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Role of YOGA in Childhood Psychiatric Disorders 

The inclusive school is a stressful place, especially for those with special needs. Sitting still, 

paying attention, staying on task is difficult for this population. Any yoga therapist knows that 

control of the body and mind are skills that can be developed with intensive practice. A yoga 

based program designed for students diagnosed with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Attention Deficit Hyperactive 

Disorder (ADHD), and Learning Disability (LD) and 

Intellectually Challenged was implemented for a period of 

four years. The therapy was focused on to strengthen, 

stretch and calm the body, quiet the mind and control the 

breathing. The teaching principles behind this program are 

as follows: create a specific space sense, engage the child 

along with parents, provide tools for success, and create 

opportunity for independence. This article will demonstrate 

ways to apply these principles in an inclusive educational 

setup, based on the experience of the author as a speech-

language-pathologist and audiologist and yoga therapist 

since 1976. Anecdotal data and parents feedback is given. 

Introduction  

My work with yoga based therapy with children with special 

needs began way back in 1996. Children diagnosed with ASD 

used to move around restlessly during yoga therapy where other children with special needs 

participated.  Slowly these children started imitating and tried to sit in Vajrasana. This surprised 

me and I started encouraging the parents of these children to participate. Slowly children were 

imitating their parents, focusing on the yoga therapist and other children. While working with a 

group of ASD children I noticed a subtle form of participation among one of the children with 

autism. He had very limited oral language and needed lots of coaching to stay on his mat and 

within space. The other students in this group were able to enjoy a 5 minute Shavasana, but this 

student never actually lay down. I welcomed him to sit on the mat close to me, as long as he was 
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quiet. He often began pacing, but could usually be coaxed into sitting again. One day this child 

surprised me by reciting all the mantras of Suryanamaskara. Perhaps his brain had stored these 

mantras silently. This incident motivated me to practice yoga intensively with ASD population. 

Yoga affects us in ways that are more direct and substantial than just about any other stimulus. 

We don‟t know why. We can only begin to understand how. Somewhere between yoga practice 

and the fullness of our relationships to yoga as an art form lay the pieces of a complex 

neurological phenomenon. At the interaction of yoga, neurobiology, diverse cognitive process 

and autism, is the opportunity to construct therapeutic solutions that can simultaneously leverage 

findings from all of these areas, and direct an experience that can be maximally therapeutic, 

creative, adaptable and measurable.  

A yoga module developed to provide children with special needs the opportunity to participate in 

yogic tasks that directly engaged cognitive areas known to be dysfunctional in this population. 

Learning, Imitation and Sitting Tolerance 

“Research shows that stimulation and exercise enhance 

learning and the brain cells gets stimulated in the 

hippocampus, where the brain stores the information” 

(William Damon et.al, 2006). However, “hyperactivity is 

known to restrict the number of newly generated neurons in 

the hippocampus” (Louise Goldberg 2004). This explains why 

some children have such difficulty sitting in a place, retaining 

information and follow verbal commands.  Making sense of 

the world is often challenging to children with special needs. 

They are often impulsive, inattentive and hyperactive in 

various combinations. They have poor eye contact, sitting 

tolerance, awkward body posture, body awareness, depth 

perception and balance.  Generally they exhibit irregular 

breathing, trembling, unable to relax, hyper sensitive to sound, 

smell and movements, inability to adjust to changing posture, inability to follow verbal 

commands related to spatial concept. 

 

At the interaction of yoga, 

neurobiology, diverse cognitive 

process and autism, is the 

opportunity to construct 

therapeutic solutions that can 

simultaneously leverage findings 

from all of these areas, and direct 

an experience that can be 

maximally therapeutic, creative, 

adaptable and measurable. 
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As varied as children with special needs are, they may share common responses to stress which 

reflect as irregular breathing, sweating, trembling, nervousness etc. These learners are 

encouraged to engage in yoga with an effort to change the posture, controlled breathing, tensing 

and relaxing neck, arm and back muscles, stretch bend etc. 

Why Yoga? 

