distributed informed-consent forms to all student participants. I explained the research 

process and explained that the information gathered would be publicly distributed through this 

study beyond their participation. Before observing Yoga instructor class/session facilitation, I 

explained the process of this study and that information would be publicly distributed.  

Participants of the studio were given pseudonyms. All data collected was kept in a locked 

home office file cabinet and electronic data was stored in password-protected online storage at 

the University of Wisconsin – Stevens Point. To ensure my data were trustworthy, participants 

member-checked transcripts. 

Data Analysis 

As I designed the research incorporating participant journals, interviews and observation; 

I began the initial analysis process exploring existing software programs that could manage the 

depth and volume of qualitative data I collected. To sort through data collected and discern 

phenomenological depth, I analyzed the data manually using paper copy and spreadsheets. I 

chose the interpretational analysis according to Gall, Gall & Borgs' (2003) description and 

process of examining patterns and themes to generate possible explanations of the phenomenon. 

Although Gall's description of this process includes using a computer software program where 

the interviews are scanned or typed into the program and are segmented, categorized, coded and 
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grouped by the software program, I applied manual coding and an Excel spreadsheet for the 

analysis.  

I chose a case-oriented or case-study approach to analyzing data for the 

phenomenological study (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; Gall, Gall et al., 2003). To conduct my 

interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), I used an emergent-coding scheme for data 

analysis, in which emergent codes were developed during the analysis (Blair, 2015). Emergent or 

open-coding system allows for “participant-generated theory from the data” (Blair, 2015, p. 17). 

Using an open-coding system provided me with opportunities to explore the rich data while 

letting the themes emerge rather than applying preconceived codes. The case-oriented approach 

according to Ragin, “looks at each entity, then teases out configurations within [emphasis in 

original] each case" (cited in Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p.195). 

Blair (2015) discussed two forms of open coding: examining “line by line”, or developing 

codes through concepts/actions, similar events (2015, p. 17). My analysis followed Löfgren’s 

step-by-step guide, as follows: 

1. Read through transcripts, initially gathering first impressions, and eventually line-by-

line.

2. Developed codes: labeled relevant pieces, (i.e., words, phrases, activities, or other

relevant information).

• Determined what was relevant: something that was repeated, something the

participant stated was important or critical or is aligned with another theory or

concept.

• Being open-minded to new insights.

• Interpreted the phenomenon through similarities and themes within the responses.
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3. Analyzed: revisited the codes, created new codes, removed those that seemed

unnecessary.

4. Categorized: codes are categorized and grouped. These may be similar or different.

Once codes are categorized, they are analyzed for connections between and among

them.

5. Evaluated hierarchy: As codes were developed, analyzed and categorized, I re-

evaluated them for a hierarchy among categories. This allowed for emergent themes

among the findings.

Open coding allowed for new insights and themes to emerge from the participant 

responses. Using this method of analysis provided a rich analysis of data, free from my 

preconceived notions or bias. 

Summary 

Using a phenomenological approach, I explored the perceptions and practices of a 

purposive sample of participants at one yoga studio in this qualitative study. I collected data from 

participant observations, yoga performances, interviews, and journals. I developed qualitative 

tools to explore the rich experiences and deep meaning-making for the participants’ regenerative 

experiences with Yoga. Each of these tools was aligned with the research question and provided 

insight and feedback. Doubling up the tools through overlap, provided an opportunity to 

illuminate the rich meaning-making of each participant. Data were coded and analyzed following 

generally accepted procedures.  
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Chapter 4. Findings & Analysis 

Overview 

I used Patañjali’s Eight Limbs of Yoga contemporized to focus on sustainability and 

regenerative selves to structure the research design. The research question was, “What do Yoga 

students and teachers in one studio perceive and practice about relationality?” I examined 

whether and how practitioners use Yoga as a tool to cultivate relationality in the continuum 

between their interiority and exteriority. Researching both the teacher and the student meaning-

making of their experience provided an expansive view of relationality within their Yoga 

practices. This chapter presents the participants’ stories, then my findings organized by theme.  

Participant Profiles 

I chose a purposive convenience sample of ten students and two teachers. Participants 

had practiced Yoga for more than two years, one to two times each week. The participants all 

identified as Caucasian, all had post-secondary education although some had coursework and no 

specific degree, and all participants resided in the city of the research site. The participants 

reported diverse socioeconomic status. Table 6 summarizes the demographic information for all 

10 student participants, identified by pseudonyms.  

Table 6. Participant Profiles 

Name Age Education SES* Years** Weekly*** 

Amethyst 63 Grad degree Lower 12 3-4

Anya 32 College Middle 2 2 

Birdie 57 Post Grad Upper 6-7 2 

Jenna 52 College Middle 7 3-4

Maria 54 Some College Middle 10-15 2 

Monica 54 Grad Lower 10 3-4
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Name Age Education SES* Years** Weekly*** 

Nala 64 College Lower 30 4 

Sophie 58 College Middle 16 2-3

Teresa 61 College Lower 13 4-5

Veronica 70 College Middle 7 2 

* Childhood Socioeconomic Status ** Years of Yoga Practice  *** In Community Setting 

The following profiles show the stories of each participant including their demographics. 

I have indented the participant's own words. Quotations denote participants quoting others or 

referring phrases of self-talk. I used Seidman’s (2006) suggestions to remove speech 

characteristics such as “um,” “uh,” “you know,”, “yeah” and indicated this removal with “…”. I 

have added “[ ]” where necessary to insert text for clarification or to protect the participant’s 

identity, as I have removed identifying locations or other information. In some instances, 

participants added emphasis on specific words, these are indicated in italics. Nonverbal 

characteristics are denoted with “< >”, such as <laughter>. 

Within each story, I discuss the past, present, and future of each participant, taking the 

readers along in the journey of participant exploration. Each shared the stories of their 

experiences with Yoga and their ecological consciousness and connection with self and others, 

and ultimately nature. I have chosen to share these stories as a journey that will weave the 

experiences as a story of the transformational experiences of wholeness through Yoga.  

Amethyst. 

Amethyst is a 63-year old college teacher, who grew up in a small town in Wisconsin. 

She spent her early years on a farm and later moved to a small town. She describes her 

socioeconomic status as a child as having times of “struggle” living in lower socioeconomic 
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status, however, as a teen, her father became a small business owner, and although this improved 

their financial status, their family lived quite frugally. She recalls eating very healthy, fresh fruits 

and vegetables from the garden and always had fresh meat even during times of financial stress. 

Amethyst recalls her family as a very loving and caring family with a somewhat “lenient 

upbringing.”  

Amethyst shared a particularly difficult experience after being in a motorcycle accident at 

the age of 19. She suffered a significant back injury and yet remained very active throughout her 

twenties: living in the country and having horses and later joining a club and engaging in 

weightlifting and aerobics. Although she was very active, the reoccurring back pain sustained 

through adulthood. 

Amethyst began her Yoga practice 12 years ago after quitting smoking and subsequent 

weight gain and learning of a heart disorder causing shortness of breath. Amethyst came to Yoga 

upon a suggestion from a friend and recalls being surprised that she had never experienced, nor 

heard of Yoga previously. She was equally surprised by the decrease in the persistent back pain 

after regular Yoga. The back pain, is Amethyst’s barometer for health, reappearing when she 

steps away from her mat for too long saying, 

And that's how I started. It was just something I wished I had known about all my life… 

after having it [back pain] for 30 years. I always know if I'm not doing enough Yoga if I 

get that pain in my back.  

Amethyst found that her Yoga group was significant for her health and wellness. In 

reflecting on those connections, and the benefit of practicing in community, she stated, 
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I enjoy the social group here…I call them, and they know I call them this, “my Yoga 

friends”. These are my Yoga people...and they're a like-minded group of people that are 

nonjudgmental for the most part. That's one thing that Yoga helps a lot.  

Today, Amethyst practices Yoga three to four times each week for maintenance and 

incorporates walking as part of a regular exercise program as her regimen for health and wellness 

and plans to continue her regime. 

Anya. 

Anya is a 32-year old female who holds an undergraduate degree. She spent most of her 

life living in small towns, moving throughout Wisconsin during her childhood. Anya was raised 

in a middle-class family and describes her current socioeconomic status as middle-class. Anya 

recalls health and wellness revolving around annual check-ups and being very involved in sports. 

Anya’s parents were very involved in her life, attending all of her school and extracurricular 

events and sharing family time at home, maintaining a strong family connection. She began her 

Yoga practice, in the studio community, two years ago, with her interest resulting from a 

stressful relationship, and curiosity. Anya considers relationships and the role of Yoga as it 

relates to empathy, as she describes her connection to the biosphere: 

I think I'm more conscious of what I'm doing to others and to the environment as well as 

my body like with toxins and stuff like that. I've been really trying to be more respectful 

to the planet Earth and that kind of thing, to other creatures. And even thinking along the 

lines of, you don't know what other people are going through. A lot of people suffer in 

silence and so that was me. So now, “what is somebody else going through?”.  

Anya currently practices twice a week and is pleasantly surprised at the role of Yoga in 

helping her to return to her love of ice-skating after years of being away from her passion. She 
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excitedly describes her awareness: 

…I started ice skating again. I hadn't been ice skating since I had a really bad injury in 

high school. So, I didn't think I could really ever skate again, because I used to 

competitively skate. So, I actually started going back to the Y [YMCA] and skating 

again.  

For Anya, the ability to skate again was a pleasant and unexpected surprise as she looks 

forward to skating as part of her usual health and wellness routine. Anya, also recalled another 

change in her health and wellness as a change in her physical stature, specifically her height. She 

enthusiastically recalled her realization of this physical change; she said, 

…I had gone to the doctor and I didn't even believe them, but they told me, I had been 

practicing for probably about a year at that point, they told me that I had grown a 1½”. 

And I was like, "There's no way I'm 5’3”. There's no way." And I did not believe them. 

And I had gone back to the doctor's office that I worked in and I made them measure me. 

I made my own coworkers measure me and they were like, "Yeah, you're 5’3” now." I'm 

like, "I have never been 5’3” in my entire life!" 

Anya has found in Yoga, tranquility and a sense of peace of mind and joy through the 

returned fluidity of movement. 

Birdie. 

Birdie is a 57-year old married woman who grew up in an upper-class family on a farm in 

the Southern United States. Birdie has lived and worked at various locations throughout the 

United States, working in diverse K-12 settings, as an Alcohol and Drug Counselor, and a variety 

of other counseling positions. Birdie is a first-generation student and holds a psychology degree 

and since obtaining this degree has worked in higher education as a faculty member and 
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administrator. She has been in her current position for 22 years, as well as working as a life 

coach. At the time of the research, Birdie was transitioning from full-time teaching into life and 

health coaching.  

Birdie’s health and wellness as a child revolved around spending time on her family 

farm, with horses and other farm animals. She describes her childhood as fairly “wholesome” as 

she spent the majority of her time outdoors, eating home-cooked meals and getting plenty of rest. 

Overall, Birdie recalls being very healthy and rarely ill but remembers very unhealthy 

relationships and interactions. She experienced considerable stress beginning while in college in 

her twenties when she developed a “pretty significant eating disorder”. After years of neglecting 

her body, participating in aerobic exercise and weight-lifting, Birdie was called to Yoga, she 

describes this very difficult time in her life; she recalled,  

I just hurt mostly in my lower back…it was difficult…I think it was just a lot of years of 

overwork, a lot of stress in my life that I carried…started Yoga when I bumped into some 

stress and chronic pain issues. 

Birdie described deciding to attend a Yoga class, in conjunction with a student trip 

abroad where she studied Hinduism enjoying being immersed in the culture. Birdie found herself 

excited to learn more about Hinduism and Yoga in particular. However, in returning to the 

United States, she recalled feeling a self-induced pressure and anxiety of attending an in-person 

class. Birdie decided to join a virtual Yoga class, where she learned the poses and ultimately 

gave herself permission to move forward and attend in-person classes. Birdie began at the studio 

approximately seven years ago and attended daily for the first year; she said, 

Every day I was in that studio like every day, every day I [would] find a class that I could 

go to. I was so anal and OCD about it and I would push myself to go every day, to go 
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every day and to learn those moves. And…then I got hurt, my SI joint…that's when my 

chronic pain started really flaring up. It was hard. It would hurt so bad and I'd sit and I'd 

cry and I said, “I just want to do Yoga and not hurt”…I went for chronic pain and ended 

up with more chronic pain. The base of the chronic pain was something else.  

She began working with a pain coach and through meditation, journaling and Yoga “dug 

up some inner child crap and worked through that” and simply “stopped the fight”. While 

initially, she attended Yoga daily, she found her balance and now attends Yoga two days each 

week. Birdie described the role of Yoga in her life today; she said, 

It's one of the pillars of my health and wellness, because not only is it movement, it's 

meditative movement. So even though I have a daily meditation and journaling practice 

and eat really well and seek to get quality sleep, um, Yoga is just so good for my nervous 

system as well as stretching out my body. It does everything all in one great space and 

place. Plus, I tried and I have done Yoga by myself at home, but it's not the same. I think 

there's a social component to Yoga as well that I've gotten really clear about over the last 

couple of years. 

As Birdie moves through transition and into a new phase of life, she maintains well-being 

through incorporating Yoga as one of her pillars for health and wellness. 

Jenna. 

Jenna is a 52-year old married woman who grew up in a middle-class family in a suburb 

of a metropolis in Wisconsin. Jenna has an undergraduate degree and is currently a K-12 teacher.  

Jenna’s childhood health and wellness experience revolved around family time, exercise, 

being an athlete and always being involved in sports. When she got pregnant with her first child, 

she began focusing on eating a well-balanced diet, and currently is very active in the natural 
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world with her family and shares those values with her children. Jenna has found herself in a 

state of depression and struggled to find balance in her emotional and psychological well-being; 

she said, 

I think I got postpartum depression when I had the kids, and then just sort of never got 

out of it and it got really bad for a while there, and I did a lot of reading about 

mindfulness.  

Approximately seven years ago, as her psychological well-being spiraled, she found 

herself in a “crushing depression”. While searching for inner peace her husband gifted her a 

Yoga package and has been practicing since that time; she said, 

And then [I] started going to Yoga. And it just all works together and when I'm at Yoga, I 

can sort of flush everything out of my head and just be right where I'm at for a while and 

it really does help me re-center and reground so I just feel better. 

Jenna shared stories of having a better self-awareness and understanding after practicing 

Yoga for years, as she recalled, 

I definitely think I understand myself better right now, and I know that we have a thing in 

our family that we call SEDS, “sudden explosive disorder”. Because when we ... that's 

how my family...we'd all just blow up and go in our room and slam the door and then 

come out and everything would be fine…and very rarely, very rarely… when I’m just out 

in the general population. It's not like I was ever a sourpuss or anything, but I feel like 

I'm, giving off more of a good vibe. And I'm definitely more tolerant…I've been going 

there so long and it's always a lot of the same people and I'll see them out in [community] 

or whatever and we'll always say hi and I do feel like I'm part of that community.  
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Jenna currently practices three to four times per week and has found Yoga as her vehicle 

for inner peace providing a sense of safety within community. 

Maria. 

Maria is a 62-year old, retired, married woman who grew up in a Christian, middle-class 

family and lived most of her life in a small town in Wisconsin, and recalls very little focus on 

health and wellness as a child. She began Yoga 10 to 15 years ago and attended sporadically 

initially. Maria struggled with sciatica (an issue in her lower back causing back and leg pain) for 

several years and recalls Yoga as beneficial with the reoccurring back pain which seems to have 

completely resolved through her practice. As she reflected on her back pain, she was reminded of 

the changes in her balance and movement; she said, 

I think the balance, just movement... My movements are easy. I don't get sore doing yard 

work…I used to have hip issues if I was working out in the garden or in the yard pulling 

weeds after a while or clipping stuff. And now, no, I don't have the hip issues. 

Maria described herself as a very spiritual person, connected to the natural world, having 

a desire to live clean; as she reflected on the role of Yoga in her transformation; she stated, 

Spiritually, I'm a very spiritual person… just being grounded to the earth and trying to eat 

more natural, just a lot more natural health things. I'm not one that likes to go to the 

doctor. I take no prescription drugs...just trying to keep it clean and healthy… 

Maria currently practices twice a week and discusses the role of Yoga in her life as 

difficult to share with others: 

...it keeps me calm. I think a big thing right now with everything going on in the world, it 

keeps things in perspective. I'd like to pass it on to other people that I know, friends and 

such, but not everybody's real receptive to taking advice sometimes. 
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Maria shares the role of Yoga in her life today as transformative in creating self-

awareness and a vehicle for guiding her through her daily life and letting go of judgment while 

embracing self-acceptance. 

Monica. 

Monica is a 54-year old, divorced female who grew up in a middle-class family in the 

Midwest. Monica attended Catholic Schools and later attended college and has an undergraduate 

degree and a graduate degree in ministry and transcendental psychology and currently works as a 

spiritual director/counselor. She considers her socioeconomic status to be just above the poverty 

line.  

Monica recalled health and wellness as a child as “conflicting” messages where wellness 

was talked about minimally. She recalled her mother, who was a stay-at-home mom preparing 

raw and whole foods, using natural cleaning products as often as possible. Although herbal and 

natural medicines were discussed frequently in her home, Monica did not recall these as part of 

her family’s usual regimen. As a child, Monica recalled being very ill and almost died on several 

occasions. In narrating her story, Monica remembered being frequently ill while her mother, in 

particular, was “attentive, and loving, and kind, and generous, but otherwise completely non-

involved”. As a first-born child, she described growing up in a “pretty dysfunctional family”, she 

stated, 

“[I]…embraced certain defense mechanisms in order to survive. One of them was it's not 

okay to feel. That left me as I don't know... I guess aloof is the right word, but also 

disconnected from my emotions.” 

