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Purpose Statement 

Derived from the ancient mind-body practice and congruent with western scientific 

studies, the 8-Week Program to Support Undergraduate Academic Aptitude draws specific 

modalities from the 5,000-year-old Yoga tradition for helping lower undergraduate anxiety, 

depression, and stress. The program emphasizes use of physical postures, breathing exercises, 

basic mediation, and philosophy. Selectively chosen, the clinically researched techniques create 

physiological shifts for offsetting anxiety and depression in undergraduates, two factors known 

for adversely affecting students’ health and academic readiness (Breedvelt, Elam, Tripathi). The 

main goal of the program is to educate a student to use Yogic tools intelligently and effectively 

for emotional, mental, and physical health to support quality of life and flourishing 

academically. A student’s health, wellness, and happiness are key contributing factors to 

staying engaged with an institution and student attainment. 
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Literature Review: 

There is a direct correlation between the mental, physical, and emotional health of a 

student and their ability to adapt, assimilate, and achieve as an undergraduate (Eisenburg et al., 

2009; Heo et. al., 2022). Additionally, a considerable number of undergraduates face challenges 

when adapting to campus culture. According to the systematic review and meta-analysis 

entitled “The prevalence of depressive symptoms, anxiety symptoms and sleep disturbance in 

higher education during the COVID-19 pandemic” the following three challenges stand out. The 

prevalence of depressive symptoms amount higher education students is 34 percent. The 

prevalence of anxiety symptoms among higher education students is 32 percent. The 

prevalence of sleep disturbances among higher education students is 33 percent (2021). 

In support of the above statistics, the Journal of Medical Internet Research (JMIR) found 

71% of 195 students experienced increase in stress and anxiety and 82% had increased 

concerns regarding their academic performance since COVID (Son et al, 2020). Although the 

JMIR report is a small sampling of students, the extreme response to increased levels of anxiety 

and concern for academic performance are significant. Mental health issues resulting in 

impediment to academic success is not exclusive to the effects of COVID. Prevalence of the 

correlation predates the pandemic in the US and Canada considers poor mental health a 

hindrance to student performance (Eisenburg, et al 2009; Zelmar, 2016).  

Fostering the stability of students may also bring stability to the institution. According to 

the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, on average only 61.7% of students remain 

at the same institution of learning the first year through graduation. Additionally, the challenge 
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of student anxiety, depression, and retention may be a self-correcting one. There is an on-going 

ten-year population trend in undergraduates seeking mental health through their own initiative 

(Lipson, et al, 2019). The following 8-week Yoga program works to explore and support the 

growing interest in underclassmen’s interest in seeking self-care out of a personal desire for 

better health and wellness. Key components of the program address the acknowledgment that 

successful learning engagement includes the lack of depression and self-efficacy for in person 

and blended learning (Heo et al, 2022).  

Derived from the ancient mind-body practice and congruent with western scientific 

studies, the 8-Week Program to Support Undergraduate Academic Aptitude draws specific 

modalities from the ancient tradition specific clinically shown to lower undergraduate anxiety, 

depression, and stress (Breedvelt, et al. 2020; Kathapillai, 2019; Paul, et al. 2007; Sinha, et al 

2013; Tripathi, et al., 2018). The program focuses educating students in the intelligent use of 

physical postures, breathing exercises, and a basic mediation for self-efficacy optimizing their 

health and wellbeing. The postures, breathwork, and meditation chosen for the program take 

into consideration student ergonomics (i.e., sitting, typing, reading for prolonged periods), 

mental challenges (processing and assimilating lots of information), and emotional challenges 

(being newly independent, away from family, processing new experiences).  

Additionally, students will be introduced to universally applicable health related Yogic 

philosophies bring awareness to common triggers for anxiety and depression (i.e. lack of sleep, 

unbalanced blood sugar levels, poor hydration, poor posture, poor breathing technique) and 

ways to counter-balance habits and patterns for improved health and wellness (Hanaa, 2019; 

Misra and McKean, 2000; Riccobono, et al., 2020). Through experiential learning, collaborative 
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learning, and practicing nonjudgmental self-awareness, the practice of mindfulness based Yogic 

exercises for self-intervention, self-regulation, and emotional intelligence will support 

emotional, mental, physical, and social development (Gokcen, 2017). 