Behavior of children and adolescents with special needs has a negative impact on their families, 

schools, and communities. Common treatments include medication, behavioral management, 

psychosocial and family programs in various combinations. These treatments have some success, 

but there is need for improvement in response and relapse rates following treatment. Yoga 

encourages participants to be actively and independently involved in their own treatment and 

self-management through respiratory awareness and manipulation, postures, and cognitive 

control. Yoga practices have a positive effect on brain wave frequencies, glucose metabolism, 

neurotransmitter activity and the autonomic nervous system all of which are affected in 

disruptive behavior. In young people, yoga and similar mind/ body approaches have been shown 

to increase sitting tolerance, eye gaze, and imitation, improve posture, balance, and reduce 

repetitive stereotyped self-injurious behavior. 

Provide Motivation  

Initially children with special needs were reluctant to participate in yoga practice. Gradually 

children waited for therapist to come near them, establish contact and stretch their hand for hand 

shake. As they become more comfortable in a hand stretch posture, the hold itself becomes self-

rewarding.  Gradually therapist noted significant increase in flexibility among reluctant 

participants.  This behavior motivated parents to bring their children for yoga practice 

continuously. Absentees reduced.  

Multimodal Learning  

Engaging Students is felicitated by using soft speech using the child‟s learning style. Children 

with special needs especially with autism tend to be visual learners, and those with LD and 

ADHD are often Kinaesthetic/ tactile learners. In this module we combine all these learning 

modes. Yoga is ideal for visual learners as the therapist positions herself on the student‟s eye 
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level using the body as visual tool. Visual aids such as drawings of asanas and Suryanamaskara 

positions are especially helpful with autistic children. By breaking the process into smaller steps 

that addresses each modality, the therapist engages diverse learners. The therapist may tap the 

hands to cue the move for up and down motion. To help the children coordinate the upward 

movement with inhalation and downward with exhalation, the therapist sits alongside the child 

and breathes audibly. 

Make yoga fun 

Making yoga practice a fun is very important for children with special needs. In cat pose for 

example make a happy cat face, lookup, smile, and say “Meow”, making an angry cat face, look 

down and make a gurgling sound. Roar during lion pose. 

Structure the therapy session  

Organization and structure reduce anxiety in children with ASD and also reduce overwhelming 

sensory stimulation. Follow a routine. “I begin and end every class with an Omkara and Shanthi 

Mantra”. 

Simplify steps  

“Providing children with tools for success requires simplifying 

the process so that they lose neither motivation nor self-esteem 

during the learning process. Break each practice into its 

smallest steps, and provide practice until each step is mastered” 

(Shantha Radhakrishna, 2010).For example: before balancing, 

practice training the eyes to stay focused on an object or 

colored mat on the floor. Before rising the foot even an inch off 

the ground, help the children identify the correct foot by 

wiggling the toes on that side.  With this sequential approach, 

children become proficient with each phase of practice and 

have the choice to further their practice. 

 

 

 

Yoga Asana could provide an 

independent opportunity for 

children with extreme active 

tactile sensitivity to experience a 

relief, even if it is just for a 

moment. 
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Touch as a tool for Learning  

Children with special needs often have sensory challenges including extremes in their sensitivity 

to touch and poor body awareness. Interestingly “the autistic child senses input from his muscles 

and joints better than he does through his eyes and ears” Louise Goldberg 2013). Many mothers 

of ASD children reported that their children never liked to be hugged or shown any physical 

touch. Very heavy touch pressure is the kind of tactile stimulation that often produced a positive 

response in an autistic child. Yogasanas could provide an independent opportunity for children 

with extreme active tactile sensitivity to experience a relief, even if it is just for a moment. 

Conclusion  

As children with special needs are diagnosed early it is crucial that  specialists working with this 

population develop therapeutic interventions that address the whole child, including social, 

language, learning deficits, sensory integration difficulties, physical problems associated with 

poor motor coordination and body awareness and general self-esteem and overall wellbeing, 

therapy should help these children not only maintain a functional level but it should also 

encourage the growth of each child‟s full potential. Integrated yoga therapy as a holistic yoga 

based therapeutic intervention has been successful in addressing some of the difficulties 

associated with children with special needs.  