Monica’s family moved several times during her high school years, which she described 

being disconnected from the emotional intelligence associated with these upheavals,  
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“The anxiety and fear of moving into a new environment and all of those things. I was 

totally cut off from, I guess I would just say emotional intelligence because I had to be in 

order to survive.” 

These experiences created a conflictual sense of “un-wellness” as she contemplated 

physical and emotional well-being, and feeling unsupported and neglected in many ways. As she 

shared her story, she recalled the sense of disconnection and disjointedness with the 

contradiction of physical and emotional/spiritual health created through her childhood. 

Monica was first exposed to Yoga through a few of her mother's books. She obtained 

these books and shared interest in Yoga, however, it wasn’t until after she experienced QiGong 

and meditative movement that she realized “meditative movement that helped me to understand 

sensitivity to energy, to feel energies, to find something that helped me to become more 

grounded and more conscious of embodiment”.  

In her 40s, and after years of attending traditional cardio workouts at local health clubs, 

Monica decided to try yoga for the physical benefits. She soon found herself transformed 

through her new awareness of Yoga and has been practicing three to four days each week, for the 

past 10 years. As Monica reflected on the role of Yoga in her life today; she said, 

Yoga is one of my cornerstones. Meditation is, I would say, my first cornerstone. That's a 

practice that I've had for about 20 years. Actually, almost 25 years now. That is the first 

cornerstone. Yoga has become the second. I really have made a commitment to get here 

three to four days a week. Life doesn't usually lend itself to more than that. 

Whereas now, Monica finds herself willing to admit and recognize her emotional and 

psychological well-being, in the past she stated, “I wouldn't be able to admit to anybody that I 
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was feeling sad, angry, depressed, frustrated because that was all in here and I had to contain it. 

Now, it’s just like “Bleh””. 

Nala. 

Nala is a 64-year old divorced, retired female who holds an undergraduate degree, and 

now works part-time as a self-employed massage therapist. Nala was raised in a lower-

socioeconomic Christian family and resided in a suburb of a metropolis in Wisconsin. She 

recalled health and wellness within her family as an occasional doctor or dental visit, and nature 

play as critical to overall health. Nala noted her first experiences with Yoga resulting from a 

transcendental meditation talk while in college, in her twenties. She became increasingly more 

interested in Yoga, but it wasn’t until she experienced a major health crisis, in her mid-thirties, 

that she immersed herself in the teachings of Yoga through readings of Yoga. Through 

experiencing severe leg and back pain for an extended period, and reaching out to traditional 

allopathic medicine, to no avail, Nala came to realize she would need to “figure it out on her 

own” and began exploring Yoga and mindful movement and observation of her body mechanics.  

As Nala began her practice, she soon realized that she “had a lot of emotions that were 

stuck and buried” and “parts of my body were…seemed to be numb and I couldn’t feel 

physically” and as she continued with her Yoga practices, she began “feeling emotions in there, 

so I knew it was a good thing. So, my mat became a place where I could tap into those and 

explore them”. Nala soon learned through her practice that whatever emotion arises it's “actually 

beneficial,” as she stated, 

…that anything is accepted that arises and to allow it. And that it’s through that process 

that they’re released and you begin to notice more freedom in your flexibility and ease of 
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movement in your body and so it keeps reinforcing it, the more you do it, the more you 

do it.  

Throughout the years, Nala sought health and wellness through a variety of modalities 

and had her first experience with Yoga, when her counselor asked her to stand in Tadasana, or 

Mountain Pose. She reflects on how Tadasana and all of the Asanas (Yoga poses) have a specific 

purpose and goal, each applicable to her life; she said, 

…standing tall and being rooted, not just walking merely upon the Earth, but really being 

present, and really being rooted. Like, I can claim this space, I'm good enough to be here. 

Each one of those, I started to feel into each one of those Asanas and what was inherent 

in them. And what was living in them? And what that meant physically, emotionally, 

psychologically, all of it…..spiritually. It's a ... it has its own intelligence and movement 

towards mental health. 

In the follow-up interview, Nala shared her practice in A Course of Miracles in 

combination with Yoga and meditation. Nala finds Yoga and meditations as a “path that unfolds 

for you” as a means of transformation.  

Nala currently practices four times each week within the community at the studio. Much 

to her surprise, Yoga has become the mainstay in Nala’s health and wellness diet, providing her 

with the mind, body, spirit nourishment she was seeking. 

Sophie. 

Sophie is a 58-year old female who grew up in a middle-class, traditional household in a 

suburb of a metropolis in Wisconsin. Sophie has an undergraduate degree, spent several years at 

home raising children, and later returned to the workforce. She currently works in accounting 

and finance, and describes her current socioeconomic status as “solidly middle”. 
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She recalled not being very physically active and suffering from allergies as a child, 

however, she said that overall, she was a pretty healthy child. As an adult, Sophie experienced 

considerable weight gain and was diagnosed with severe fibromyalgia by allopathic practitioners 

and found herself in an almost sedentary lifestyle. Sophie sought out alternative wellness 

practitioners who diagnosed Sophie with severe food allergies and thus she engaged in a toxic 

cleanse, which was significant in her journey to wellness. Once Sophie’s mobility increased, she 

attended a local aerobic studio, attending classes regularly and focusing on overall health and 

wellness. Approximately 16 years ago, Sophie had neck surgery and was no longer able to do the 

intense aerobic activity. She soon found the Yoga Studio, and participated for several years and 

took a break, returning about three years ago. In describing the role of Yoga in her life, Sophie 

stated, 

It helps tremendously. It calms me down. It centers me. Weirdly. I also go to therapy for 

the post-traumatic stress from the childhood sexual abuse. It just takes that experience 

and it calms and settles it, which is super helpful. Because I get really burned out from 

going to therapy. So, the Yoga is really rejuvenating… 

Sophie reflected on the role of Yoga in her life through ecological consciousness and 

openness to others. She described her experiences as an ability to see multiple shades of gray 

while allowing her borders to soften and be permeable, as she describes a book she read, she 

stated, 

How I couldn't be a Christian without Buddhism [Without Buddha, I could not be a 

Christian]. Something to that effect. That's, I think, what Yoga gives me. It opens me to 

other ideas I don't know how to explain it. It's really hard to explain that piece of it…It 

just makes me calmer. When I'm calmer, I can take in more from the outside world. 
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When I'm all stressed out and I'm tight and I'm anxious, I turn inward. When I do Yoga, I 

calm down, I breathe, and I can focus on things outside myself. 

Sophie currently practices two to three days each week and finds Yoga to be necessary to 

maintain her psychological, emotional and physical health and wellness, she stated, [Yoga] 

“helps with my anxiety and stress. It centers me. It makes me less reactive.” 

Teresa. 

Teresa is a 61-year old female who grew up in a lower-socioeconomic class family in a 

somewhat rural community in Wisconsin. Teresa recalls being very “poor” and living in a 

somewhat secluded community with having little physical activity.  

Teresa recalled that, as a child, parental emphasis was on grades and academics and less 

on being active and healthy and was often told, “we aren’t athletes”. Teresa reflected upon the 

impact of the familial socialization and recalls coming from a very “dysfunctional” family. 

Throughout her childhood, Teresa learned that her health and wellness were second to academics 

resulting in weight issues due to lack of exercise and an unhealthy diet. She recalled her mother 

consistently telling her and her siblings, “We're, you know, we're not physical. We're not 

athletic.” She reflected on the impact of these messages and stated, 

So I mean, when you get that drilled into you since you've been a little kid… and in the 

whole grade school I went through, I was like the fat kid in the class... you know can't do 

this stuff in gym class, you can't do the “Oh now we're going to climb the ropes, we're 

gonna do whatever”. And so between me being the fat kid and always hearing, “we’re not 

physical, we’re not athletic kind of people”…I dreaded and anything physical … 

Teresa attended her first Yoga class approximately 13 years ago, while on vacation when 

she received a free Yoga class. She recalls “I loved it…oh my gosh, I think this is good…I think, 
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[this is] what I’ve been looking for”. Upon returning home, Teresa sought out Yoga as she had 

been attending a few fitness studios in her hometown. She soon found the Yoga Studio and 

began practicing regularly. Teresa has found Yoga most beneficial in her own mind/body/spirit 

connection and bodily image. She stated, 

“…just as far as the whole being, more accepting and like the more accepting and myself 

even just being aware of what's going on with your body physically and emotionally.” 

Approximately 11 years ago, Teresa experienced a serious bacterial lung infection, which 

almost took her life. She recalls her physician commenting “…that [Yoga] made a difference in 

your healing because of the breathwork because you had been doing all that”.  

These experiences have been significant for Teresa as she reflected on the influence of 

Yoga in her life today. She finds Yoga and the studio she attends as helping her stay grounded 

and she physically craves the movement and flow and the mainstay of her balanced wellness 

diet. 

Veronica. 

Veronica is a 70-year old female who grew up in a middle-class, Catholic family on a 

small farm in rural Wisconsin. Growing up on a farm, Veronica recalled feeling as though her 

family was monetarily “poor,” yet recognized that there was always plenty of healthy food, and 

ate fresh food daily. She stated, “Wellness meant moving physically and, and mentally and 

spiritually growing up. We were active in all of that stuff and that's ... wellness was doing that.” 

Veronica came to meditation several years before attending Yoga, through videos and Tai 

Chi. She attended her first Yoga class approximately seven years ago after back surgery for 

sciatica. She finds the ease of movement she has found through Yoga and refreshing, she joked: 
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The most fun part is the underwear part…the underwear part. You're holding your 

underwear and you have to pick up your leg and balance on one foot. Right? To get it 

through. If you're stiff or not ... I mean, you could get caught and you could fall or you've 

got to hang on to something. It's just like a fun little thing. Yep. There you go. Yoga.  

Veronica currently practices two days each week privately and 2 days each week with her 

community, at the studio. She described the role of Yoga in her life today, as almost an 

addiction; she stated,  

…there's almost a, not a fear, but are very heightened awareness, I don't think it's a fear, 

that if I go too long without it ... I almost know I won't get back into it because you get so 

stiff. Things hurt and you lose that agility, you lose that flexibility 

Each participant came to Yoga as a result of a physical, psychological or emotional issue. 

For some, the combination of one of these considerations, in conjunction with previous 

knowledge, or sheer curiosity was the impetus for change in their life.  

Themes 

In this section, I discuss themes that were both predetermined and emerged in this study. 

Each dimension will begin with a brief discussion, followed by participant discussion of each 

dimension, interwoven throughout the theme. In some cases, a participant’s narrative necessitates 

a brief introduction. 

As the research questions focus on Patañjali’s Eight Limbs of Yoga contemporizing the 

limbs for creating sustainable/regenerative selves and society, participant responses revolved 

around the limbs initially. See Appendix D for detailed findings for quotes from participants as 

they relate the Contemporized Eight Limbs of Yoga. In all living systems, there is an inter-

mingling and interconnectedness that occurs between the aspects of the system. Similarly, this 
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same blending emerged through the narrative of the experiences of Yoga, thus the overlap in the 

categories is profound and confounds the ability to silo the responses. Thus, new themes were 

developed from the Eight Limbs as awareness surfaced with an intermingling across the 

dimensions. As the living story emerges, participants’ statements will illuminate the 

interconnectedness of each dimension as told through the narratives.  

As the study focused on the Eight Limbs of Yoga, the components emerged as 

permeable, interconnected and interrelated through the life force of breath. Thus, Breath as 

Source (capital “S” and italics implies that which connects one with the universal 

consciousness), of transformation and healing is the overarching theme, I found three sub-themes 

of equal importance. 

The first sub-theme was the interrelationship between the physical body as a means to 

explore and release hidden and long-held emotions. This interrelationship is discussed as a 

Connection of Physical Practices to Ttransformation and includes the following five sub-themes. 

• Awareness of emotions through movement; 

• Courage; 

• Ecological consciousness;  

• Healing as a non-linear process; and 

• Connecting mind, body & spirit. 

The sub-second theme illustrates how participants experienced a shift in their judgment 

of self and others. The interrelationship is discussed as Letting go of Judgment and includes the 

following three sub-themes. 

• Self-judgment; 

• Judgment of others; and 
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• Experiencing societal judgment.

The third sub-theme illuminated the need for balance across all dimensions of the 

participants’ lives. The interrelationship is discussed as Balance and includes the following three 

sub-themes. 

• Relationality;

• Belonging through spirituality; and

• Transformation.

The following section presents these themes detailed by each participant. 

Overarching Theme: Breath as Source of Transformation and Healing 

“It's hard to put into words, what's the right word to put on it? 

…it opens me up to the universe.” (Amethyst)

At the core of Hindu belief is breath as a source, Breath and the “association of life with 

breath is as old as man himself” (Gandevia, 1970, p. 5). And yet, in contemporary society, breath 

is often ignored.  

Nala remarked, 

…breathwork is huge, I think... I think our breath reflects everything that's going on, 

including our energy flow ... are we low energy, high energy? Are we anxious? Are we 

depressed? Are we excited? And it's something that we can actually, not only ... it's the 

inner breath that's reflected in our ... it's our breath that reflects our inner states. But the 

beautiful part of it is, we can then flip it the other way and we can reflect our breath, by 

breathwork, to change our inner states. So, energy levels, they're all good. One day you're 

high energy. One day you're low energy. One day you're medium. It's always about 

meeting you where you're at. And sometimes yoga, you can go in low energy and come 
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out high energy. You can go in high energy come out….. typically always a little more 

balanced.  

Monica stated, 

[breath] As it relates to spirituality, I would say already having a pretty significant 

foundation in that area, Yoga has only deepened it… I try to make Yoga a prayer. It's my 

prayer. It's my worship, for lack of a better word. It gives me that. It supports me in 

connecting and feeling that experience of oneness and union that I call God, but other 

people can call it whatever they want to call it.  

Jenna said, 

So that's one thing I do throughout the day where if I feel my shoulders going up and 

everything, just breathe. And I know about the breath in and then breath out more slowly 

to calm yourself. So I do that. And through Yoga, when I'm there, I really got the Ujjayi 

breath going and...it just feels really good and helps me stay present. 

Veronica stated, 

…the breathing opens ... opens up.. ….It's hard to put words, what's the right word to put 

on it?...[It] opens me up to the universe…something bigger than me and that's a nice 

feeling. It's a safe feeling. 

For Anya, breath is a source of self-awareness as she moves through her day, and she 

used breath to guide her in her interactions and psychological well-being. She stated, 

I've been more able to realize when I get stressed out or when I feel turmoil so that I can 

regulate my breathing and just kind of relax I guess, just to be consciously aware of 

what's going on, how I'm feeling if having too many things come at me at once and being 

overwhelmed. Actually a lot of times when I'm feeling stressed out at work, or even 
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trying to fall asleep, I will do some of the breathing techniques that we've done in class, 

like the closed nostril and then shorter inhale longer exhale, just focusing on that to relax 

and be present and actually fall asleep. 

Birdie reflected on breath and the influence of breath on her ecological consciousness and 

overall health and wellness. She stated, 

Well, there's a purity about Yoga. There's…that's…when we do Yoga, we detox the body 

cause we're moving it and we're…when Mary teaches us breath of fire and the breathing 

practices of Yoga, there's a detoxing to that…and I think that's translated into me wanting 

cleaner air, cleaner food…like I don't eat sugar and flour. 

For each participant, breathwork is at the core of their Yoga practice. Breath as Source of 

transformation and healing recognizes breath as a form of energy connecting the interiority and 

exteriority for each of the participants. Focusing on the breath through movement supports their 

physical, psychological and emotional transformation. 

Sub-Theme: Connection of Physical Practices to Transformation 

The participants in this study experienced Kabat-Zinn’s “door into freedom and 

wholeness” (2003a, para. 10) as depicted in the themes that emerged and illuminated the richness 

and depth of their experiences as they connected to the physical practices of Yoga. Participants 

expounded on their physical practices and expressed ways their physical practice led to a greater 

awareness of emotion; greater courage; healing as a non-linear process; ecological consciousness 

and mind/body/spirit connection. 

Awareness of Emotions Through Movement. 

“It does everything all in one great space and place.” (Jenna citing Dr. Seuss) 

Each of these participants shared an awakening experience through Yoga, one of 
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embodiment. Embodied experiences through Yoga, dance and martial arts bring awareness 

through a full-body experience. Through experiences on and off the Yoga mat, each of the 

participants found embodiment as transformative experiences and bringing forth emotional 

awareness: 

Nala stated, 

Even though it doesn't feel like that in the moment... that's the funny thing. In the moment 

it feels all heavy and complex, and layers and layers and layers, which it is at the time, 

but ... showing up, are the words that keep coming to me about this. It's the willingness, 

the willingness to show up (emphasis in the interview) on your mat. And the way you are 

in that moment…..everything is accepted or whatever arises is an opportunity not to be in 

judgment of it, whether it's anger, rage, sadness, grief, whatever. It's a beautiful way to be 

with yourself, unconditionally. 

