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The poster in the hallway said Peace Begins Within. It 
was inviting people to join a new yoga class at the local 

Parish Community Hall. Six people turned up on that first 
day, each of them facing their own unique challenges 
and mental health issues as they made the transition 

from long-term institutionalised mental health care to the 
self-responsibility and self-care of every day life outside 
the institution. In this first article in a series on yoga for 
disadvantaged people with mental health challenges, 
Jill Danks, yoga teacher and volunteer for The Yoga 
Foundation, explores the impact of yoga on a variety 
of populations, including forensic patients, offenders, 
disadvantaged youth, asylum seekers and refugees. 

Peace 
Begins 
Within
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Samantha Bijok was teaching that first class 
and still teaches the class today almost three 
years later. Samantha teaches on behalf of 
The Yoga Foundation, an Australian not-for-
profit organisation that provides yoga services 
to disadvantaged communities - in particular 
those suffering from mental health issues. The 
Yoga Foundation has two main aims: to bring 
evidence-based yoga to disadvantaged people 
who cannot access it easily; and to reduce the 
symptoms of depression and anxiety. One of the 
founding principles of the foundation is to meet 
people where they are at and design classes 
which truly meet the needs of each individual. 
All teachers follow established protocols for 
classes which are based on the results of 
clinical trials run by yoga teacher and founder 
of The Yoga Foundation, Michael de Manincor 
Ph.D. These trials were specifically related to 
minimising the symptoms of depression and 
anxiety. So I was keen to talk with Samantha 
and find out first-hand the impact this yoga has 
had on the emotional and mental wellbeing of 
her students.

We’ve already said that yoga is many things 
to many people, what is yoga to you?  
I believe a student is practising yoga when the 
breath, the body and the awareness are all focused 
on the same thing. When this is the case it means 
the student can feel their body and not run away 
from it. By staying with the feeling awareness of their 
body they can learn from it.

What was your first impression of the 
students? 
We make a conscious decision not to know the 
clinical history of the students and I find this 
approach very helpful. This way we can see them as 
people rather than as a person who has been given a 
mental health label. However, when I first meet the 
students they often present with a type of numbness 
or blankness and are slow to respond. They seem 
to not really be present. Many of the students have 
difficulty following simple physical instructions. 
 
Along with this, the vastness of the scale of their 
suffering has become very clear to me, from 
being extremely heavy and non-verbal in their 
suffering; to very flighty, anxious and unable to 
settle or even participate in relaxation. 

This shows up as being uncomfortable in their skin, 
unable to sit completely still, doing very abrupt 
movements and stopping moving quite quickly. 
Sometimes they look like they are about to run for 
the door.  
 At the same time I also sense a desire of the 
students to feel something different. This was most 
evident in the fact that they showed up for the class. 

No one told them to, they wanted to come. I know 
how hard it is for people who are fit and healthy 
to get out of the house or office to attend a regular 
suburban class, let alone the challenges faced by 
these students.

What focus do you bring to the yoga class? 
The class is 90 minutes long. This allows for extra 
time for people to settle in and for me to check in 
with each of them about how they are feeling at 
the beginning and again at the end of the class. 
My focus in classes, despite any preparation, is 
established once I get a feel for how everyone is on 
the day and whether we have any new people in the 
class. If the majority of students are feeling very 
heavy, I encourage movement and an opening of the 
heart and lung areas to lift their spirits which also 
lifts my energy to a level that would likely be higher 
than that of a mainstream class. 
 Conversely, for a class that is mostly agitated 
and unsettled, I would use slower movements and 
more grounding poses with the lower half of the 
body. But often, to tell the truth, it is a juggle of 
both. My focus throughout the class however, is 
to get them into their body (from my perspective 
mental illness is all in the head). 

I want to teach them how to listen to their body, 
to begin to trust their instincts again, to develop 
their intuition, to hear their inner truth and yes, 
to find the peace within. 

I do this with constant mindfulness, asking the 
students questions to engage their senses; What can 
you hear? What can you smell? With their hands on 
their belly they feel the rise and fall of their belly as 
they breathe. I use breath awareness and sounds 
like AHHHH or OM to draw them into the present 
moment. If they are engaging their senses, they are 
not thinking in that moment. I also use sound as it 
helps to lengthen the outbreath. This is important 
because asking an anxious person to focus on their 
breath can sometimes increase their feelings of 
anxiety. Focusing on sound achieves a longer exhale 
and breathing out in a long smooth way is calming. 
 I also use humour wherever possible (if it flows 
from me on the day). Our classes are not very 
serious and my vocabulary is very simple. But 
ultimately, the class focus always depends on the 
mental and physical capability of the students on 
that day. 

What changes do you see? 
The most immediate change I see is an awakening of 
the student … a lightness about them, and a smile 
- a non-conscious, completely natural smile. They 
shuffle into the class with no eye contact and they 
leave with a sparkle in their eye.  

MENTAL healing
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MENTAL healing

Over time I have also found students 
encourage one another, particularly 
if a new student is joining the group. 
The longer term students say things 
like “come on, have a try. You’ll feel 
better at the end. Just have a go. No 
one is judging you. You don’t have to 
do anything you don’t want to do!” It 
is very heartening to observe this. 
 After 3-4 classes I also notice some 
students opening up and becoming 
more social, and staying around after 
class for a chat. Others show very 
little obvious change but continue to 
show up week-after-week. 
 