Participants: 

Accessibility to the class will be available to all students regardless of physical abilities. 

Lead by an experienced and certified Yoga instructor, all postures, breathwork, and meditations 

are customizable under professional guidance. This allows placing emphasis on the sought 

physiological shift rather than the specific execution of a posture, breathwork, or meditation. 

For example, if the class is engaging in diaphragmatic breathing exercises and a student is 

having difficulty with sitting upright due to low back fatigue from intern work in a pre-school 

earlier in the day, the instructor can suggest the participant lay on the ground, so they do not 

have to use both the stabilizing back muscles in addition to the diaphragm in order to engage in 

diaphragmatic breathing. Ensuring an experienced and certified Yoga instructor is leading the 

class will allow for the opportunity for safe modifications to be made as needed. 

 In addition to College Learning Effectiveness Inventory (CLEI) for academic aptitude, 

Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) for anxiety and depression, and The Beck Depression Inventory 

(BDI) for depression. The measurement of student success will take into consideration their 

participation verses strict standards regarding the execution of their activities. All participants 

progress will be from their baselines for physical, mental, and emotional health. Keeping the 

class focus on learning and applying yogic techniques for self-efficacy, places emphasis on the 

customization of the material. Intelligently and effectively cultivating emotional, mental, and 
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physical health for self-cultivation supersedes the degree to which an individual can execute 

the techniques.  

Goals: 

The goals of the program are support the student’s quality of life and academic endeavors 

through the intelligent use of yogic tools. The tools address fostering self-efficacy to 

counterbalance statistically typically challenges such as anxiety and depression through the 

holistic practices of postures (āsana), breathwork (prāṇāyāma), meditation, reflective 

journaling, and some yogic philosophies with universal application. The College Learning 

Effectiveness Inventory, and Depressed Perceived Stress Scale, will factor in determining the 

effectiveness of the program.  

Valid Evaluations: 

Sound mental health correlates with academically achievement according to the College 

Learning Effectiveness Inventory (CLEI). For the past two decades the empirical approach of the 

CLEI remains grounded in a conceptual model. It focuses on six areas: academic self-study, 

organization and attention to study, stress and time press, involvement with college activity, 

emotional satisfaction, and class communication. These underlying factors are the result of 

exploratory and confirmatory studies by researchers Kim, Eunhee; Newton, Fred B.; Downey, 

Ronald G.; Benton, Stephen L.  

The Perceived Stress Scale’s (PSS) developer Cohen et al. (1983) is known for developing 

one of the most widely used psychological instruments and multiple studies as a scale to 

measure the effectiveness of stress-reducing interventions (Cohen, 1994; Lane, et al., 2007; 
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Marcus, et al., 2003). Those who score higher on the PSS are typically also exhibit higher levels 

of the stress hormone cortisol, a hormone linked to anxiety disorders (LeMoult, et al., 2020; 

Lenze, et al. 2011; Malarkey, et al., 1995). 

The Beck Depression Inventory-II (BDI-II) originates from the most widely used 

psychometric test for measuring the severity of depression. Appropriate for individuals thirteen 

and older, BDI-II evaluates thoughts, feelings, and physical symptoms. The creator, Aaron T. 

Beck, acknowledges the link between cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) and medical disorders 

stating he originally thought it “impossible to target (medical disorders) with psychotherapy. 

These include diabetes, dementia, hypertension, irritable bowel syndrome, insomnia, and skin 

diseases” (Beck, 2019). The evaluation reflects the body, mind, emotion link.  

Students will take the College Learning Effectiveness Inventory (CLEI), Perceived Stress 

Scale (PSS), and Beck Depression Inventory-II (BDI-II) prior participating in the 8-week course. 

Upon the completion of the course, they will take it again to assess the program’s effectiveness.  