Amethyst said, 

Well, when I first started doing yoga, I had a lot of experiences with emotions bubbling 

up, especially when we did the hip releases. And it was shocking to me, just shocking. I 

could literally feel the emotions coming up. It was like little bubbles or burps coming out 

from my pelvis on up. It would come out as a sob and it would just shock me like, "I had 

no idea that I was holding that grief." I had a lot of grief over things that I thought I had 

resolved for a long time. Like my mother dying, she's been dead for 20 years now, but 

that came up. That surprised me…I did a whole hip opener class. It was a workshop and 

that almost undid me because I had just spent two weeks with my father and his new wife 

and it was awful…What it's done though, Yoga has helped me understand that emotions 

are emotions. They're fine, they just happen and there's nothing wrong with releasing 
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emotions. In fact, it's really necessary to continue on and do the next thing that you need 

to do. 

Monica said, 

Yoga has really helped me get in touch with that part of myself, and to be comfortable 

with that, and to be comfortable with the changing of the emotions, and not having to 

judge anything. I don't judge if I'm angry, or sad, or frustrated, or anxious. I might be 

frustrated when I'm anxious, but I'm not sitting there going, "Oh my God. There's 

something wrong with me. I'm a bad person," and I'm certainly not disconnecting from 

those emotions at all. I've learned how to, and through both Yoga and mindfulness, learn 

how to just bring those in and be present with those emotions and allowing them to move 

through in whatever way they need to. I think that's been much healthier for me. It's also 

helped me to support my children in having, I think, a well-developed emotional 

intelligence, which is not something I was in touch with 10 years ago…it's given me tools 

for being with them, being okay with the discomfort of certain emotions, and being okay 

with feeling them, and knowing, because Yoga teaches us this, is that what we're feeling 

is temporary. When we move, we're moving through it, whether we're moving physically 

or we're allowing the emotion to move through us. It's definitely helped me have, to 

develop it, a more healthy emotional intelligence. It's also given me tools for being 

present with those emotions when they surface, and not rejecting them or resisting them. 

Birdie stated, 

…it's one of the pillars of my health and wellness, because not only is it movement, it's 

meditative movement… I had been doing Yoga for a while, but once I got really 

consistent with meditation, I would say within three months, that's what I tell everybody, 
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give it time, give it 90 days. I started to notice I was less reactive, calmer. I just felt more 

emotionally…Yoga is just so good for my nervous system as well as stretching out my 

body. It does everything all in one great space and place.  

Participants expressed an increased sense of awareness of their emotions through their 

practice allowing them to manage emotional upheavals and live more courageously and 

authentically. 

Courage.  

“I think my Yoga practice gave me the courage…” (Birdie) 

As I listened to the narratives of participants, I heard many stories where participants 

transformed and became more courageous. Yoga guided and empowered participants in speaking 

their truth in gentle and loving ways through courage and humility. In one example, Monica 

reflected upon a recent teenage suicide within the community, a friend of her son’s; she stated, 

That just stirs up so many emotions, because we've definitely had a teen suicide epidemic 

in this town, and nobody seems to give a crap, and nothing's being done to support our 

children. That makes me frustrated and angry. I'm sad because of a loss of a life. I can't 

even imagine what his parents are going through. I look at the boys that were friends with 

him and how they're processing their grief. It's all of that, and I show up to work on 

Monday, and one of the moms says, "How are you today?" I said, "Actually, I'm really 

sad." I said, "There was a boy that my son knows that died by apparent suicide Sunday 

night," or Sunday morning. Then it's hilarious to watch how people react when you're 

emotionally honest…We had a really awesome talk about that. Yes, I'm more free in 

being able to be honest with how I'm feeling and doing that publicly, which in the past I 

would have never done. 
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For Anya, Yoga has guided her in her acceptance of self, and through self-acceptance and 

trust in her own knowing. She has gained the courage to make healthy relationship choices; as 

she stated, 

But it was basically just doing what I felt was right for myself and something I enjoy and 

I think I'm better off without those people, that if they... If I had to pick between that 

person and Yoga and what makes me feel good because they were a person that was not 

making me feel good, they did not support me, they did not help me feel better about 

anything going on and ultimately stressed me out even more. So, I feel like it was a good 

choice…When I first walked into that studio, I was so scared to be doing something on 

my own in a new city. And from there I have grown so much I think, just to be able to ... 

I will go and I'll go to a restaurant by myself now, I will go and do other things. I'll go 

down to [local music events] by myself. I'm very comfortable and confident just enjoying 

life on my own. 

Participants shared a sense of courage and the ability to speak their truth and live more 

authentically through their practice. 

Ecological Consciousness. 

“…you know the old thing with, you're not swatting a mosquito... but it's all part of us.” (Nala) 

Each of the participants shares their experiences with Yoga as either enhanced their 

ecological consciousness or served as a gateway to their newfound ecological consciousness. 
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Monica stated, 

I've always been ecologically minded. We grew up with that…the cleaning products and 

stuff like that. Natural products as much as possible, not destroying the resources of our 

planet, taking care of the ones that we have, not wasting, not polluting, all of those things 

have always been part of my inner dialogue and something that I raised my kids into 

believing as well. I think Yoga just supports that, supports what was already there. 

Maria said,  

“I guess maybe just being more aware of what I do affects other people too. Just be a 

little more sensitive to that”.  

In thinking about her own ecological consciousness, Amethyst shared her perspective as 

one of balance: 

I think it can be part of anybody's life who wants it in there. It doesn't have to mean a 

significant mindset or a significant way of life. You don't have to be a vegetarian. You 

don't have to be all “save the Earth”. Although it makes you more aware of your 

connection to the Earth. I've always been aware of that, but Yoga brings that home a little 

bit more. 

For Anya, ecological consciousness is recognizing the impact of her actions on herself, 

others and the Earth; as she stated, 

I think I'm more conscious of what I'm doing to others and to the environment as well as 

my body like with toxins and stuff like that. I've been really trying to be more respectful 

to the planet Earth and that kind of thing, to other creatures. And even thinking along the 

lines of, you don't know what other people are going through. A lot of people suffer in 

silence and so that was me. So now, what is somebody else going through?  
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Jenna found her sense of connectedness to nature enhanced through a newfound sense of 

being present; she stated, 

We've always been hikers, bikers, kayakers. That kind of thing. But we just got back 

from Colorado a week and a half ago. And that was the most I'd ever stopped during a 

hike and just looked around because you're always looking at your feet so you don't trip. 

And looked around and listened to the sounds and smelled things. So, it's made me more 

mindful of nature… 

Veronica recognized through interaction with her granddaughter, her ecological 

consciousness and awareness. She stated, 

I smile because there's amazing things that come to mind. One is we have lots of flowers 

and my seven-year-old granddaughter said, "I know why you have lots of flowers 

because they give off oxygen for all the people." Yoga, again, I think is knowing there's 

something bigger than us. That's what I think…I think frequently of the Native American 

where the land and belong to anybody. Yoga can take you into that place. If you get into 

the practice of the breathing and centering and then the poses, it can take you into that 

place where nothing belongs to anybody but you have everything you need. 

Participants shared stories of healing and transformation through their enhanced 

ecological consciousness. 

Healing as a Non-linear Process. 

“…the answer to any problem you have is Yoga.  

It fixes so many things or balances out so many things.” (Amethyst) 

Living systems theory is the non-linear process of self-organizing, receiving input while 

maintaining dynamic balance through constant response and re-adjustment. Throughout 
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participant’s stories and narratives, autopoiesis and regeneration have been illuminated through 

the non-linear emergent process and reorganization. Each has experienced the continual ebb and 

flow of wellness and “un” wellness and share their experiences with fluidity as they move in and 

out of overall health: 

Amethyst said, 

So, in terms of what I'm able to do for breathwork…I can't do too much. If I push too 

much, it's scary. I can't catch my breath. Well, they had me listed as palliative because 

they can't do anything for me. So, it's scary for me because if something goes wonky, I'm 

dead…I'm not in good shape. So, what Yoga does, it helps me control my breathwork 

and it keeps me as healthy as I can be. 

Nala said, 

I think Yoga is about fluidity. It's about moving with what is, what's showing up in your 

life, and showing up for yourself. Today it's this way, the next day it's that. So, it's not 

saying life has gotta be in a box. It's gotta look like this, right? Where I am, this box, this 

narrow parameter, it's the ability to move with the breath, with the moments ... keep open, 

keep open. To life. Open to…a relaxed way. Keep open to life, but to be alert. One of the 

two words I read in Yoga that just amazed me was doing a posture with alertness and 

ease, at the same time. It's like presence and aliveness, but also ease, and presence. I think 

that's a good way to move through life and to be. So, fluidity, yeah ... everything's 

moving. It's changing. It's moving with it, gracefully. 

Jenna said, 

I’m much more attuned to it now [physical well-being/body alignment]. I had back 

surgery within the seven years [of beginning Yoga], and before the back surgery, I was 
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losing the ability. Like my leg was flapping…and I don't know where I'd be right now 

without having done Yoga afterward. I can still tell, that my left leg is much tighter. I 

don't balance as well and everything but it's come so far since that first Yoga ... I'd go to 

Yin afterward…And so I am really in tune with ... you're constantly scanning your body 

and knowing. So, I feel like I am more aware of what hurts… but overall, it's been ... it’s 

been transformative too. And I know that I have to keep doing Yoga the rest of my life 

because I see elderly people who can't move and can't ... and I just look at them and I 

think, "If you had been doing yoga all this time, you would be upright and you would be 

fine. 

Veronica reflected on Yoga as a means to recognize a sense of un-wellness through 

acceptance that it will pass. She said, 

…I think just knowing Yoga, practicing Yoga…you can go back to knowing that peace is 

there and things are okay…It's okay. And over time, Yoga has taught me things pass. 

That started from a physical thing. For a while, my shoulder just bothered me, bothered 

me, bothered me. I mean, months and you swear it's going to be there for the rest of my 

life. Well then, no particular reason, it does go away, but then maybe it's my knee. I think 

Yoga, looking back because then you alter how do you do Yoga. You're holding ... that 

limb. I want to say reverence, but you give that limb ... honor it. Don't push it. I don't 

know if I've learned that yet. How deeply or even, but I think that's the part I think is 

there and I'd like to get there. Is that it passes. Things pass…like breathe with it. It will 

move. Things move. There's energy in everything. Things move.  

Participants shared experiences of healing and transformation as a non-linear, emerging 

process of reorganization and rejuvenation. 
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Connecting Mind, Body & Spirit. 

“I think I thought I was just a bobblehead that I didn't see the connection.” (Birdie) 

Recognizing a mind-body-spirit connection is critical as I reflect on health and well-

being. For each participant, their awareness of their mind-body-spirit connection has been 

illuminated through their Yoga practice. Each participant experiences meditative movement and 

mindfulness, as Kabat-Zinn defined as being present in the moment while practicing non-

judgment, and “paying attention on purpose” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003b, p. 145). The concept of 

mindfulness challenges us “especially when one is little aware of how attached one may be and 

also, how blind to being caught up in habitual patterns of thinking and emotional expression” 

where mindfulness is an “invitation to allow oneself to be where one already is” (p. 148). Each 

participant shared their shifts in awareness of their mind-body-spirit connection.  

Birdie found through years of chronic pain, and various healing modalities, that the 

source of the pain stemmed from childhood trauma. Through Yoga, and working with a pain 

coach, Birdie found the connection between her mind/body/spirit where her body served as a 

barometer for managing stress. She stated, 

…but I think I just feel more connected and in tune with my body. I believe that, um, 

before I started yoga and meditation and going down this kind of more spiritual, inner 

journey with myself, I think I thought I was just a bobblehead that I didn't see the 

connection. I thought this was me. I just did whatever, treated it [body] like shit…didn't 

even think about anything, that there was no, there was no connection…after I worked 

with a pain coach and it was amazing… Kind of the source of this SI joint I think is a 

barometer for me now…when I hired her and worked, she had a Beta program and it was 

just phenomenal. And she studied Sarno’s work, John Sarno, and then introduced me to 
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the water studies…And I was just blown away by that. That had the most impact on me 

that I think a lot of things have because how you talk to yourself. And that was so 

intriguing and she had me get in touch with inner [Birdie], any, my little [Birdie], my 

little self inside, the little girl inside. And within six weeks my pain was almost virtually 

gone. And so, I don’t have that SI joint pain anymore.  

Monica pondered, 

Life balance to me is ... Well, it's life balance. It's work ... No? Self-care, family, work, 

and having a balance of all of those things. For me, it starts with what's the most 

important thing for me. The most important thing for me personally is my spiritual and 

emotional and psychological wellbeing. My priority around that is my spiritual practice, 

my Yoga, the things that I do to nourish that part of myself. That comes first. That comes 

before anything else. My second priority is my children. They're really my first, but I 

have to do this so I can be ... I have to do the spiritual well, psychological mental 

wellbeing part, in order to be a good mother to my children. 

Amethyst reflected, 

…my body and my concentration is completely in sync with where I am. And I know 

who I am and I'm not really thinking, but I'm just being. 

Participants shared experiences that illuminated their mind-body-spirit connection. 

Sub-Theme: Letting go of Judgment  

The goal of Yoga is mastery of the mind; however, this requires the practitioner to be 

wholly present and let go of judgment (Creswell & Patel, 2003). Mastery of the mind, in this 

way, leads to a union with God where one is “yoked” and through practice, one recognizes their 

“oneness” and more fully-able to live more wholly while practicing non-judgment. 
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Living in a world struggling to conform to societal norms, was a profound awareness for 

participants, finding it challenging to be their authentic selves. One of the most significant 

findings of the research is the recognition of each participant in their willingness to let go of 

judgment. I found this theme to be one of the most profound themes concerning societal norms 

and judgment. Self-criticism through body judgment and self-imposed expectations are at the 

foundation of imposter syndrome. In techno-industrial societies, wrought with the socialization 

of high achievement expectations, expectations of beauty, success or accomplishment, the 

judgment of self and others prevails, rather deep down in people’s bodies and psyches. As the 

United States values hard work, achievement, and accomplishment, we are taught from our 

childhood that we are not good enough, “not athletic” enough (Teresa).  

Entangled within judgment, each of these women spoke of judgment sharing stories as 

equally profound as their voice. Each intertwined and interwoven as one distinct finding, and yet 

impossible to distinguish one from the other. Participants shared stories of their experiences of 

Yogic teachings, and the continual process of self-awareness and self-acceptance. They shared 

their current physical and emotional state and letting go of judgment soon became a profound 

theme in each story. Many spoke of judgment of self and others, as a typical part of daily life. 

While the physical movements of Yoga are critical in bringing forth physical benefits, the 

meditative aspects of Yoga were equally as significant for transformation and enhancing health 

and well-being. The findings for this theme are significantly longer than others, as stories of 

letting go of judgment permeated through all areas of participants’ lives. 



REGENERATIVE SELVES 101 

Self-judgment. 

“…there's no way I can.” (Birdie) 

Birdie reflects on her experience with Yoga as a form of meditation. As she spent years 

studying and following meditation Gurus, Birdie found herself in the judgment of her inability to 

center and clear her mind. In coming to Yoga, she realized that meditation has various facets, 

and there is no one “right” way to meditate, and ultimately found herself accepting meditation 

and what that meant for her, she stated, 

… there was no way you were going to get me to meditate back in my twenties, thirties, 

forties. I thought it was a joke. I was like, are you kidding me? There's no way I'm going 

to sit in Lotus for 90 minutes with this brain of mine. But that was the misconception that 

I had. That's what I thought meditation was. And when people would talk about 

meditation, they always just seemed so beyond me, like Gurus, like, oh, that they can 

meditate, that there's no way I can. And so Yoga was my introduction to that meditation 

in motion and being able to move with the breath. And, and I think my Yoga practice 

gave me the courage, and the confidence to say maybe I can meditate. 

Anya found Yoga a tool for her to explore bodily movement without judgment and 

increased self-acceptance: 

When Mary will bring in a dance aspect to it, with the music, and just not worrying what 

other people think kind of thing. So just doing what you need to do and focusing on that. 

Just what feels good. 

Nala expressed her awareness of reflecting on her judgment and letting go of the 

“judgment of the judgment” as a profound awareness in her experience; she stated, 
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The thing that just jumped into my mind about it, is also to be aware though, because it 

can be a trap, is where there's the judgment of it, of people who are ... don't follow that, 

for example. And that's another part of Yoga, for me. It's all about, where am I in 

judgment and think things need to be a certain way? For example, so um... I think there's 

a divine impulse that says, all life is to be honored and needs to be attended to with 

respect and care. It's not about the money. It's about…the beauty and the ... I don't know 

what the word is. Something else ... the beauty and the vibrancy of life…. Whether it's 

soil, or a flower, or another animal ... it's all part of the one. 

For Veronica, the judgment of self-meant a letting go of the judgment of limitations she 

placed on herself and profound acceptance of where she is in the moment; she stated,  

I always thought if I learn more, study harder, I will know it and I'll be better. Well 

sometimes maybe it's not even that. Maybe it just is the weather for your joints. Maybe 

stars are not aligned right now. We just have to wait it out and going into the quiet times. 

This is what I've learned from Yoga too. Going into some of those which seem like 

they're not inspiring times. Maybe it's okay to have a real quiet time, like a retreat time. I 

mean, in your life. I don't mean busyness or lack of busyness, but just where you feel 

like, "What's wrong here?" Maybe it's okay to just have that and the stars are in their 

thing…and a time when things aren't, where you're just not jumping for joy at everything. 

Maybe it's a time to receive… 

Judgment of Others. 