What has been the impact over 
time? 
All of us have our up days and down 
days and the same is true for this 
group. Yoga is transformational, yet 
it’s not always possible to put that 
transformation into words. The best 
evidence I have that the yoga is having 
an effect for these particular students 
is that they continue to come to class 
year-on-year. 

It was great talking with Samantha 
and to gain an understanding of how 
different these classes are to the 
‘normal’ yoga classes that are run 
for everyone else. In 2008, a national 
survey to determine the demographic 
of people who attend yoga classes 
was conducted by Stephen Penman. 
Results concluded that typical students 
were 41 years old, tertiary educated, 
employed, and health-conscious 
women.  
 This is a very different profile to 
the refugees, prisoners, homeless and 
other disadvantaged groups that the 
teachers at The Yoga Foundation work 
with. 
 Samantha’s experience teaching 
the day-to-day support centre group 
at the Parish Hall has shown me that 
yoga can be beneficial in a myriad 
of subtle ways; emotional, physical 
and mental. If a student is open to 
being touched, a hand placed gently 
on the back, and the soothing voice 
of the teacher can add to the sense 
of connection that is often missing in 
the lives of so many. It seems that the 
promise of the poster in the hallway 
has been delivered.
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Dan is 45 years old. Twenty-five years ago he was 
diagnosed with depression, social phobia and panic 
disorder. He also has emotional dis-regulation, 
which means his emotional responses are poorly 
modulated, for which he takes medication. He 
currently attends weekly classes with The Yoga 
Foundation as part of the services offered through 
his day-to-day support centre at Buckingham House 
in Surry Hills, Sydney. Here is Dan’s first hand 
experience of how this class helps him.

Why do you come to these yoga classes 
Dan? 
The main benefit I’m looking for is to manage mental 
health issues.

What benefits have you experienced from 
yoga? 
It helps me to mange the anxiety and depression 
that I have. It tends to make a significant 
improvement both on the day and in a lasting 
way afterwards, on both the anxiety levels and 
depression levels that I experience.

What about any physical benefits? 
Oh yeah, absolutely. We all know healthy mind, 
healthy body, that there’s a definite connection 
there. I guess I take the physiological benefits for 
granted because I try to exercise three other days 
at home per week or elsewhere. In the physiological 
realm yoga is like my mid-week tune-up aside from 
the other physical activities I do. But I think what 
makes yoga different from the tennis, weights and 
walking is the much more noticeable improvement 
and reduction in my anxiety and depression levels. 

Have you experienced any negative things 
from yoga? 
The only negative is that sometimes I miss classes 
and then I really notice the effects both mentally and 
physically. Even missing one week I really notice 
that I’m doing less well at managing the anxiety and 
depression. I notice that if I’m sedentary for a week 
I feel it in my body, so I notice both the physiological 
and psychological deficits.  

Does anything make it difficult for you to 
come to these classes? 
My mental health conditions can be rather 
debilitating. Sometimes the depression can make 
it difficult to get out of bed, to be motivated to do 
all the things I need to do to be in a position to 
come to yoga class every week. For example, last 
night I was feeling quite depressed and anxious 
but I forced myself to shave because I knew that I 
wouldn’t want to go to yoga looking like a hobo. I’m 
less inclined to get out of bed and show up if I’m 
not reasonably well-groomed. So the only barriers 

to attending are the mental health conditions, 
which get me here in the first place. I guess it is 
paradoxical, because the depression and anxiety 
can prevent me from getting to yoga, but at the 
same time knowing those conditions will be better 
managed by the yoga can also motivate me to get to 
class. So there’s a push-pull effect.

Do you practise any of the yoga skills 
outside of the class? 
Yes regularly. I try to do weights four days a week 
and I always do stretches before that as a warm-up, 
some trikonasana or downward dog. I incorporate 
whole body movements before the weights for 
my upper body. Also yoga has helped me get in 
touch with my breath. I have panic attacks and 
have suffered panic disorder quite badly. Since 
doing yoga this has improved because I am more 
aware of my autonomic arousal and whenI am 
starting to breathe more quickly. I do my deep 
breathing exercises (on average) 3-5 times a day. 
In fact on the train on the way here I was doing my 
deep breathing exercises. It’s something I have to 
build into my life to be breath and body aware to 
manage the anxiety and panic. It used to be more 
pronounced, but not so much over the last few 
years. I suspect yoga has had something to do with 
that.

What kind of other activities or community 
support services do you do? 
Buckingham House makes up the community 
activities, the other support is more clinical with 
monthly visits to my psychiatrist and psychologist. 
The main reason I come here is to improve my 
physical activity and to practise my socialising. 
There is the camaraderie of shared goals with other 
people who come here. In view of my diagnosis the 
social aspect is still problematic, but it’s improving.

Is there anything else you would like to 
share about these classes or yoga in 
general? 
Initially I was a little skeptical and cynical prior to 
starting yoga classes here. But now I have to say 
that the beneficial effects of yoga on my mental and 
physical health have exceeded my expectations, 
both in terms of improving my mental health and 
keeping my physical health goals on track.  

DAN’S STORY