When yoga therapy is implemented, parents‟ participation during therapeutic session would 

enhance the effectiveness of intervention.  
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Feedback from a patient’s father who attended yoga therapy 

services at NICY 

In 2007, my son Deepak (Name changed) a 14 years old boy was diagnosed with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and Attention deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) at NIMHANS. 

Recently in July 2017, we came to NIMHANS for his disability certificate. We saw the 

advertisement board of yoga therapy in NIMHANS near child psychiatry department. Later we 

had a discussion with the consultant and asked to be referred to Yoga therapy.  

Deepak is not under any medication from past 12 months.  Our main concern was his anxiety.  In 

the anxiety he doesn‟t know what he talks and what he does.  We thought Yoga might help him 

to control his anxiety.   

Initially he underwent seven yoga therapy sessions (Basics of Yoga were taught to him) at 

NIMHANS Integrated Centre for Yoga (NICY) and later he started practicing the Yoga module 

daily at home under the guidance of Mr.Anantha Krishna (Yoga therapist at NICY) for 4 months 

and we started observing some improvements with Deepak related to his body balance, body 

flexibility, anxiety and concentration. We observed the changes/ improvements in his Tabla 

practice as well. Earlier his fingers used to be very stiff and he used to keep his hands very tight.  

He used to get pain in the hands and shoulders because of his stiffness.  Now, this pain and 

stiffness has reduced around 40 to 50%.  Since he started playing the Tabla without stiffness in 

the shoulders, hands and fingers, the sound quality also improved.  His body flexibility is 

improving with the practice of Yoga asanas. Pranayama is keeping a check on his anger and also 

improving his listening skills. 

Earlier, he used to beat his brother whenever he used to get anger.  Now also he gets angry but 

when I say “You have to be calm down like how you do in „Pranayama‟ he will close his eyes 

for some time and try to calm himself. Most of the time he is able to do so. 

He underwent second sitting of yoga therapy sessions for seven days at NICY in the month of 

October 2017 and started practicing them at home.  He can do the Yoga Asanas with 70% 

perfection now.  We are planning to showcase his Yoga skills in Kalangana (Competition 

arranged by an IRC for special kids in the month of November every year).   
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NICY Services at Child and Adolescent psychiatry Wards: 

Experiences of Yoga Therapist, Nursing Staff, Medical Staff and 

Caregivers  

The Dept. of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry (C&AP) in 

NIMHANS offers inpatient services in the Child 

Psychiatry Centre (CPC) and Adolescent Psychiatric 

Centre (APC). The activities of the children admitted in 

either of the wards are structured and follows a specific 

pattern. The day starts with Yoga in both the wards, which 

is conducted once a week in APC and twice a week in 

CPC by the same trained Yoga Therapist (YT), and the 

remaining days the sessions are supervised by the 

concerned staff nurses on duty that day. 

The YT, who has been conducting sessions for inpatient 

C&AP population in NIMHANS since one year and three 

months, was interviewed to obtain a first-hand account of 

the experiences related to teaching Yoga to C&AP 

population. 

 

 

The attendance per session in CPC is around 8-10 children, and that in APC is around 12. The 

YT teaches 

1) Asanas (Sookshmavyayaama, Taadasana, ArdhaChakraasana, Vajrasana to name a few) 

2) Pranayaama (primarily Bhastrika and Bhramari), and 

3) Relaxation (Naadaanusandhaana and Deep relaxation) 

The YT stated that teaching Yoga to children in CPC (predominantly with communication 

handicap, poor attention span and intellectual disability) posed difficulties in making the child 

follow instructions and also to learn the correct posture and/or method. To circumvent this, the 
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caregivers of the children are encouraged to facilitate and also learn that which is being taught. 

The caregivers on many occasions are absent from the sessions, resulting in added difficulty to 

train children. This is not the case with the session in APC (predominantly children with 

emotional problems) where the children as well as their caregivers are equally enthusiastic and 

take part in the sessions. Staff stressing on the benefits of Yoga, right from the day of admission 

would help in ensuring the presence of parents. 