“Yoga has supported me in having more compassionate insights about other people.” (Monica) 

Each share stories of a profound awareness of letting go of judgment of others, as they 

move from their Yoga mat into their daily lives.  
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Monica said,  

One of the things I really, that Yoga has really helped me with is ... How do I want to say 

this? Acceptance, but specifically acceptance of other people where they're at. It also has 

helped me with detachment…Yoga has supported me in having more compassionate 

insights about other people. When I see someone do something like that I'm like, "Okay, 

well that's her attachment. I am not attached to that, so move along”. 

Maria said, 

I think it keeps me open, a little more open-minded. There's some things that my values 

are very... Those are my core beliefs and those won't change. Not that I'm trying to 

change everybody else's beliefs. I think Yoga keeps you a little more open-minded to 

what’s happening…because I am a strong Christian…even some of the chanting in a 

Kirtan that I went to and some of the things, the chants within the Yoga class, I don't 

know what's being said. I don't understand all of that. And I realized that I'm not going to 

chant if I don't know what it is I'm chanting, so I take those moments, and I put my faith 

and my beliefs into action at that point and use it. 

The participants found a “softening of the borders” as they take their practice off their 

mat and are more accepting of those around them. 

Experiencing Societal Judgment. 

“They think I drank the Kool-Aid.” (Amethyst) 

As I reflect on this research and the detrimental effects of judgment, as we judge 

ourselves and others, and as we feel judged by others, I find in the stories of these women as 

their practices have led them to non-judgment. 

Amethyst reflected on letting go of her judgment of others, while at the same time 
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recognizes the societal judgment of Yoga as a spiritual practice. She laughingly commented on 

the judgment from her friends. She stated, 

…two of my oldest, most longtime friends think I'm…they think I drank the Kool-Aid, 

which I guess is true in a way… And I don't think I mentioned this, “Yoga helped me a 

lot with dropping judgment and helped me really just think about what I was doing. As 

opposed to critiquing what everybody else was doing. So…it's helped in that manner to 

just help me be…  

Monica experienced societal judgment from the community as she reflected on her 

experiences with nutrition and lifestyle. She stated, 

The body acceptance and also part of our culture gets so Nazi-ish about certain things. On 

Facebook, for example, all these people that are vegan, and they're so damn self-

righteous about it, and then they want to fight with people because they're not vegan. I'm 

like, "I don't want to fight with you guys. You're not in my body. You don't know what 

my body needs”.  

Anya experienced judgment through a romantic relationship; she stated, 

…and one [ex-boyfriend] really thought it was a spiritual thing. He was very upset that I 

was taking that on. And I think he thought it was more of a religious type of thing. I also 

had people wonder if it was a cultish kind of thing. 

Each experienced an amazing opportunity to recognize and release their judgments. 

Letting go of judgments and softening of borders, allows for creating healthy relationships first 

with ourselves and others, and healthy relationships with the natural world (Kumar, 2012, 2013). 

It is through the connection with oneself, that we move within our world, the social and natural 

environment, and live sustainably and regeneratively. 
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Sub-Theme: Balance 

"Life's a great balancing act." (Jenna quoting Dr. Seuss) 

The initial focus of balance was on a healthy lifestyle, nutrition, and home and work life. 

The participants discussed balance in many ways I had not expected including psychological, 

physical, emotional and spiritual while balancing life and power dynamics within their cultures.  

Amethyst reflected on a sense of balance she experiences psychologically as she 

expressed anxiety and even-temperament and acknowledging her inner-knowing. She stated, 

…when I'm standing sometimes and I lose my balance, I can feel my feet adjusting. I 

mean, they're not just clumps that you stand on anymore. I’m much more balanced. I'm 

much more even-tempered. Although I'm aware of the fact when I'm feeling irritable that 

something's off-balance and I need to address it. And Yoga's made me aware of that 

because I know the difference between when I feel settled and calm in thinking, and 

when I'm feeling irritated and agitated about something. 

Jenna said, 

... it's been transformative, actually, for me. Once in a while, my husband will say to me, 

"I think you need to get to Yoga.” And sometimes we'll have something going on. Like 

it'll be, I belong to a book club. It's really fun at school, and I know last year I said, "I 

can't come tonight. I need to go to Yoga or I might actually kill somebody." Just joking 

obviously. But, knowing myself that I need to center and reground so that I'm in a better 

place…That's like the Dr. Seuss quote, "Life's a great balancing act." It means that I need 

to, along with everything else I do, take time to regenerate myself which I wasn't doing 

before I started doing Yoga. I'd be lucky if I took a 20-minute walk by myself. And you 

spend, as a mother and a wife and a teacher, you spend so much time doing for others and 
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this is the time where I need to be introspective and do something for me so that I can 

turn around and then be even better for others and myself. So it's balancing all of it. 

Work, play, yoga, your spirit, your physical body, your ... 

Maria said, 

…there's things you can do in excess that really can affect your life in a negative pattern 

and vice versa, but if everything's in balance, life just is simple. If you just try and keep 

things in balance, and it's amazing how everything flows… 

Monica found balance in a healthy lifestyle and nutrition, but more profound is her 

transformational learning about her bodily needs through Yoga and intuition. She stated, 

I have learned what my body needs. I do need meat protein from time to time. I don't 

need it every single day, but I do need meat protein…There are certain foods that agree 

with my body and there are certain foods that don't… What's really interesting is that 

when I look at Ayurveda, which is from the Yoga philosophy, the Ayurveda guidelines 

for my dosha are exactly what I intuitively know I need. I need grains. I need meat. I 

need high protein. I need cooked foods. I can't eat raw. If I ate raw, I already have a lot of 

excess, so when I eat raw I'm even spacier. Yoga has helped me to identify what's the 

right foods for me, and Ayurveda has confirmed that. 

Nala said, 

When I think of balance, I think of Tadasana. It was the first yoga pose I ever did. With 

my counselor. She put me in Tadasana and had me stand in balance. In balance. And it 

felt so abnormal. It felt so abnormal, to think of being rooted and balanced. That's how ... 

that's how F’d my mind was, I guess you could say …..physically, emotionally and 

mentally. It was like, balance? And rootedness. And it seems like balance has something 
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to do with that rootedness, too. Right?...so think if you were balancing on one leg, you 

have to be really rooted. So, it's powerful, rootedness, presence, and the willingness to let 

go. Something like that. That's what it feels like, balance. 

Sophie said, 

It means to me that I am spending enough time doing the things that feed my soul, that 

feed my body, that I am able to go out and do the other things that I want to do. Rather 

than focusing out here first [motions to the external environment] and then seeing how 

much I need to give of myself to do that. It's trying to focus inside first, and then taking 

that into the world and doing what I can do. That is a constant struggle. 

Veronica finds peace through Yoga as a means to balance her emotional state while 

recognizing her physical abilities and balance necessary within the movement. She stated, 

If I can wait and step back then and know that, from Yoga, it's ... Yoga is peace. It's 

streaming. To me, that's what Yoga is. If I can align, then my reaction to that .. to the 

streaming, to the centeredness. Then yes, I respond more the way I would want to rather 

than a knee jerk reaction…the only expectation I've had in the last couple of weeks when 

I do come is the expectation that I promised myself I'll only go halfway. Meaning I don't 

want that pushing. And I had been hurting in that's just something going on. It felt heavy 

and things hurt. I thought, "It's okay." The only expectation or intention, is probably a 

better word, that when I come in here, I don't care. I'm going to go halfway. I'll do 

something halfway. I don't have to do it the whole way…It's balancing physical with rest, 

with mental, with the spiritual, which ... people in quiet time. It's having a balance of all. 

That's balanced. If you take away any of those things ... It brings body, mind, spirit 

together. Yoga does all of that. Or maybe it's the time I have with Yoga that ... you have 
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that deep meditative time. That's what I call it. People who didn't, have been afraid to 

come to Yoga and especially when I did the yin, I told them, "It's real slow and it's deeply 

meditative. Nobody's watching."…it balances that out and brings that together. 

Relationality. 

“I call it waking up, or coming back to the truth of what we are”. (Nala) 

Relationality is the dynamic interrelated reality, “… a dynamic network of relations 

where all things are connected as a living system; where human mind, matter, body, and spirit 

are an interpenetrating whole” (Lange, 2018, p. 281). Throughout the research, participants 

discussed the various dimensions of relationality, which at times was difficult to discern the 

dimensions from one another. While internal dimensions of relationality are discussed in other 

themes, relationality as balancing relationships with others is discussed in this section: 

Amethyst said, 

I enjoy the social group here at the studio. I call them, and they know I call them this, my 

Yoga friends. These are my Yoga friends/people...and they're a like-minded group of 

people that are nonjudgmental for the most part. That's one thing that yoga helps a lot 

Anya said, 

…it's also I've made good friends there, with a lot of the other people that go, just seeing 

them every day. And once you don't see them, you kind of worry, but having a 

relationship with the people and the owner and everything like that. 

Nala said, 

Social support…that's a big one. I honestly believe when we have that kind of support ... 

I call it waking up, or coming back to the truth of what we are ... I think we can support 

different things socially. I think it depends on where we choose to look, to support. What 
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we're supporting…so…a number of things... for me, it's like ... to support each other 

where each of us is. Cause we're all in our own unique place and it's perfect. And support 

another, in that way ... that gets tricky though. That's where my big question mark has 

been lately, about a lot of that. The most powerful thing is when we can support each 

other in the truth. And in our humanness, too. With our feelings, our emotions, all of that 

... and, but when that's coupled with, um, when that’s coupled together, that's when it 

really gets ...transformative. 

Monica said, 

….it’s also provided a place, a sense of community here. I have a close connection with 

Mary. I've met several of my closer friends through here, or people that I already was 

close to, this is where they come for Yoga.  

Teresa stated, 

Everybody is welcoming, accepting…you just have this whole, for me, it's like here's a 

family that I don't have. I have one at this time at the studio asking you how are you 

doing and are there for you when your dog dies? 

Belonging Through Spirituality. 

“…there's a social component to Yoga as well that I've gotten really clear about  

over the last couple of years.” (Birdie) 

Participants found Yoga as a practice for connecting to others and “something bigger” 

(Veronica). Patañjali’s Sutras describe the goal of Yoga as the union or becoming “one with 

God’ (Criswel and Patel, 2003). Through Yoga, participants find union through meditative 

movement and mastery of the mind. Some describe their Yoga practice as their “church” 

(Monica), while others’ practice complements their religion. Together at the studio, these women 
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have found a sense of community through their spiritual Yoga practice.  

Monica said, 

I used to go to mass every Sunday, and when I left the Catholic Church in 2008, Yoga 

has become that. It's become my time for prayer, my time for connecting with the divine, 

but also time to be in community. Having the people that are here and seeing the people 

that are here on a regular basis, just has been a nice replacement for that comfort of 

community that you can have in a church environment. 

Jenna said, 

That's one thing that other people don't understand. They say, "Oh, I just go to the Y." 

And I said, "But for me, it's half the physical and it's half the spiritual." And I don't feel 

like I get the spiritual at a lot of other places. Whereat [the studio], they have a lot of 

poetry and just throughout the practice advice in thinking about yourself and your 

emotions and your intentions and that kind of thing… that's a big reason that I do go to 

Yoga because I just really need that. And I notice when I leave Yoga like if I go to the 

grocery store, I smile and look everybody in the eye and say, "Hi", and it's almost like 

they can ... people can feel my energy because some people will just be walking by and 

then they'll look at me and say, "Hi." They'll be walking by other people that I just feel 

like I'm giving off good and getting good. And that I need to go to Yoga to renew that.  

Jenna said, 

….and just being there. You're all there doing that together. And I think about some of 

my friends and I've had two of my friends come to the studio with me because I know 

them and I know they won't think this is weird. And that all the people there when we go, 

they're there and they ... it's so cool when you're all sitting at the end when you breathe in 
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and breathe out together… And I will have friends who might say, "Oh, I can't go. I won't 

know the poses. Or I won't be able to do that yet." Nobody cares. Nobody is even looking 

at you. They're all turned inward and doing their own thing and that the instructors give 

you, "Okay, try this. And then you could do this, but you could just stay right here and 

you can ..." But there's no one right way to do it and all of it is accepted and Yoga people, 

it's all good. 

Amethyst said, 

“I consider Yoga class, my church. But I also consider horseback riding, going to the 

beach, any physically sublime experience, a spiritual experience for me.” 

Birdie said, 

I'm going to assume that it's the Yoga thread…that that kind of binds us all together cause 

we are all so different. But I feel so authentic and 100% myself when I'm here in this 

social environment… And in terms of, um, non-judgment, openness, acceptance, and I 

think this particular yoga studio pulls all that together nicely in the way Mary teaches, 

and in some of the readings that she does, this being more of a spiritual Yoga center I 

think has helped. I think if I did yoga at maybe a place that was strictly physical, I don't 

know if I would make all that, that connection. I think it sometimes depends on the yoga 

studio and the instructor and how they teach and tie that together  

Sophie said, 

…spirituality to me is different than faith, which is different than community. Spirituality 

for me is getting in touch with the fact that I am not my own higher being. I get that very 

much in here…A lot of it is just the way that Buddhism is structured. That it's more 

about... It's just having a relationship with the universe, with the world around you. And 
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accepting the world for the way that it is, instead of trying to make it be something that 

it's not. So I think that's my spiritual connection. 

Veronica said, 

Yoga brings a sense of belonging and yet I don't have to be anything. Okay. It's a real 

spiritual thing. I connect with, just at that moment in time, but there's no, I don't have to 

check back and see ... there's no ... no expectations. It seems like no expectations…. 

Transformation. 

“I guess, just that it was one of the best decisions I’ve probably ever made.” (Anya) 

Each of the participants experienced a profound transformation through their Yoga 

practice. Participants found transformation through feeling being in peace, new insights and 

perspectives and courage, while others through the ability to move fluidly and have more 

physical agility. Participants reported their experience and a profound transformation through 

their Yoga practice. For example, Anya found transformation through courage and confidence 

enhanced through her practice. She stated, 

Recognizing when I'm stressed or when I'm happy, when I just need a break and when I 

need alone time. A lot of times I will walk into the studio after a rough day and I say, 

"I've had a bad day, but now I'm going to make it a good day." And having teachers to 

support me like that is amazing. And having other practicing yoga students in the same 

room knowing that we're all there for a common goal, it's just kind of amazing, I guess. 

But really, just knowing to be confident in myself. 

Amethyst also remarked, 

It's made me much more confident in the fact that I am capable of managing whatever 

comes up. I'm sensitive to things and I am aware of that, but I am objective enough to 
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stand back and look at what's happening, and Yoga allows me to do that. To achieve 

some objectivity. 

Maria found Yoga transformative as she lives through current political turbulence and is 

grateful for her ability to remain calm and resilient, she said, “It keeps me focused, keeps me 

calm, just keeps everything in perspective as far as what's going on in the world”. 

Monica found transformation through gratitude and her awareness and comfort of 

emotions and supporting healthy relationships; she stated, 

I would have never thought of that, but in hindsight, looking back, where I was when I 

started going Yoga and where I am today, I would say probably the most significant 

change has been comfort with emotions…Yoga has played a big part for me, in 

supporting healthy relationality in regards to self, others, and the world. I'm very grateful 

for the practice, because if its ability to support that. 

Nala said, 

…the gift in it is the new awareness's that come in and insights... the new perspectives, 

perceptions... the greater freedom, and it builds. That's the beauty of it. It's something that 

just keeps building and building and it keeps evolving in ways... it's got an intelligence 

and purpose, I guess, of its own. It's not really...um…. I think it's simpler than you think 

it is. 

Balancing home/work, nutrition and spirituality are profound awareness’ of each of the 

participants. Participants reported balance in a variety of ways, critical to their healing as 

transformation and ability to live more wholly. 
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Visualization of Interconnected Themes 

As the research used a contemporized version of Patañjali’s Eight Limbs of Yoga to 

focus on sustainability and regenerative selves to structure the research design, the emergent 

findings were illuminating as transformative experiences for the participants. While the interview 

questions were open-ended and focused specifically on eight limbs, participants shared stories of 

the interconnectedness of the themes across various dimensions often difficult to discern from 

one another. In Figure 2, the components of this study are shown as permeable, interconnected 

and interrelated through the life force of breath. I created this diagram as a means for capturing 

Patañjali’s Eight Limbs of Yoga while developing themes across dimensions. 
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Figure 2. Interconnected Themes 
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Each participant responded to prompts about transformation and awareness that occurred 

through their Yoga practice as the limbs were the focus of the questions. However, more critical 

is their awareness of the interconnectedness of these dimensions through breath and the 

significance of balance within each of their lives.  

Summary 

The themes depicted in Figure 2 show the interrelated, dynamic interconnectedness of the 

contemporized eight limbs of yoga in answering the research question, “What do Yoga students 

and teachers in one studio perceive and practice about relationality?”. While participants 

reported changes to their healing and transformation through their Yoga practice related to each 

limb, the overarching Breath as Source of transformation and healing, and sub-themes, 

illuminated their perception of relationality as an opportunity for transformation and healing 

through their Yoga practice. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion, Contributions & Recommendations 

What do Yoga students and teachers in one studio perceive and practice about relationality? 

Situating the Reader: A Healing Story 

I often reflect on my balance as a single parent of two teenage children, and a doctoral 

student working full-time to make ends meet. I find a continual ebb and flow, both in and out of 

balance as I struggle to juggle the expectations and stressors of managing a home, being present 

with my children while devoting time to my doctoral studies. Financial insecurities, as an 

adjunct instructor, working full-time, receiving part-time pay takes a toll on my sense of balance 

and well-being and my self-confidence. Teaching in adult education while bringing an energy 

healing perspective is challenging. Throughout adulthood, I focus on balance in my emotional, 

spiritual, home and work life and living within my Midwestern culture. The feeling of straddling 

a fence to live within the scholarly world of academia while engaging as an energy healer and 

mother permeates my being. 

One of my most profound awarenesses in the research process was the relation to my 

physical balance and how this connects within the Contemporized Eight Limbs of Yoga and 

regenerative selves. I have always been active, engaging in Yoga, Zumba, nature hikes and 

camping. I felt invincible, I soon realized I had taken for granted physical balance. After a 

traumatic injury during the first semester of my doctoral program, I soon realized how many 

people move through education with disabilities, and how impactful it may be. While camping 

with my children, I made a serious mistake and dropped my camper on my foot, crushing it. After 

several very long and difficult months, and questions regarding toe removal and amputation, I 

was excited to wear a shoe (a Croc) and walk without wearing a “boot.” I was laid up for 

several months, but eventually returned to Yoga, and pushed myself to participate doing three-
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legged dog (instead of Downward Dog). After a year I returned to Zumba and found I had lost 

significant agility and ability to do any complex movement. As I designed the research, I recall 

thinking about balance and my awareness of the ability to stand in Tadasana, Tree Pose. Before 

my accident, I felt strong in this pose and could stand in Tadasana without wavering for what 

seemed like an eternity. After my accident and lengthy recovery, Tadasana held new meaning for 

me. It meant to balance. I recall my first experience, as tears flowed from my face with an 

abundance of gratitude. I had healed my foot and was grateful for the opportunity to stand in 

Tadasana on my injured, regenerated foot …and balance. The transformative experience helped 

me to recognize another shade of balance and brought me to this research illuminating balance 

as critical to melding the disconnect and reductionistic thinking. 

Discussion 

I designed the study using Patañjali’s Eight Limbs of Yoga contemporized to focus on 

sustainability and regenerative selves. I collected data exploring relationality and the meaning-

making experiences of ten female Yoga practitioners at a Yoga studio located in Wisconsin. I 

explored whether and how practitioners used Yoga as a tool to cultivate relationality in the 

continuum between interiority and exteriority. The research question was, “What do Yoga 

students and teachers in one studio perceive and practice about relationality?” It illuminated 

Breath as Source of transformation and healing and the following three sub-themes for student 

participants:  

• Connection of physical practices to transformation; 

• Letting go of judgment; and 

• Balance. 
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The secondary purpose of this research included recommendations for the following:  

1. Yoga instructors to operationalize relationality within their teachings; and 

2. Relationality and performativity within transformative, regenerative and sustainability 

learning and education. 

The findings of teacher participants were equally as profound as observations illuminated 

the structure of their class and format provided an opportunity for students to connect to a higher 

consciousness through their breathwork. These are discussed throughout this section. 

This chapter is organized in the following four sections:  

• Discussion: I discuss the Theoretical Frameworks and integrate the themes 

illuminated through the research, 

• Contributions: I draw contributions for the fields of the following fields: 

o Yoga practice; 

o Transformative sustainability learning; and 

o Regenerative education. 

• Recommendations: I make recommendations for other scholars and practitioners in 

these fields. 

• Final concluding remarks. 

Triangulation is a method to validate findings involving double-checking and analyzing a 

variety of sources with knowledge with the topic of interest. It strengthens the analysis by 

offering input and correction by a variety of sources (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The results of 

the data from journals, interviews, and observation were significantly varied but served well for 

the triangulation of data which in this section.  

Connecting the findings to the theoretical frameworks, namely Yoga Theory, Living 
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Systems Theory, and Transformative Sustainability Learning, in this section, I discuss each 

theoretical framework connecting to the themes. I relate these themes to my transformational 

sustainability learning experience by sharing personal experiences, followed by a discussion of 

the theory weaving themes throughout.  

Yoga Theory 

The term Yoga is derived from the Sanskrit word Yuj which means to bind, join, attach, 

yoke, or reunify humankind with the universe, and ultimately the human from mind-body-spirit 

fragmentation (Criswell & Patel, 2003; Iyengar, 1965). When we believe there is a separateness 

from the universe, we live disconnected from ourselves, others and nature. The judgment stems 

from a detachment from self, one that is dualistic and binary, one that creates an “us” and “them” 

perspective. Through letting go of judgment, we soften our borders and recognize the intra-

entanglement within us and them. 

I was profoundly struck by the participants’ awareness of Breath as Source of 

Transformation and Healing. As the initial questions focused on Patañjali’s Eight Limbs of 

Yoga, one specific question focused on Energy Flow and Breath (Patañjali’s Fourth Limb – 

Pranayama). Pranayama was designed to “gain mastery over the respiratory process while 

recognizing the connection between the breath, the mind and the emotions” (Iyengar, 1965, p. 

21). The awareness of breath among the participants was significant. As the limbs are permeable 

and interconnected, as part of a living network, healing and transformation occur through the 

continual relationship between movement, mindfulness, and awareness of body and breath. As 

each of the components of the study was differentiated through the eight limbs, the research 

findings depicted the limbs permeably interconnected, the interconnectedness happens through 

the life force of breath. In Figure 3, Breath is depicted as connecting through the heart chakra.  
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Figure 3. Visualization Breath as Source of transformation. 

As an energy healer, breath is at the foundation of all healing sessions. Both client and 

practitioner breath flow are essential as the energy of breath flows through both, clears blockages 

and brings the client and the practitioner to a state of balance. As clients and practitioners inhale 

and exhale, as one, energy flows through the chakra system, while the energy centers become 

expansive through the breath. The breath moves through the body as energy and heals, 

rejuvenates and regenerates. Clients are guided to imagine breath as it flows through their bodies, 

connecting the chakras through the heart, expanding into the universe and grounding into the 

Earth.  

The connection of breath as source is through the heart where participants found 

connection and a stronger sense of belonging through their practice. Capra, in his lecture talks of 

spiritual oneness, as we are “part of a greater order, a grand symphony of life.” “Every molecule 
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of our body once was part of a different body” as “we belong to the universe and this idea of 

belonging can make our lives profoundly meaningful” (2018, 37’00” & 37’36”). As breath 

permeates living cells through integrating movement with breathwork, constructing structured 

and emergent classes, where Yoga instructors provide attention to mindfulness and breathwork 

presents an opportunity for expansiveness which may not be achieved through physical 

movement alone. Inspiring students’ focus on breathwork as part of their Yoga practice allows 

for the integration of all aspects of self as a living system as a means for healing and 

transformation. 

Through Yoga and the spiritual connection to self, others and the universe, we are more 

“wholly” able to live in an honorable way. “Yoga encompasses a person’s whole life and 

addresses topics, such as mental and physical health, the nature of truth, liberation, a person’s 

relationship to God, what and who is God, and the true Self” (McCoy, 2006, p. 29). Through 

balance, breathwork, letting go of judgment and connecting the physical practices to our mind-

body-spirit transformation, we transcend the separateness and dualistic nature of mind-body-

spirit and integrate these aspects into our daily lives. Through Yoga practices, we let go of fear 

and judgment and recognize that we are “enough” and transcend the desire for expansiveness 

typically found through consumerism and exploitation to an expansiveness of consciousness. 

These findings illuminate the need for Yoga as a contemplative practice that enhances 

relationality and connection to the biosphere through breathwork. 

Living Systems Theory 

While I originally focused on balance in terms of the participants' balancing home/work, 

nutrition, lifestyle, etc., I asked participants, “what does balance mean to you?”. Participants 

shared countless stories of balance in many ways I had not predicted. They reflected on physical, 
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psychological, spiritual and ecological balance and balancing healthy relationships as a profound 

awareness they experienced through Yoga. As seen in Figure 2, balance soon became one of the 

most profound awarenesses as all participants shared a multitude of perspectives on balance. As 

living systems are stable and self-organizing, they receive input and maintain a dynamic balance 

through constant re-adjustment. Through structural coupling and autopoiesis, continual ebb and 

flow with our interiority and exteriority, balance is maintained through the dynamic interplay. By 

connecting to their physical practices, participants experienced healing as a non-linear process 

through continually receiving input from their external environments and this constant re-

adjustment with their interiority.  

For some, balancing meant continually re-evaluating thought processes through 

metacognition after years of being socialized by societal institutions perpetuating separation. For 

others removing themselves from unhealthy relationships, or adjusting physical and spiritual 

practices to live more balanced was experienced through their practices. The ability to self-

organize through Yoga practices was illuminated through the research as participants shared 

experiences of balance, not only with their external environments but as a living system, 

balancing their mind-body-spirit connection promoting regeneration.  

Living systems theory illuminates the need for recognizing the connection between the 

individual physical connection to the natural environment through communication (Capra & 

Luisi, 2014; Capra 2018a, 2018b, & 2018c). Through the process of connecting with emotional, 

psychological, physiological and spiritual wellness, the participants experienced, like any living 

system, a continual process of rejuvenation and regeneration. The experiences, for each of these 

participants, were transformative in their onto-epistemological shift and their connection to 

community and the biosphere as an emergent, dynamic process necessary for living systems. 
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Transformative Sustainability Learning 

This study provided an opportunity to examine the participant experiences and the 

instruction of Yoga classes. Through observation, journals, and interviews student participants 

shared countless stories of feeling a sense of shared community at the studio where the 

connection with fellow students and teachers provided a safe and grounding place of physical 

and spiritual practice. Each Yoga studio and each class takes on a life of its own as a living 

system through the network of connections between the human and built environment. This 

particular Yoga studio is one that provides students with a sense of calm and peace, through the 

environment and the instructor’s teaching style, while engaging in their practice. As I focused on 

the research question, specifically on relationality, the relationship between self and others and 

the natural environment were illuminated in the findings. Each participant shared experiences of 

engaging cognitive, psychomotor and affective learning domains through an ever-evolving, intra-

entangled embodied process. Taking their practice off of the mat, each has engaged in the 

components of embodied learning and transcended the sense of detachment while engaged in 

Transformative Sustainability Learning as discussed by scholars in the field (Burns, 2018; Lange 

2018; Sipos et al., 2008).  

They learned through their practice as an interrelated dynamic web, a shared sense of 

community and relationality with the built environment, other students and teachers. As O’Neil 

stated, "It is time we accept all of our senses as entangled in the learning process— potentially a 

performative transformative learning process" (O'Neil, 2015, p. 130). Each found their Yoga 

experience transformative as they engaged with other living beings and the natural world.  



REGENERATIVE SELVES 125 

Contributions 

Situating the Reader: A Transformational Healing Story. 

It is January 2020. I reflect on my own changes through my doctoral dissertation inquiry 

process, in which I am contemplating living systems theory, transformative learning, 

relationality and teaching and leading from the heart. The process leads me to a profound 

awareness. As a teacher, I facilitate opportunities to engage students through the use of guided 

meditation, movement, music and other forms of art, however teaching in higher education for 

20 years, I have learned, all too well, to distinguish my head and my heart while teaching...and 

writing. Through this process, I have found hidden courage to stand before my classes, and 

remove the masks we wear as educators. 

While working on my doctoral studies and dissertation I struggled to put “voice” to my 

work. As my loving advisor and professor, Dr. Joy O’Neil was always present to talk me off my 

“ledge” and remind me why I enrolled and engaged in this program. I was convinced that I was 

not smart enough, academic enough, durable enough...or simply just an imposter as I just didn’t 

fit in academia. Physical and personal stressors found their way in at every turn and chiseled 

away at my confidence. Dr. O’Neil was there, waiting, as a midwife would, and in the very 

moment it was needed most, she would remind me to “push.” Every semester, without a doubt, I 

struggled to find my voice in my studies, in my teaching and my leading…. from my heart. As I 

ponder this experience and reflect on my teaching of social sciences, wrought with issues and 

injustices, I recall standing before students, discussing societal institutions and issues as though 

they were separate from me…. somewhere off in another galaxy. I share personal stories and 

connect with students and observe them as they have transformative experiences through their 

time with me. I never questioned my passion to teach…I came to education with grandiose ideas 
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of emancipatory education, empowering learners to live fulfilling lives, to inspire them to take a 

stance when necessary and make a change when possible. In the classroom, we diagram social 

institutions on the whiteboard and make connections between living wages, religious beliefs, 

dualistic and reductionist thinking, crime, well-being, and daily societal issues. When we finish, 

students are amazed at the emergence of the connection between societal issues and institutions 

as a living system and view themselves as “separate” from the issues. We create plans for 

addressing town councils, state meetings, and school boards, through having knowledge and 

passion for social issues. I exude this passion and intensity in my teachings, which comes from 

years of studies, working in the judicial system, in a counseling agency, as a healer and personal 

experiences of injustice and hardship. And yet, as I consider my experiences and teaching and 

leading, I wonder, “where is my heart” in my teaching and writing? Am I connecting with 

students, in the way Parker Palmer suggests? Or am I socialized and situated in a “tragic gap 

between what is and what should be” (Palmer, 2017, p. xi). I realize I felt “incomplete” or 

“fragmented” as though each aspect of my life, was separate. And I question my own identity 

and integrity in my teaching where I expose myself to the students and my wholeness, my 

background and culture and my personhood (Palmer, 1997). As I pushed through this 

transformative experience, I recall Dr. Parajuli, my committee chair reminding me to write with 

courage, enthusiasm, and heart. As my voice emerges in the classroom, so it emerges through my 

writing, through an awakening heart. 

Transformative experiences are whole-bodied experiences lived through the senses 

married with cognition, and are experienced and integrated through the whole of our being. As I 

reflect on my transformation through this process, I realize this new awakening within my 

teachings and my writings. I am ever grateful for the opportunity to integrate my heart and voice 
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into my writings. 

It is February 28th and today as I packed up to leave the classroom after an early-

morning class, I was approached by a student. A middle-aged black woman wishing to apologize 

for missing class last week. I continually remind students, of their whole-personhood, as an 

ecosystem nested within the ecosystem of the classroom. I recognize their learning is their 

responsibility, thus reminded her she need not apologize. Yet she felt it important, as she touched 

my arm and told me about a new position with a local hospital. She went on, teary-eyed, to say 

that she had been applying throughout the area, but hospitals are reluctant to hire “black 

people”. I felt saddened at her experience, as she touched me again, and thanked me for helping 

her and giving her the courage. She touched my heart, and I hers…relationality at its finest! 

I transformed throughout my doctoral program process, as the Lotus transforms, 

beginning with the disorienting dilemma of crushing my foot at the beginning of the program, as 

an impetus for this study. Recognizing my healing capacity through the power of the mind and 

relationships with self and others, I found solace laying in the grass daily while meditating and 

visualizing healing my foot. I transformed my educational teaching practices while incorporating 

embodied practices in traditional higher education and facilitating learning experiences that 

connect students to the biosphere through empathy, love, and compassion and letting go of 

judgment. Through my onto-epistemological shift, as Sterling suggests, third-order change is 

possible as I engage students in meaningful learning experiences. 

As I discuss final contributions in this section, I acknowledge my lack of K-12 

professional experience, however as a mother and educator of K-12 pre-service teachers, I 

discuss the potential practical implications/applications and opportunities for K-12 and youth 

educators. As the literature review did not focus specifically on K-12 education, I make 
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suggestions with the utmost humility as I recognize school districts may be utilizing components 

of these recommendations. As a Yoga practitioner, my knowledge of Yoga history and practices 

has emerged through the research, thus I approach the Yoga recommendations with this same 

humility. These recommendations emerged from my onto-epistemology and the findings of the 

research. 

Upon reflection of the research process, I have been humbled by the profound awareness 

of each participant as they discussed the eight limbs through a lens of embodiment and 

regenerative selves. In this section, I will discuss the following theoretical and practical 

contributions devised from this study: 

• Relationality as an Overarching Framework;

• Yoga Practice;

• Transformative Sustainability Learning and Regenerative Education.

The discussion of the contributions weave responses to inquiry posed throughout the first 

three chapters of this paper. 

Relationality  

“Wholeness is achieved when we are able to see ourselves in others and others in us. 

We are one with the waters, the hills, the meadows, the birds and all other creatures when we 

see them in ourselves” (Sen, 2015, p. 57). 

Regenerative Selves: Yoga as a Pedagogy for Cultivating Relationality provides a 

framework for scholars and community practitioners to engage individuals through connection 

and relationship. Spretnak (2011), Lange (2018), Sipos (2008) and others discussed throughout 

this dissertation assert relationships at the micro and macro levels as critical to individual 

happiness, transformation and social change. As in any living system, participants in this 
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research discussed personal relationships as well as their relationships with other Yoga 

practitioners and the biosphere. I agree with Spretnak (2011), who said, “happiness is largely a 

result of having a network of good relationships – with family, friends, co-workers, community 

and with nature, as well as cultivating the mental qualities of gratitude, hope, and zest for life” 

(p. 9).  

Exploring societal issues, I contend that at the basis of structural and institutional issues, 

is the fragmentation of self and siloing societal institutions and societal issues. Spretnak (2005) 

and Kabat-Zinn (2003a) assert that human happiness occurs through the state of mind and 

requires clearing of the “monkey mind” and yet, our current state of well-being, wrought with 

stressors, conflict, and change, the “monkey-mind” seems inevitable. Living and learning 

through a Cartesian dualistic onto-epistemology perpetuates fragmentation while creating an 

either-or, us-them perspective at the micro and macro levels. The participants in the study 

illuminated a deeper connection with the community and biosphere through their connection to 

their emotional, spiritual, physical and cognitive aspects of self, critical for transformational 

learning. This study found the impetus for change and regeneration through the following four 

themes: breath as source of transformation; connection of physical practices to transformation; 

letting go of judgment (through settling the mind); and balance. Yoga provides a vehicle for 

enhancing one's relationships through a higher connection with self while practicing in 

community.  