The nursing staff are enthusiastic and keep the participants/the venue for the sessions ready 

beforehand, increasing the orderliness of the sessions. The nurses also have been given Yoga 

training for their personal practice and also to train them to conduct sessions at the wards. 

However, the attendance of nursing staff varies due to the change of shifts and the shifts not 

coinciding with timings of the session. 

Families with deeper interest in Yoga, get themselves referred to the NIMHANS Integrated 

Centre for Yoga (NICY) for one-to-one sessions and a Yoga module which is specific to their 

child‟s illness. Promoting Yoga Therapy, just like Occupation Therapy (OT) for motor skills, 

Speech Therapy (ST) for delayed speech, will also evince interest of the caregivers who can 

follow up at regular intervals and the progress can be noted. One particular experience related to 

a 12 year child with Autism, who had taken up singing and playing percussion musical 

instruments. This child attended individualized yoga sessions at NICY and reported 

improvements in fine motor movements, anger control and breath control. More such reports will 

build an evidence base for the effectiveness of Yoga therapy in this population. 

A staff nurse with 4 years of experience with the inpatient C&AP population, posted in CPC, 

said that the caregivers in CPC do not seem to express much interest in the Yoga sessions, and 

consider it to be a part of the daily ward routine rather than a therapeutic initiative, and the 

treating team should educate the caregivers about the probable benefits of Yoga. The caregivers 

consider activities like yoga, classroom, play time as a part of the daily routine and ascribe little 

therapeutic significance to it, whereas referrals to OT and ST carry a special significance, and the 

family follows up with the concerned speciality at regular intervals, likewise with Yoga Therapy. 

The frequency of the visits by the YT has an impact too. More frequent visits can evince better 

interest by the caregivers, especially given their limited expertise at training the children, with 

deficits mentioned earlier. 
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A staff nurse posted in the APC said that the sessions are progressing well and can become more 

popular among the adolescent population if the YT visits the APC thrice a week. The adolescent 

population in APC usually show reluctance for the first few sessions and have to be 

coaxed/cajoled into attending the sessions, but once they attend few sessions they are more 

willing to accept it and attend the sessions voluntarily. 

In all the above three interviews, the common opinion which emerged was that Yoga is 

acceptable to the families across the socio-religio-cultural beliefs, and no instance of refusing 

Yoga was witnessed by them. 

On interview of a medical staff working with the C&AP population, the opinions which emerged 

are that those with milder forms of illness can benefit with standalone yoga therapy especially 

those with anxiety, depression, relational problems and anger issues. It can be utilised as an 

activity to structure the daily routine and even the caregivers can be engaged with by utilising 

Yoga Therapy. When children with anger issues, academic stress (conditions which do not have 

any specific medications) are taught Yoga, controlling emotions and regulating their moods and 

the intensity of their negative emotions is reported. The way Yoga is offered to inpatients needs 

no further improvement, but once discharged, they need to follow up regularly with the same YT 

to enhance the efficacy of the therapy, as Yoga techniques/methods vary between therapists. 

However owing to the distance factors this may not be feasible. Also rapport is an important 

factor, as children do not like change of therapists. 

Upon interviewing a caregiver, the main points that emerged were that it is definitely helpful. 

They feel that with regular practice improvements will be noted; however they feel that a one-to-

one contact is preferred and can help to train better. Furthermore the benefits of Yoga can be 

more clearly consolidated. Distance is also a barrier which the families may find difficult to 

overcome once discharged. This can be a demotivating factor to follow-up and practise Yoga 

regularly.  
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Activities at NICY 

Yoga Appreciation Course 

The quarterly one-month Yoga appreciation course is being conducted every month from 

October 2017 due to multiple requests for regular short term course to keep the continuity of 

yoga practice by the participants from previous batches.  There has been active involvement of 

staff and students in and around the NIMHANS along with participants from neighbouring 

institutes like Kidwai Memorial Institute of Oncology. Yoga Appreciation Course (YAC) was 

conducted in the months of October, November and December 2017. 16 participants had 

enrolled for the month of October and 21 participants for the month of November 2017. A 

certificate of participation was provided at the end of the course to all the regular participants.  