Communities of learning provide a sense of connection for learners while recognizing the 

importance of relationality in formal and informal community-based program settings and 

transformational sustainability learning and regenerative education, As seen through the 

research, Yoga as a spiritual and physical practice may be beneficial in moving our dualist 
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society to appreciate the importance of intuition and other ways of knowing that include well-

being and connection to the biosphere. Thus relationality, in this sense, is radically deep 

relationality illustrating relationality as a non-dualistic approach to teaching, learning, and living 

critical for shifting society to one which benefits from relational, peaceful and cooperative 

existence. Figure 4 depicts relationality as the over-arching framework of the findings 

encompassing Yoga, transformative sustainability learning and regenerative education. 

Regenerative education is delineated further by education level. 
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Figure 4. Visualization of Recommendations 
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Yoga Practice. 

Yoga dwells as a physical practice within techno-industrial societies, which has great 

potential for physical and psychological healing, as often incorporated with other healing 

modalities. However, I would argue that Yoga through contemplation and movement provide 

learners an opportunity to reflect upon their lived experiences of time and place while engaging 

in cognitive as well as behavioral empathetic changes. I found while engaged in the research, 

those who practiced Yoga experienced an opening to an unimaginable opportunity for a higher 

connection with the self and a sense of higher consciousness which may otherwise be 

inconceivable. For some, the opportunity for this connection is found through religious affiliation 

and for others, a higher connection to self is found through a profound connection with nature. 

Yet, Yoga as a spiritual practice leads practitioners on a journey of self-actualization illuminating 

an immense opportunity for a continual cycle of change and growth. I found through deep 

analysis of the participant's experiences; Yoga as critical for expanding participants' ecological 

consciousness through transformational experiences and regenerative learning.  

Although key findings were based on participant interviews, teacher interviews, journals 

and observation provided a voluminous amount of data critical for contributions for Yoga 

teachers and practitioners. Teacher observations and interviews illuminated a flow in the 

structure of each Yoga class, each profoundly important. Fifteen-minute incremental data 

collection provided a basis for understanding teacher’s practice as critically aligned with other 

spiritual and physical practices. Through the yoga asana (i.e., postures), Yoga is seen as a means 

to physical wellness, as the awareness of the physical body and the connection to emotions is 

often overlooked. While the body of the class focused on Asanas, or movement and physical 

flow, the onset of the class focused on connection to senses and letting go of judgment through 
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breath and connection to the heart. Kabat-Zinn (2003a, para. 10) expounded on this belief and 

stated: 

The appeal of Hatha Yoga is nothing less than the lifelong adventure and discipline of 

working with one’s body as a door into freedom and wholeness. Hatha Yoga was never 

about accomplishment or perfection, or even about technique by itself. Nor was it about 

turning one’s body into an elaborate pretzel, although the athleticism that is possible in 

Hatha Yoga (if one can manage to steer clear of narcissism) is a truly remarkable art form 

in its own right…The question is how mindful is it, and is this flowering oriented toward 

self-understanding, wisdom, and liberation, or is much of it just physical fitness dressed 

up in spiritual clothing? 

At the Yoga Studio, where I did this research, Yoga teacher Mary guides participants at 

the onset of their practice to focus their attention on their heart chakra and bring forth openness 

and kindness. Another teacher, Colleen guides students to focus on breath and deepen their 

attention to the opening of their hearts. In this way, the connection to self through an opening of 

the heart and love and kindness we “transcend who we think we are” and “go beyond our stories 

and all our incessant thinking” which allows us to be free and open to new possibilities and open 

to the universe (Kabat-Zinn, 2005, p. 70).  

Practicing yoga as a physical modality is proven to create results such as lowering blood 

pressure, and promoting physical and psychological well-being. However, scholars illuminate 

the need for regeneration at the individual level while transcending to societal levels. The study 

found that through Yoga as a spiritual practice, which incorporates mindfulness and meditative 

practice, regeneration is possible. While Yoga incorporates meditative movement, Yoga taught 

through the purity of its intent, creates a sense of openness and acceptance of self and others and 
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the biosphere. Illuminated through this research, participants shared a sense of oneness through 

the spiritual practice of Yoga that may otherwise be negated. While sustainability scholars 

illuminate the critical need for individual sustainability, Yoga provides the tool for individual 

regeneration through the mind, body and spirit connection further connecting to the biosphere 

through autopoiesis and structural coupling and the dynamic interrelationship between self and 

the biosphere. 

Bringing Yoga to the forefront of techno-industrial societies, where cultural norms and 

values may prohibit such practice may prove challenging at best. However, the findings of this 

exploratory study illuminate the need for mindfulness and meditative practice, specifically that 

which connects the individual to their breath, as a means of transforming and “softening of the 

edges” of and for participants. It is through the softening of edges, that we can shift from “having 

a relationship” to “being relationships” as one of my inspiring thought leaders, Charlene 

Spretnak suggests (2011). As the participants in my research were over 30 years old, those 

participants who were middle-aged and older adults, with extensive Yoga practice, expressed 

deeper, richer descriptions of Yoga as a means of transformation and regeneration. As I reflected 

on the research process, I wondered, how could we promote the softening of the edges within 

children and young adults?  

Transformative Sustainability Learning. 

While Sterling (2001) asserted that for society to be truly sustainable, third-order change 

and transformative learning is critical. I extend his assertion to regenerative education and 

regenerative societies. Transformative learning scholars share the assumption that through 

critical reflection and a disorienting dilemma, learners make cognitive and behavioral leaps and 

changes. However, as transformative learning has progressed through recent decades, scholars 
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are increasingly becoming aware of the role of empathy, engagement, experience, expressive 

ways of knowing and a desire to change ontologies and epistemologies (intentionally separate) as 

critical to transformative learning. Although techno-industrial societies may view Yoga as a 

physical modality that is often incorporated with other healing modalities, I would propose that 

Yoga as contemplation and movement could provide learners an opportunity to reflect upon their 

lived experiences of time and place while engaging in cognitive and empathetic behavioral 

changes.  

Transformative learning is critical in sustainable education which necessitates the need 

for a holistic approach to learning, one that incorporates the individual ecosystem and engages 

students in learning processes that incorporate embodied learning and expressive ways of 

knowing. Socio-emotional learning and expressive ways of knowing and learning allow the 

learner to experience transformative learning enhanced through affective experiences rather than 

through siloed experiences. While transformative learning privileges the cognitive aspects of 

learning, transformative regenerative learning, incorporates expressive ways of knowing as part 

of a “holistic reservoir of lived experiences which we draw in resolving new challenges” (Davis-

Manigaulte, Yorks & Kasl, 2006, p. 32). Expressive ways of knowing is a deeply entangled 

process which may occur through performativity, where “all bodies…come to matter through the 

world’s iterative intra-activity – its performativity” (Barad, 2007, p. 152). Taylor and Cranton 

(2013) also illuminate the need for a holistic approach to transformative learning that includes all 

aspects of learning: “rational or extrarational, reflective or imaginative, cognitive or emotional, 

individual or social” (2013, p. 87). This study illustrates Yoga as one form of such expressive 

arts. Ten participants in the study have amply illustrated the transformative power of yoga as 

performativity.  
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Students currently moving through higher education, within the current traditional 

educational structure have likely spent their academic careers both in K-12 and community youth 

education experiencing transmissive practices of education. As children move through K-12 

settings, the shift from expressive practices to cognitive occurs approximately in third and fourth 

grade. For students currently within higher education settings, reconnecting with socio-emotional 

learning through expressive ways of knowing and embodied learning is critical for regenerative 

education. This demands a change in current educational design to one which incorporates a shift 

in the teaching and learning processes incorporating alternative methods.  

Regenerative Education. 

Utilizing a living systems approach to education, this study contributes to the field by 

providing a model of regenerative education. I suggest that regenerative education would be 

critical in moving transformative sustainability learning one step further. This could be done 

through recognizing a living systems’ approach to learning. Regenerative education is possible 

and necessary for any learning environment, be they formal, non-formal, or informal. How could 

this be done? This requires moving away from practices that are compartmentalized and pre-

designed, and in which achievements are measured through quantitative tools and indicators. 

Instead, we could envision the living systems serving as learning laboratories in which the 

educators, learners, and stake-holders co-create knowing and learning (Geisen, 2013; Widhalm, 

2011). “Regenerative systems enhance health and well-being, restore and replenish what has 

been damaged, and take into consideration the whole of life” (Stephens, 2018, para. 4). Thus, 

regenerative education must take into consideration the whole student and design and develop a 

curriculum that enhances student well-being while focusing on empathy and meaningful 

learning. 
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This study points to why and how regeneration of the “self” is central in any learning 

environment. Pappas & Pappas (2015) illuminated sustainable individual personalities “by 

creating harmony, interconnection, and relatively high levels of self-awareness in their values, 

thoughts, behaviors, and actions as well as cultivating continued individual growth in their 

physical, emotional, social, philosophical, and intellectual abilities” (p. 12). Regeneration of self 

is not to be confused with resilience, which may be considered synonymous with sustainability. 

Thus, we must align the regenerative self with regenerative education.  

As I progressed through the research process in this study, I was profoundly struck by the 

participant's abilities to shift their state of well-being and those around them through constant 

awareness of their healing and well-being through engaging affective faculties. Thus Yoga, 

through meditative movement and contemplation provides a vehicle for connecting participants 

to the biosphere through ecological awareness and enriches kindness, gratitude, acceptance, and 

love for all beings.  

If I were to seek implications from this study to my role as a seasoned educator, what 

would that be? My role would be to help students become more aware of their selves-- their 

perspectives, perceptions, and meaning-making. While sustainability education seeks to maintain 

the status quo while reducing the detrimental effects of human behavior, regenerative education 

seeks to enhance individual health and well-being pushing education that focuses on 

regeneration. As a regenerative educator, I would pursue whole-person teaching and learning and 

recognize experiences and empathy. I would engage affective, cognitive and psychomotor 

elements while opening pathways between their interiorities and exteriorities. 
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Recommendations for Research & Practice 

Recommendations for Research 

As the study included a small number of participants and is not generalizable to the larger 

segment of populations, further research is recommended in the following areas: 

• As I designed research with four parts: Small-group yoga class/journaling,

visualization/journaling, participant observation and interviews, I found an abundance

of data. I soon realized that the most poignant for the research findings were the

participant interviews, and yet, the yoga journaling provided ancillary data to support

the findings. I suggest one area for further research is to engage in visualization as a

methodology. As I created the methodology for his research, and through the

literature review process, I was unable to find journaling as a methodology, rather

found it relating to psychoanalytical reflections. As Brady suggests Cooking as

Inquiry (2011), I suggest two additional inquiry forms, Yoga and journaling.

• As the research participants met specific criteria, (i.e., practiced Yoga for a minimum

of 2 years and participants of one selected yoga studio), I recommend further

qualitative research exploring the meaning-making of genders, participants who have

limited Yoga experience, and within a younger population.

• Regeneration through autopoiesis is critical for regenerative sustainability educators

seeking to enhance and broaden teaching and learning experiences. Further research

is needed for developing curriculum within higher educational institutions drawing

from living systems’ theory and autopoiesis as well as engaging students through

expressive ways of knowing and performativity.
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Recommendations for Practice 

Yoga. 

This study found that the participants who engaged in Yoga, at one Yoga studio in 

Wisconsin, experienced a higher state of consciousness. Yoga increased their awareness of their 

physical body and their connection to emotions. Yoga increased empathy, acceptance of self and 

others through courage and enhanced their relationship with their selves and the biosphere. I 

recommend the following for Yoga practices: 

• Designing Yoga courses in settings that engage students in practices that encourage a

connection to breathwork and energy flow and a higher degree of connection with

their selves. This may be done through incorporating poetry, reflection and

meditation which provide meaningful engagement with daily living and enhance

regenerative education.

• Incorporating meditation and contemplation to engage participants in letting go of

judgment and connection to the senses.

• Designing Yoga settings and practices that enhance relationality between students as

a community of learners.

Transformative Sustainability Learning and Regenerative Education 

While regenerative education may be applied to all learning environments, transformative 

sustainability learning applies only to adults. Within this section, I discuss these 

recommendations for practice, while illuminating the classroom as a living system. 

Recommendations pertain to different learning environments. 

Youth education. Within ancient Indian societies, Yoga was taught throughout the 

lifespan. Yoga started early in life to engage children in the spiritual and meditative aspects of 
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Yoga while their minds and bodies were fluid and supple. Within techno-industrial societies, 

today, Yoga is accepted by popular groups as a means of physical well-being. However, 

promoting Yoga as a practice that engages student whole-person including their spiritual aspects, 

in an educational setting within a society based on Christianity seems unlikely. Yet aligning the 

concepts and findings of this research within modern K-12 educational systems may prove 

beneficial in promoting kindness, love, empathy, and compassion towards others. Educational 

settings could support youth in adopting expressive ways of knowing. As Geisen (2013) 

suggested, creating educational systems, through an autopoiesis framework as critical for 

enhancing the following:  

a. Optimum development as a human being (i.e., exploring who I would like to be);

b. Optimum development as a professional (i.e., learning to look, think and act

differently in the essence of systems thinking); and

c. Optimal development as a systems citizen.

I would suggest that social change could begin with these concepts of being a good 

human and citizen who recognizes and lives in co-creation with the biosphere, beginning with 

children. I recommend the following for Youth education: 

• Incorporating mindfulness and contemplative practices encouraging youth to connect

with their senses. Suggestions might include “Let's get ready to learn” for younger

learners or “8 Minutes of Mindfulness” for older learners.

• Creating learning environments encouraging letting go of judgment and softening

borders between the community of learners. These might incorporate appreciating

differences among learners through practical activities that incorporate diverse

perspectives.
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• Encouraging letting go of judgment by fostering diverse knowledge and acceptance

of other ways of knowing and being by engaging students through other cultural ways

of knowing/being.

• Enhancing relationality by minimizing competition and encouraging cooperative

learning. Developing activities for students to engage as communities of learners,

where the end goal is relational ways of meaning-making and cooperative learning

rather than acknowledging projects as “winners” or determining through a linear

ranking.

• Increasing breath and body awareness through relevant activities and performativity.

• Engaging learners in activities encouraging connection to senses by incorporating

expressive performative forms of art throughout the curriculum. Suggestions might

include dance when learning about other cultures (for all ages).

Higher Education. Higher education provides an opportunity to engage students in 

learning which incorporates transformative learning and regenerative concepts. I recommend the 

following for formal and informal adult educational settings:  

• Engaging students in contemplative movement, connecting their mind, body and

spirit through connection with bodily sensations, breath and movement. General

education courses may be the starting point for providing the foundation for the

interdisciplinary approach needed in regenerative education while incorporating these

contemplative practices at the beginning of each class to enhance individual

grounding and attention to senses.

• Developing a curriculum that encourages multi-sensory onto-epistemology and

connecting to the senses through expressive ways of knowing and learning. Although



REGENERATIVE SELVES 142 

creative writing and other forms of literature are developed and used through later 

years, enhancing students critical thinking and creativity, embodied learning and 

expressive ways of knowing and performativity are critical to enhancing student’s 

connection to socio-emotional learning.  

• Developing a curriculum that provides meaningful projects to engages students

through finding meaning while engaging the whole person in their projects. Examples

may be drawing, journaling, critical self-reflection, dance, visualization, etc.

• Developing curriculum and engaging students in activities that honor diverse

viewpoints, recognizing there is no one right answer. Suggestions might include

activities that engage learners through cooperative learning community building and

appreciating creativity in learning activities.

• Developing a curriculum that allows for creativity and fluidity and engaging learners

relationally encouraging acceptance and letting go of judgment of all diverse

perspectives.

Although these recommendations provide a framework for transformative sustainability 

learning and regenerative education through a living-systems approach, Yoga illuminated the 

individual as a regenerative ecosystem, nested within a larger ecosystem capable of meaning-

making of its own. 

Summary 

While in techno-industrial societies, Yoga, is often seen as merely a physical practice, but 

the Yoga studio and location of this study incorporates a connection of physical and spiritual 

practices. Participants of this study initially came to this studio while experiencing a profound 

catalyst for change, need for physical well-being, trauma, mental health issues or simply 
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curiosity. Through yoga practice, they benefited from in various forms: healing from emotional 

issues, connection to self and a larger ecosystem, and enhanced their overall sense of health and 

well-being.  

Sustainability and regeneration scholars assert that for society to be truly sustainable, 

third-order change through embodied learning is critical. Although focusing on transformative 

learning is critical for third-order change to occur, embodied learning that incorporates 

expressive ways of knowing is critical for transformative sustainability education and 

regenerative education. Yoga as a spiritual practice, while incorporating physical movement with 

breathwork; it has been shown to engage participants and enhance the holistic learning, 

regenerative learning process. Expressive forms of art, multi-sensory learning and performativity 

provide regenerative education another means of pushing sustainability to regeneration through 

broadening varying perspectives from a dualistic and reductionist means of education to one 

which appreciates whole-person learning. For regeneration to occur, the nature of the living 

system needs permeability and connection across all societal institutions and through all 

boundaries. This study showed Yoga as a contemplative practice, could be one of the vehicles 

for regeneration to occur while guiding and creating a sense of peace, calm and non-judgment of 

self. This could be extended to a sense of relationality between the self and the biosphere.  
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Appendix A. Empirical Studies of Yoga 

Author Yoga Limb with the Corresponding Number 

Dittmann & Freedman (2009)  This mixed-methods study explored how “postural yoga and perceived spirituality 

relate to factors that influence body dissatisfaction and disordered eating”. The 

two-part study consisted of (Part 1) A Likert-type scale, with multiple-choice 

questionnaires examining women’s body image, eating habits and spiritual beliefs, 

with follow up commentary examining body awareness, intuitive eating, spiritual 

beliefs, and motivation for practice. Part 2 of the study included interviews to 

clarify questionnaire responses. 

 

Part 1: Questionnaires were completed (online or paper) by 196 women. Thirty-

nine were incomplete, 157 completed a 15-minute interview examining body 

satisfaction, eating attitudes, and changes in spirituality since starting a yoga 

practice. The groups were dived into two subgroups, those who practiced for 

physical reasons and those for psychospiritual reasons.  

 

Part 2 Eighteen women, age 23-62 participated in 15-minute phone interviews. 

History of their eating disorder and body image issues were the focus of the 

interviews. Follow up questions relating to perceived changes in spirituality were 

included. 

 

Emotional and psychological health and well-being (1 and 2) 

Body awareness, body responsiveness, and body satisfaction failed to differ 

significantly between physical and psychospiritual groups. Body satisfaction and a 

lower Body mass index (BMI) were found in the group that practiced for 

psychospiritual reasons. Those women who practice yoga for physical reasons 

have a lower BMI than those who have practiced for psychospiritual reasons. 

However, they experience less body satisfaction than those who practice for 

psychospiritual reasons. 

 



REGENERATIVE SELVES  153 

 

 

Author Yoga Limb with the Corresponding Number 

Ecological Consciousness and Energy Flow (5 and 8) 

The interview group expressed a shift in body image from appearance to 

functionality, grounding and stabilizing mood, and yoga as a method for spiritual 

growth.  

 

This study found a significant difference in those attending yoga in spiritual 

readiness and reasons for practicing. Results may differ depending on the reason 

for beginning to practice as to whether they have begun the process of 

introspection. Since spiritual practices are typically not introduced in a gym, the 

scores of spiritual readiness did not seem to be relevant. Qualitative data 

individuates spiritual component significance in overcoming eating disorders. 

 

Limitations: As more than 50% of the participants identified as qualified to teach 

and 11% identified as “yoga teacher”, and teacher-training programs offer more 

in-depth curriculum, these findings may differ for those who have not experienced 

in-depth training. 

Emerson, D. et al. (2009) The Trauma Center Yoga Program works with trauma-focused clinicians to 

provide Yoga classes to all people dealing with trauma and PTSD.  

This pilot study included 16 women, ages 25-55, who are survivors of trauma 

experiencing PTSD. The study was structured to compare the effects of group 

Yoga classes to structured group-treatment intervention. Participants were 

randomly assigned to either Dialectical Behavior Therapy or eight sessions of 75-

minute Hatha Yoga. The changes were assessed through self-reporting inventories. 

 

After eight yoga sessions over eight weeks, participants showed improvement in 

the following: 

 

Emotional health and well-being (1) 

Participants displayed a decrease in physiological arousal and an increase in self-

regulation and the ability to calm.  

 

Psychological health and well-being (2) 

Participants showed an increase in positive affect and a decrease in negative 

affect. 

 

Physical ability and physical flow (3 and 4) 
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Participants showed an increase in physical vitality and body attunement. 

 

Life balance (6) 

As participants experienced a reduction in stress and anxiety, and increase in 

physical well-being and the ability to self-regulate, they were able to create more 

balance within their personal and professional lives. 

 

Relationality and social support (8) 

Participants experienced and expressed a sense of connection and communal 

support with other participants. This finding was significant for this study as 

participants practicing Yoga for similar reasons may be more beneficial in the 

healing process. 

 

Limitations: As the sample size was small, this study did not reach statistical 

significance.  

Gerber, M. (2018) The cross-sectional pilot outcome study studied the psychological well-being 

immediately following a psychotherapeutic yoga class.  

 

The study examined potential changes in anxiety, mindfulness, and subjective 

wellbeing, with attention to potential differences by participant experience, 

diagnoses, and class instructor. The study took place at Lifeologie Institute 

counseling offices where Yoga classes were developed to aid in decreasing 

symptoms of anxiety and depression and re-engaging with life. The study 

included 45 participants over age 18, who participated in one individual or group 

yoga class. The study-controlled differences for yoga instructors, prior yoga 

experiences and participant psychological symptoms. What follows are the 

resulting themes and findings: 

 

Emotional and psychological health and well-being (1 and 2) 

The findings found a significant reduction in post-yoga anxiety scores for 

participants. Additionally, there was significant evidence of an increase in self-

reported psychological well-being. 

 

Physical ability (3) 

Participants reported an increase in fatigue following their yoga session. It is 

uncertain, however, if the respondents were referring to psychological or 
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physical fatigue. More data is needed in this area as fatigue may be a healing 

state or a re-calibration state. 

 

Limitations: Because of the limited demographics in this study, it is difficult to 

generalize to the general community. Additionally, because the participants were 

current clients of the counseling center, they were not trained in completing self-

reporting assessment. Thus, some of the missing information may have impacted 

the findings. 

Gulden & Jennings (2016) The qualitative research was conducted with 11 interpersonal trauma survivors.  

 

The study focused on the healing process of those who experienced interpersonal 

trauma. Participants who were engaged in a minimum of six months of counseling 

and participated in three months of weekly yoga were selected. Most participants 

were not in therapy during the time of the study. Participants included 10 women 

and 1 man, over the age of 18. This study included semi-structured interviews 

either in-person, by phone, or email. What follows are the resulting themes and 

findings: 

 

Emotional and psychological health and well-being (1 and 2) 

Participants experienced a reduction in anxiety and trauma-related symptoms 

through mindfulness, breathwork, physical movements, and held postures. 

 

Physical ability (3) 

Participants described an increase in physical strength, balance, and flexibility. 

Findings are aligned with Ross and Thomas (2010) contributing to decreased pain 

and increased energy. 

 

Ecological consciousness and Energy Flow (5 and 8) 

The findings suggest mindfulness (through breathwork and meditation practices) 

as a practice to cultivate spiritual growth and commitment to spirituality. 

Participants expressed an increased ability to be present which encouraged 

healing.  

 

Life balance (6) 

All participants found acceptance of self as significant of leading to life balance. 

Long-held poses increased physical ability, resulting in increased awareness and 
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acceptance of the body. The increased internal awareness empowered participants 

to cultivate change.  

 

Limitations: As the study included a sample with a wide range of Yoga 

experience (1-15 years) those with more experience may have had more positive 

experiences to articulate than those with less. As no limited demographics of 

yoga users were specified, gender, race, age, and economic status were consistent 

with the 2002 National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) suggesting yoga users 

are more typically white, female, young and college-educated. 

Javnbakht, Kenari, & Ghasemi, (2009)  The study was conducted to evaluate the influence of yoga in relieving anxiety and 

depression. The experimental group participated twice weekly in a 90-minute yoga 

class for two months. The control group was assigned a waiting list and did not 

participate in yoga. Both groups were re-evaluated after two months. The groups 

were matched for gender, age, and education state. Both were similar in 

depression and state-trait anxiety scores. What follows are the resulting themes 

and findings: 

 

Emotional health and well-being (1) 

Suggests body awareness through recognizing body tensions and constraints 

increases self-confidence and sense of control, which are both significant for 

emotional health and well-being.  

 

Psychological health and well-being. (2) 

Found a reduction in anxiety and depression in clinical trials with women 

participants which may be attributed to long-held poses and body awareness.  

 

Limitations: As the study included a small sample size, with the length of the 

study of two months, the findings could be extended to determine therapeutic 

effects. As only women were studied, the study is not generalizable to the 

population. 
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Appendix B. Approval 

7/11/19 
 
Principal Investigator: Pramod Parajuli 

Protocol Number: 2019-41-07-10 

Protocol Title: Yoga as relationality: implications to cultivating sustainable selves 

Protocol Approval Date: 7/10/19 

Protocol Expiration Date: 7/9/24 

Review Category: Exempt 2 

UWSP FWA: 00017591 

 

Dear Dr. Parajuli, 

 

The above-referenced human-subjects research project has been approved by the University of Wisconsin-Stevens 

Point Institutional Review Board (IRB) Committee. This approval is limited to the activities described in the 

approved protocol and extends to the performance of these activities at each applicable sited identified in the 

application for IRB review. In accordance with this approval, the specific conditions for the conduct of this research 

are listed below, and informed consent from subjects must be obtained as indicated. Additional conditions for the 

general conduct of human-subjects research may be detailed below.  

 

Additional Conditions:  

 

All individuals engaged in human-subjects research are responsible for compliance with all applicable UWSP 

Research Policies. The Principal Investigator is responsible for assuring all protocol personnel review and adhere to 

applicable policies for the conduct of human-subjects research.  

 

The IRB maintains an official protocol file for each study to meet the University’s regulatory obligations for record-

keeping. Principal Investigators are responsible for maintaining all records related to the protocol and are required to 

share with the IRB. The IRB is not responsible for maintaining study documents for researchers. 

 

Your project approval expiration date is listed above. Exempt protocols have an automatic 5-year approval period. 

As a courtesy to you, and to reduce administrative burden, the IRB will request an annual update from the Principal 

Investigator on the status of this study. It is your responsibility to inform the IRB if the project is complete or still in 

operation. If the study needs to remain open after year 5, you must submit a new protocol. Lapses in approval should 

be avoided to protect the safety and welfare of enrolled subjects. When you plan to close your study, submit a 

Protocol Closure Form to irbchair@uwsp.edu.  

 

mailto:irbchair@uwsp.edu
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No changes are to be made to the approved protocol or study documents (i.e., consent forms, surveys, etc.…) 

without prior review and approval of the IRB. To modify an existing protocol, complete the Protocol Modification 

Form and submit to irbchair@uwsp.edu.  

 

If there are any injuries, problems, or complaints from participants, you must notify the IRB at irbchair@uwsp.edu 

within 24 hours.  

 

If you have any questions, please contact me. Good luck with your project.  

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Anna Haines, Ph.D. 

IRB Chair 

ahaines@uwsp.edu 
715-346-2368 
 
c: Lynn Payne 
 

mailto:irbchair@uwsp.edu
mailto:irbchair@uwsp.edu
mailto:ahaines@uwsp.edu
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Appendix C. Protocols 

Participant Observation Form 

Participant Observations 

Teacher Name:                         

Date:                              

Yoga Class/Description from Website                                               

How do teachers conceptualize and operationalize relationality? 
 

Eight Limbs Notes 

Emotional health 

and well being 
• Awareness of emotional state 

• Ability to express emotions in a productive and healthy way 

• Emotional resiliency (ability to manage emotional upheavals 

and stressors in daily life) 

 

Psychological 

health and well 

being 

• Increase in a sense of peace and joy 

• Decreased anxiety/depression 

• Psychological strength and resiliency (ability to critically 

think about psychological stressors) 

 

Physical Ability  • Gait 

• Body Alignment 

• Strength/agility 

 

Physical Flow  • Authentic movement 

• Physical fluidity and ease of movement 

• Limited muscle tension/constrain 

 

Energy Flow  • Within self and nature: recognizing oneself as part of the 

larger “whole” and entanglement “with the whole” 

• Breathwork 

• Recognizes fundamental oneness 

• Creates sense of openness 

 

Life Balance  • Work/Home 

• Nutrition through Food (organic/non-organic), 

(vegetarian/omnivore) 

• Balance with food/consumption 

• Llifestyle (sleep/work/consumption) 

• Living within culture while honoring personal values 
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Ecological 

Consciousness  
• Respect for the natural world 

• Engaged with earth 

• Sense of relatedness to the natural world 

 

Relationality and 

Social Support  

• Development of new relationships with fellow classmates 

• Sustaining existing relationships with fellow classmates 

• Supportive relationships extending outside of yoga studio 

• Sustaining existing personal relationships 
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 Interview Items for Teacher 

The items below are designed to gather interiority and exteriority information from each subject. 

Each yoga teacher will be asked to share her background and training, along with teaching 

practices and relationality reflections. The questions are intentionally open-ended to capture rich 

autopoiesis responses to discern if yoga teachers have awareness of relationality and regenerative 

selves along with extending this transformational awareness into their yoga teaching and 

classroom. Prompt extensions for each question are included to yield depth. Yoga students 

participating in this research study will be asked the same questions, excluding yoga teacher 

training, experience, and teaching practices. 

DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS and BASIC INFORMATION 

Briefly please tell me a little about yourself. Let’s start with your background. 

• Probe 

• How old are you; where were you born; where did you grow up? 

• Describe your family’s socioeconomic status growing up. Are you 

working now? What do you do? How would you describe your current 

socioeconomic status?  

• As you were growing up, what was your experience as it relates to health and 

wellness? 

Tell me about how you came to practice yoga? 

• Probe:  

• How long have you been practicing yoga?  

• Describe the role yoga plays in your life. 

Tell me about how you became a yoga teacher. 

• Probe:  

• Who/what influenced your decision to become a teacher? 

• How long have you taught? How often do you teach now? 



REGENERATIVE SELVES  162 

 

 

• Describe any constraints you may experience or have experienced in teaching or 

practicing yoga. 

Tell me about your yoga teacher training.  

• Probe: 

• What yoga school or schools have you attended? 

• Tell me about the philosophy of yoga limb(s) of your training(s), if you 

recall? 

• How long was your training? 

 

Thank you. Next, I am going to ask you questions that relate to each of the contemporary eight 

limbs of yoga. As I ask the questions, please share how yoga may have influenced changes 

or shifts in your life and in your teaching. 

 

LIMBS 1 – 5 (RESEARCHER NOTE): Changes to Emotional/psychological health and 

well-being, physical ability/flow, and energy flow. Probes will be used if the participant 

needs clarification. 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your emotional well-being? 

• Probe: 

• Awareness of your emotional state 

• Ability to manage emotional upheavals and stressors in daily life (emotional 

resiliency) 

• Ability to express emotions in a productive and healthy way 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your psychological well-being? 

• Probe: 

• Your sense of peace and joy 

• Your ability to manage anxiety/depression 

• Your psychological strength and resiliency (ability to critically think about 

psychological stressors) 
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What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your physical well-being? 

• Probe: 

• Body alignment 

• Strength/agility 

• Physical fluidity and ease of movement (example: muscle tension/constraint) 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your physical flow? 

• Probe: 

• Physical fluidity and ease of movement (example: muscle tension/constraint) 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your energy flow? and spirituality? 

• Probe: 

• How has your sense of awareness of your breathwork changed through your yoga 

practice?  

• Recognizes fundamental oneness. Fundamental oneness may be described as a 

connection to nature and others and non-harming philosophy.  

• Sense of openness (to self and others or the natural world) 

 

LIMB 6 (RESEARCHER NOTE): Life balance 

Now we will discuss life balance. Describe what life balance means to you. 

 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your life balance: 

• Probe 

• Changes to food and lifestyle  

• Changes to work/home life  

• Ability to balance personal values within your culture.  
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LIMB 7 (RESEARCHER NOTE): Ecological consciousness 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your ecological consciousness? 

• Probe 

• Air quality 

• Water quality 

• Consumption 

• Recycling/composting 

• Connection to the earth and natural world 

 

LIMB 8 (RESEARCHER NOTE): Relationality and Social Support 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your connection to yourself, with others 

and social support (relationality)? 

• Probe for students and teachers 

• Comfort level initially and now  

• at the studio 

• with other participants 

• in your personal relationships 

• in your social support network 

• Additional probe for teachers 

• What has been your experience with guiding your students to take their 

practice off the mat? 

That is the end of our interview. I would like to thank you for taking the time to meet with 

me and participate in this research. 
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Interview Items – Student  

The questions below are designed to gather interiority and exteriority information from each 

subject. The questions are intentionally open-ended to capture rich autopoiesis responses to 

discern if yoga teachers have awareness of relationality and regenerative selves along with 

extending this transformational awareness into their yoga teaching and classroom. Prompt 

extensions for each question are included to yield depth.  

Briefly please tell me a little about yourself. Let’s start with your background. 

• Probe 

• How old are you; where were you born; where did you grow up? 

• Describe your family’s socioeconomic status growing up. Are you 

working now? What do you do? How would you describe your current 

socioeconomic status?  

• As you were growing up, what was your experience as it relates to health and 

wellness? 

Tell me about how you came to practice yoga? 

• Probe:  

• How long have you been practicing yoga?  

• Describe the role yoga plays in your life. 

 

Thank you. Next, I am going to ask you questions that relate to each of the eight limbs of yoga. 

As I ask the questions, please share how yoga may have influenced changes or shifts in your life. 

 

LIMBS 1 – 5 (RESEARCHER NOTE): Changes to Emotional/psychological health and 

well-being, physical ability/flow, and energy flow. Probes will be used if the participant 

needs clarification. 

 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your emotional well-being? 

• Probe: 
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• Awareness of your emotional state 

• Ability to manage emotional upheavals and stressors in daily life (emotional 

resiliency) 

• Ability to express emotions in a productive and healthy way 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your psychological well-being? 

• Probe: 

• Your sense of peace and joy 

• Your ability to manage anxiety/depression 

• Your psychological strength and resiliency (ability to critically think about 

psychological stressors) 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your physical well-being? 