 

Participant receiving the certificate from Dr.B.N. Gangadhar Director, NIMHANS and  

group photo with the participants during Valedictory function. 

Basics of Yoga Therapy and Philosophy for International Students  

A monthly workshop was conducted by the 

Department of Psychiatric Social Work, 

NIMHANS for international Sri Lanka Youth 

Volunteer Organization (SLV) students from social 

work, psychology, mental health nursing and other 

allied disciplines in mental health. During this, a 

one hour orientation session on “Yoga for mental 

health prevention and promotion: Evidence based 

community interventions” was taken by Dr Aarti Jagannathan, Assistant Professor of Psychiatric 

Social Work, NIMHANS on14
th

 September 2017 and 25
th

 October 2017 at NICY. They were 

Memento gifted by International Students to NICY 
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also shown around the centre and explained about its activities. 10-20 students attended the 

orientation in each batch. 

World Mental Health Day Celebrations at NIMHANS: 

The World Mental Health Day celebration was held on 21
st
 October, 2017. It was an awareness 

program conducted at NIMHANS Convention centre between 4pm-6pm. The theme for this 

year‟s World Mental Health Day was “Mental Health in the Workplace”. A panel discussion on 

the above theme was carried out in the presence of Dr. Prabha Chandra, Head of the Department 

of Psychiatry, who also moderated the session. The panelists included Mr. Ranjan Wadhwa, 

Head of HR, Fidelity Investments, India, Dr. Poornima Bhola, faculty of Clinical Psychology, 

Dr. Aravind, faculty of Psychiatric Social Work, Dr. Pradeep, faculty of Clinical Epidemiology 

and Prof. S.K. Chaturvedi, Dean of Behavioural Sciences at NIMHANS. 

The main points of the discussion included: the connection between mental health in workplace 

and productivity, strategies to tackle stress in the workplace, gender sensitivity in workplace, 

mental health needs of workers in different kinds of workplaces and the focus was on having an 

open and transparent discussion about mental illness/ mental distress on par with physical illness. 

The esteemed dignitaries which included the chief guest, Shri R.M.M. Krishna, Principal 

General Manager, BSNL, Bangalore Telecom District, Prof. 

B.N. Gangadhar, Director, NIMHANS, Prof.S.K. 

Chaturvedi, Dean of Behavioral Sciences and Dr.K. Sekar, 

Registrar, NIMHANS. 

The October edition of Samatvam Newsletter of the 

NIMHANS Integrated Centre for Yoga was also released and 

the Director Prof. Dr. B. N. Gangadhar discussed the 

importance of yoga in dealing with stressful work 

environments and for mental health in general. 

Yoga services at Child and Adolescent Psychiatry Ward:  

A nurses training program was successfully conducted in Child Psychiatry Ward (CPC) and 

Adolescent Psychiatry Ward (APC)in the month of September 2017 by NICY team so as to train 

the Nurses to conduct regular yoga therapy sessions in these wards. Regular yoga therapy 

Release of Yoga Newsletter ‘Samatvam’ by 

Dignitaries 
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sessions are being conducted by these trained nurses at these wards for patients and their 

caregivers. Patients and their caregivers are participating enthusiastically in this ward activity.  

 

 

 

 

NICY at WNCD 2017: 

The 1
st
 World Non-Communicable Disease Congress (WNCD 2017) was held at Chandigarh 

from 4
th

-6
th

 November 2017. The theme of the Congress, "Preventing Non-Communicable 

Diseases: Realizing Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)" is contemporary and relevant 

keeping in view SDGs to be achieved by 2030.The Congress was 

jointly organized by "The World NCD Federation" & "Postgraduate 

Institute of Medical Education and Research (PGIMER)", 

Chandigarh. The scientific program of the congress included 

symposia, workshops, invited lectures, plenary sessions, oral papers 

and poster presentations. NICY represented NIMHANS at the first 

WNCD 2017.  Three participants from NICY presented their 

posters.  