• Probe: 

• Body alignment 

• Strength/agility 

• Physical fluidity and ease of movement (example: muscle tension/constraint) 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your physical flow? 

• Probe: 

• Physical fluidity and ease of movement (example: muscle tension/constraint) 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your energy flow? and spirituality? 

• Probe: 

• How has your sense of awareness of your breathwork changed through your yoga 

practice?  

• Recognizes fundamental oneness. Fundamental oneness may be described as a 

connection to nature and others and non-harming philosophy.  

• Sense of openness (to self and others or the natural world) 

 

LIMB 6 (RESEARCHER NOTE): Life balance 

Now we will discuss life balance. Describe what life balance means to you. 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your life balance: 

• Probe 

• Changes to food and lifestyle  
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• Changes to work/home life  

• Ability to balance personal values within your culture.  

 

LIMB 7 (RESEARCHER NOTE): Ecological consciousness 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your ecological consciousness? 

• Probe 

• Air quality 

• Water quality 

• Consumption 

• Recycling/composting 

• Connection to the earth and natural world 

 

LIMB 8 (RESEARCHER NOTE): Relationality and Social Support 

What has been your experience with yoga as it relates to your connection to yourself, with others 

and social support (relationality)? 

• Probe for students and teachers 

• Comfort level initially and now  

• at the studio 

• with other participants 

• in your personal relationships 

• in your social support network 

 

Is there anything additional you would like to add? 

That is the end of our interview. I would like to thank you for taking the time to meet with 

me and participate in this research. 
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Guided Visualization 

(Make accommodations for sitting or lying) Make yourself comfortable. Loosen tight 

clothing, uncross your legs and arms. Close your eyes. Let your breathing slow down. Take 

several slow, deep, abdominal breaths through your nose. Let your abdomen rise as you breathe 

in and fall as you let your deep breath out slowly. As you breathe in and out, you will become 

more and more relaxed. You may feel heaviness or lightness; you may feel yourself loosening 

and your edges softening. As you breathe in, fill yourself with peacefulness. As you breathe out, 

let whatever you want to leave, leave your body with your breath. Blow it away. 

Let your feet relax, let your legs relax. Let the feelings of relaxation spread upward to 

your thighs and pelvis. Let your pelvis relax. Let your abdomen relax, let your belly expand, no 

need to hold it in. Let your chest relax. Now let your breathing take place by itself. Let your arms 

relax, your hands relax. Now let your neck relax, your head, your face. Let your eyes relax; no 

tension, just close your eyes and relax. Let these feelings of relaxation spread throughout your 

body. You’re a big pat of butter on a warm slice of toast, melting slowly.  

With each breath, let your relaxation deepen. You are in a totally safe and secure 

environment. <Pause> You can picture going deeper into a cave, or a walk into a forest down a 

long path, or a meadow in tall grass, or within a safe quiet room. Make it whatever is appealing 

to you. This is your safe place. 

Now imagine in this a place you can really be yourself, your true self, no pretenses, no 

masks, no personifications. You’re totally free – no one is watching you. You’re free in this 

place. You can skip, you can jump, you can crawl in the grass, you can kick sand, you can do 

whatever you want because you are totally you – the real you. Take a few minutes and allow 

your personal freedom to soar. 
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What colors do you see? Do you see pastels or bright, brilliant colors? Do you see light 

colors or dark colors? What color is most prevalent? Study that color and remember it. 

What sounds do you hear? Is it totally silent? Do you hear birds chirping? Do you hear 

water bubbling? Do you hear the wind blowing? Do you hear music? Remember, this is your 

paradise, your safe place, you can hear anything you want to hear. Make a mental note of the 

sounds or the quiet. 

What aromas do you smell? What is wafting through the air that you sniff? Is it flowery? 

Is it pungent? Is it sweet? Can you identify the smell? What does it remind you of? Make a 

mental note of it. 

Can you taste anything? Is there a sweetness or saltiness in your mouth? Something sour 

or bitter? What flavor do you sense in this world of yours? Remember it. 

What do you feel? Do you feel grass beneath your feet? Are your feet bare? Do you feel 

stones? Dirt? Pavement? Fluffy cotton? Jagged concrete? Maybe you’re kicking your feet up into 

the air? Let your toes wiggle on it or in it – whatever it is.  

What do you feel with your hands? Anything? Is it water? Flower petals? Do you feel 

cool or warm? Do you feel mist or humidity on your face? Or is it dry? Do you feel something 

soft or something hard? What’s the texture? Do you feel a different texture on your feet than you 

do on your hands? Think about the sensation on your skin. Does it feel different on other parts of 

your body? 

Notice all the detail that you can. Fill your senses with your surroundings. See it, hear it, 

smell it, taste it, feel it. Do you sense anything intuitively? If so, what is it? 

Within this safe place, find a comfortable space for your yoga practice. Image your mat 

or any props you may need to feel comfortable.  
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Standing at the top of your mat, in Tadasana, Mountain Pose, feet hips with apart and 

grounded into the earth. Inhale and reach your arms overhead, gently backbend opening your 

heart towards the sky. Uttanasana, exhale, forward fold. Ardha uttanasana, inhale, halfway lift, 

hands to shin, stepping back into plank. Chattarangua, lower knees to the ground if you choose, 

hugging arms in as you lower down.  

Come forward and lift your heart, shoulders back, cobra pose. Curl toes under, lift hips 

back and press back into, downward-facing dog. Inhale and exhale. Inhale, look to the top of the 

mat, exhale empty your breath and gently step or jump forward to your hands. Ardha Uttanasana, 

inhale, lift halfway, exhale forward fold, Uttanasana. Inhale rise reaching toward the sun, and 

exhale return your hands to heart center. (Repeat 2 or 3 times). <Pause>. 

Begin to feel your body flow with the music. You are free to move around your space, no 

one is watching. Notice your arms as the move and your hands as they slowly flow. Notice your 

feet, legs and hips as you allow movement from your inner being. <Pause> Allow the movement 

to flow with the music, in whatever way your body needs today. <Pause> Notice your 

movement. Is your body free to move in this space? Is there anything holding you back from 

movement?  

Slowly come down to you lie on your back. Bring the soles of your feet together in 

recalling bound angle pose. Place your left hand on your heart, your right hand on your lower 

abdomen. Notice your breath... 

At your own pace, bring your body back to your resting place, Shavasana. Make yourself 

comfortable on your mat, use your blanket if needed, or whatever makes you comfortable. Just 

rest. <Pause> 
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<Awaken> At your own pace, bring your awareness back to this room. Wiggle your 

fingers and your toes. Press your feet down hard on the floor. First, move your feet and then 

move your hands. Notice where your body and the floor feet. Feel the pressure of the mat under 

you. Now open your eyes. Look around you. Take a deep cleansing breath.  

Note: Modified from Dargevics (personal communication, August 5, 2019).  
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Journal Prompts 

Participants will be given the following prompts immediately following the Group Yoga, 

and the Guided Visualization (verbally and paper script) and asked to journal about their 

experiences: 

I would like you to write about your experiences following the script I have given you. 

Please write in the first-person present tense, noting all the features of the imagery and your 

answers to the questions in as much detail as possible: color, sound, hearing, smell, taste, feel, 

intuition, thoughts, memories, and feelings. Please write about the yoga class/visualization of 

your yoga practice and be as descriptive as you possibly can. 

Script 

In thinking about your journal entries, you will be asked about specific physical, 

emotional, psychological and breath. describe your experiences attending to your senses 

– first person/present tense, acknowledging senses. Please write about your experience 

with the following: 

1. Describe how your body felt through your visualization practice today. Please 

include any physical sensations such as within your arms, back and legs, any 

areas of strength or weakness. Describe how comfortable or uncomfortable your 

body felt in movement. 

2. Describe your overall sense of emotional well-being during your practice today. 

Tell me about any thoughts/emotions that you experienced during your practice 

today. 

3. Describe the flow of your breath throughout your practice today. 

4. Describe how your breath and energy flow felt within your practice today. 

5. Describe how you feel as you leave this practice and venture back into your daily 

routine. How will you take this practice off the mat and into the world? 
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Introductions and Instructions for Potential Participants First Meeting 

Hello, my name is Lynn Payne. I am a Doctoral Student Researcher, in the Educational 

Sustainability Program at UW-Stevens Point. I would like to thank you for volunteering 

to participate in this study Yoga as relationality: Implications for cultivating sustainable 

selves. This research is to explore the meaning-making of the yoga experiences of yoga 

practitioners who have practiced on average 2-3 times per week, for 1-2 years. 

 

The four main components of this study include: 

1. Participant observation of teacher participants  

2. Private small-group yoga class (three to eight participants) 

3. Small group private guided meditation followed by participant journaling (3-8 

participants) 

4. Individual interviews of student participants will be held at the Yoga Studio if 

scheduling permits. If scheduling does not permit, another location of your choice 

providing confidentiality will be selected (library, your office, coffee shop, etc.). 

(Doctoral Student Researcher will discuss the Informed Consent, emphasizing 

participation is voluntary and participants may opt-out of this study at any time.  

 

Any information that you chose to share will be kept private, as discussed in the informed 

consent. You will only share what you chose. 

 

Let’s take a moment to answer any questions you might have. 

 

Thank you for your willingness to participate in this research! 
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Appendix D. Findings 

Table D1 Contemporary Eight Limbs Findings 

Dimension/Limb Participant Response 

Emotional health and well being 

• Awareness of emotional state 

• Ability to express emotions in a productive and 

healthy way 

• Emotional resilience (ability to manage 

emotional upheavals and stressors in  

daily life) 

“I’m at the end of my rope. I don't know what to do. And 

just coming to that Yoga class, coming in here just, just 

releases all of that. So I think that's helped with, you're not 

verbally taking out stuff that other people, you come to 

yoga and you just, it gets released.” (Teresa, age 61) 

 

“When I started out, I was in major depression and had a 

major panic disorder and major anxiety disorder. They 

were full-blown twenty-four hours a day, relentless, very 

consuming ... um…so along….when you say Yoga, I also 

consider meditation a part of it. Or…even lying in child’s 

pose for ten minutes, is a type of meditation. And 

surrender, so for myself it was allowing myself, once 

again, the space and time to fully feel those emotions that 

are very scary, fearful, and powerful. There's often a lot of 

judgment around them. I mean there's all sorts of stuff 

around them. To feel them, welcome them, feel them 

deeply to completion.” (Nala, age 64) 

Psychological health and well being 

• Increase in a sense of peace and joy 

• Decreased anxiety/depression 

• Psychological strength and resiliency (ability to 

critically think about psychological stressors) 

“I think because of the meditative quality and, and how far 

I'd come with going inward and calmer after I do yoga. It's 

meditation.…I grew up in a very loud, angry family, lot of 

yelling and screaming. It's no wonder I was anxious as a 

child and then that just perpetuated on and on and, and um, 

between Meditation and Yoga, it's just so calming for my 

nervous system.” (Birdie, age 57) 

 

“I think psychologically... I don't know. When I practice 

yoga, I can do a lot of self-talk while I'm doing the actual 

flow of it. I really like that because, like I said, it's very 

difficult for me. I don't write. I don't do art. So there isn't 

really... This is the forum that I use in order to work on 

those types of things.” (Sophie, age 58) 
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Dimension/Limb Participant Response 

Physical ability 

• Gait 

• Body Alignment 

• Strength/agility 

“What really amazed me is I have muscles in my hands. 

It's like, "Wow, look at that. I have a muscle between my 

thumb and forefinger." I can't remember the first time I 

noticed that, but it's like, "Is that a growth, is it swollen? 

No, that's a muscle." You get muscles, little muscles all 

over the place. I'm sure I have little muscles in my feet that 

I never had before.” (Amethyst, age 63) 

 

“…initially could feel that my muscles were 

tense…though meditation got my body into total 

relaxation” (Teresa, age 61) 

Physical flow 

• Authentic movement 

• Physical fluidity and ease of movement 

• Limited muscle tension/constrain 

“…my core is strong. The flexibility, try and maintain that 

daily. I realized as I get older to maintain the strength and 

flexibility is huge…we lose so much as we get older. And 

watching my mother... she's 90, she'll be 91... lose so much 

of her strength and ability to do stuff, it makes me focus 

more on trying to be better, so I don't have those issues 

when I get older. (Maria, age 62) 

 

“..I naturally take one breath with one movement. I lix to 

exhale audibly at times during down dog and sun 

salutations and I naturally use Ujaii breath.” (Jenna, age 

52). 

Energy flow 

• Within self and nature: recognizing oneself as 

part of the larger “whole” and entanglement 

“with the whole” 

• Breathwork 

• Recognizes fundamental oneness 

• Creates sense of openness 

“It's hard to put words, what's the right word to put on it?... 

Opens me up to the universe. Something bigger than me 

and that's a nice feeling. It's a safe feeling.” (Veronica, age 

70) 

 

“I'm a breath-holder, so I forget to breathe. Yoga's really 

helped me with that, and helped me to recognize that 

"Wait, you're holding your breath again." It's given me 

some practical breath practices that I can use even outside 

of Yoga class. If I need to wake up in the morning if I need 

to relax at the end of the day, different breathing practices 

that can help me with that. It's definitely sharpened my 

awareness of breath. (Monica, age 54)  
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Life balance 

• Work/Home 

• Nutrition through Food (organic/non-organic),  

(vegetarian/omnivore) 

• Balance with food/consumption 

• Lifestyle (sleep/work/consumption) 

• Living within culture while honoring personal 

values 

“I think I tried to get balanced, but I didn't get it. I think…I 

had to come to a place where I could say I'm worthy of 

balance, in order to create it and say, no, I go to yoga, I go 

get a massage, I Journal every morning, I meditate…I eat 

well. I intentionally get quality sleep. I have good 

relationships in my life…and I think Yoga was part of that 

whole process. Creating life. I think you have to create it. 

It won't just happen.” (Birdie, age 57) 

 

“I guess I've tried to be more clean eating. I don't really eat 

fast food. I stay away from that. For a long time, my 

family didn't understand my choices with working out and 

that type and being more conscious of what I was putting 

into my body or products I was using, like hair care 

products and makeup and stuff like that. They were like, 

"Well why does that matter? Why does that matter?" It 

matters…” (Anya, age 32) 

 

“The work part; we live in a culture that's so wrong and so 

upside down, in our prioritizing of money, and the western 

definition of achievement and success, and how that's 

defined. Yoga practice, in addition to my meditation 

practice, has helped me to redefine that for myself, and to 

unravel from the societal conditioning that says, "Drive, 

strive, achieve." I've been, over the course of many years, 

slowly unraveling from that conditioning, and really 

finding what's a good work balance for me, and how do I 

define success as it's related to work. For me, the primary 

thing was, is do I get a sense of meaning and purpose from 

what I'm doing and is it fulfilling to me? Am I using my 

gifts? If I'm not, then it's a waste of my time. I can tell that 

by how I feel at the end of the day.” (Monica, age 54) 

Ecological consciousness 

• Respect for the natural world 

• Engaged with earth 

• Sense of relatedness to the natural world 

“…definitely more recycling, being more conscious of 

that, trying not to, I guess, just throw anything in the trash. 

If it's something that could be composted I would more ... I 

would rather do that. Supporting local businesses and 
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farmers, I enjoy going to the farmers market and buying 

fresh fruit and vegetables that way. Just having those local 

people is amazing and the things that they do…drinking 

more water and not using plastic bottles. Using a thermos 

or reusable ... and doing my own filtered water rather than 

buying a plastic bottle each time.” (Anya, age 32) 

 

“... once I started doing yoga, it was like, I got a compost 

bin. I mean literally, it was like things like that…we're all 

tied in this together, and there's a loving way to be with all 

of this that feels like it's attentive and honoring and 

respectful and appreciative. And there's another way, that 

it's easy to just do it the other way, especially if you 

haven't learned of it. And so for me, it's opened me up to 

be more appreciative. I mean…the old thing with, you're 

not swatting a mosquito ... not saying I don't ... but it's all 

part of us. And it all can be attended to, with presence and 

love, or not…” (Nala, age 62) 

Relationality and social support 

• Development of new relationships with  

• fellow classmates 

• Sustaining existing relationships with fellow 

classmates 

• Supportive relationships extending outside of 

yoga studio 

• Sustaining existing personal relationships 

“I think I just, um, feel very supported here. It's a very 

trusting environment. Um, the women here cause it's 

mostly women…there's…I just feel like this is my haven 

of support and I could call on any of these women at any 

time and I just feel more authentically myself when I'm 

with the women that practice Yoga here. Um, it's almost 

like we get it, we get each other right even though we all 

have very diverse and different lives.” (Birdie, age 57) 

“I feel a real sense of belonging here. I don't know that I'm 

necessarily friends... I spend a lot of time with the people 

who go here when I'm here.” (Sophie, age 58) 

 

So, we’re not meant to be, we're not alone. We're not 

meant to be alone. We are one. That's one of the things, I 

started out with yoga meditation, about a solo practice 

largely, and I thought ... I can do this on my own. What 

I've learned since then, it's the opposite. That ultimately, 

this is about inclusivity. It is about oneness. It is about 
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being in this together. It is about not isolating, in a cave 

someplace. There's nothing wrong with that. I'm not saying 

there's anything wrong with that ... but, I have learned for 

myself, it's easy to get trapped in that. In a sense of, it's 

when we lean up against others, where we find out where 

we get triggered, and where we still have some more yoga 

to do. (Nala, age 62) 
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