 

1. Mrs.Shubha Bhat, Yoga therapist at NICY presented her poster on “Short term effects of 

Yoga for persons with Obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD)”. 

2. Mr.Sudarshan Hegde, Senior Investigator in ICMR funded project at NICY presented on 

“Validation and feasibility testing of self-help yoga manual for caregivers of persons with 

Schizophrenia in the community”.  

3. Dr.Pooja More, Junior Scientific Officer presented on “Socio demographic and clinical 

profile of patients with Anxiety Disorders attending the NIMHANS Integrated Centre for 

Yoga”.   

Participants from NICY in first WNCD 

2017, Chandigarh 

Nurses teaching Yoga therapy and participants actively participating in Yoga Sessions 

at Child Psychiatry ward 
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Recruitment of Assistant professor at NICY: 

We are pleased to welcome Dr.Rashmi Arasappa as 

Assistant Professor of Psychiatry under the NICY. She is a 

medical graduate and has done her MD in Psychiatry from 

NIMHANS. She has more than ten years clinical and 

research experience in Psychiatry. She has published more 

than 30 research articles in the field of Psychiatry including 

many on Yoga in psychiatry. 

She adds value to the yoga centre with her modern insights 

in mental health and helps bridge modern medical 

knowledge related to Psychiatry and ancient Yogic science.    

 

CCRYN collaborative research project at NICY:  

Central council of Yoga and Naturopathy (CCRYN) has conceptualized a five year collaborative 

project with NICY for exploring cutting edge research in Yoga and Neuropsychiatry disorders at 

NIMHANS. This collaborative work started in November 2016. Staff members from different 

departments of NIMHANS (Psychiatry, Neurophysiology, and Neurochemistry) are involved in 

this multi-disciplinary project. The first monitoring committee meeting was held on 25
th

 

November, 2017. Following are the on-going research projects approved by the Institutional 

ethics committee of NIMHANS. 

1. Understanding neurohemodynamic correlates of „OM‟ chanting: A functional magnetic 

resonance imaging study under Dr. Naren.P. Rao, Associate Prof. of Psychiatry, 

NIMHANS. 

2. Psycho-neuro-endocrinological markers of stress and the response to a yoga-based 

intervention in first degree relatives of patients with schizophrenia (FRDS) under Dr. T. 

N. Satyaprabha, Professor, Dept of Neurophysiology, NIMHANS. 

3. Implicit cognition and mirror neuron activity following yoga in healthy individuals under 

Dr. ShivaramaVarambally, Additonal Prof. of Psychiatry, NIMHANS. 
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Yoga therapy for Psychiatric and Neurological Disorders at NICY 

NIMHANS Integrated centre for Yoga (NICY) offers yoga therapy for inpatient as well as 

outpatients. Referrals come from all the clinical departments of NIMHANS with varied 

diagnosis. A total of 1246 yoga therapy sessions were conducted at NICY between the months of 

October to December, 2017. Statistics for the month of October, November and December 2017 

are shown below.  

 

Yoga services were also provided at the Child Psychiatry centre (CPC), 

Psychiatry Rehabilitation Services (PRS) and Adolescent Psychiatry 

centre (APC) during this period. The statistics for number of participants 

in caregivers batch, along with Research participants, and in sessions 

from Child psychiatry ward, Adolescent psychiatry ward and Psychiatric 

rehabilitation ward are provided below. In certain cases, when patients are 

not able to attend regular group sessions or need special attention, sessions on one to one basis 

are conducted. Yoga programs are modified to cater to their specific needs. 

 

October November December

323 
436 487 

127 162 120 

948 
1110 

1272 

Total number of Patients Total Number of New Patients Total Number of session

CPC APC PRS Caregiver Research

124 

73 72 

11 1 

141 

79 69 

14 3 

145 

47 

85 

15 
2 

October November December

Yoga Therapy session at 

Adolosecent Psychiatry Ward 
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Upcoming Events 

 Yoga Appreciation Course : 1
st
 – 31

st
 January 2018 
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To             

Mr/Mrs/Dr……………………………………………………………………………. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………. 