Additionally, class participation, demonstration of the intelligent use of postures, 

breathwork, and mediation, as well as completed journal entries will factor into the successful 

completion of the course material. Introduction of the weekly course content will take place 

the first time the class meets, and the second meeting will exercise information retention 

through independent practice, practicing with a partner, and or practicing in small groups 

depending on students’ needs and special considerations. Experiential learning enhances 

students’ ability to adapt information while simultaneously developing emotional intelligence 

(Etkina, 2002; Hofer, and Pintrich, 1997). 
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Programs Practices: Dinacharya 

Finally, students will work on emotional intelligence development by self-evaluation 

journaling. Tracking use of the Yoga tools and philosophies with simple check box-based 

reflection will trend their use of the material. Facilitating a way for participants to evaluate their 

levels of stress/tension and respond constructively can cultivate unbiased self-awareness 

(Riccobono, et al., 2020). Establishing physiologically supportive routines in response to and in 

rhythm with ones’ environment is known as dinacharya.  

The practice of dinacharya comes from the tradition of Ayurveda. The use of postures, 

breathwork, and meditation in addition to flexible daily routines regarding nutrition, sleep, and 

self-reflection are components of a dinacharya practice. To help participants successfully create 

and explore a dinacharya practice detailed information on all the postures, breathwork, and 

meditations are available to encourage independent practice. All practices are customizable so 

ones’ unique demands for the day can be met with increased equanimity through the 

customization of the practice.  

The “Daily Journal” tracks sleep, nutrition (for the purpose of maintaining healthy blood 

sugar levels, not to count calories), hydration, and stress/tension. The “Daily Journal: Yoga 

Practicies” tracks use of the techniques taught in the course. Both journals support of the goals 

of the program as well as the markers for measuring student success in the College Learning 

Effectiveness Inventory (CLEI). The following information explores the health and wellness 

benefits of journal categories. For additional clarification regarding the Yogic philosophies’ 

representative in the journals, please refer to the Applied Yoga Philosophy section (pg. 23). 
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Personal Evaluation Journals, Dinacharya 

a. Keeping a sleeping schedule. 
b. Practicing regular eating and hydration habits. 
c. Taking time to self-evaluate. 

i. See chart i for example journal “Daily Journal.” 
d. Daily prānāyāma (breathwork) practice to start the day.  

See chart 1 for prānāyāma handout for students.  
e. Daily exercise/āsana (posture) practice woven into the day. 

See chart 2 for āsana handout for students. 
f. Daily Meditation practice for better rest at the end of the day. 

See chart 3 for meditation handout for students. 
ii.  See chart ii for example journal “Daily Journal: Yoga Practices.” 

A. Keeping a sleeping schedule:  

     Sleep is one of the three pillars of health and vitality according to Ayurveda (Dash, 
2017).  
 

 

Good sleep helps students maintain their health and wellness physically, mentally, and 

emotionally (Deng, et al., 2021). This in turn will also support the success of their college 

learning effectiveness. Tracking sleep will create an opportunity to observe correlations 

between the amount of sleep, wellbeing, and academic aptitude. Sleeping disorders are 

common amongst college students and negatively impact academic performance (Deng, 

et al., 2021; Salmani, et al., 2020). 
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B. Practicing regular eating habits and hydration habits:  

     Nutrition is another pillar of health and vitality according to Ayurveda. The Charaka 

Samhita (circa 400-200 BCE) dedicates five chapters to dietetics, believing a wholesome 

diet is foundational to good health and disease prevention. Additionally, good nutrition 

provides students sustenance for growth and development physically, mentally, and 

emotionally. Studies show that nutrition is an essential component to college learning 

effectiveness (Almair, 2019; Brace, et al., 2018). Tracking personal eating habits will 

allow students to observe correlations between nutrition, hydration, and wellbeing and 

aptitude. The activity may also open conversation for the impacts of food insecurity and 

help the professor identify anyone who may need sustenance assistance (Chaparro et 

al., 2009; FAO, 2021).  

C. Taking time to self-evaluate: 

Pātañjali’s Yoga Sūtra’s teach self-evaluation is key self-discovery and 

refinement. Researcher Yan’s et al., meta-analysis supports the sage’s yogic theory.  

Overall, self-assessment interventions had positive and meaningful effects on 

students’ academic performance. This supports theoretical claims about the 

benefits of self-assessment in improving student learning. Self-assessment 

interventions with explicit feedback on students’ performance showed a 

significantly larger effect than those without explicit feedback, indicating that 

the availability of external feedback provides important scaffolding for successful 

self-assessment. 

 

A finding Karaman’s meta-analysis also supports (2021). Through daily self-reflection 

students will observe correlations between being introspectively aware and responsive 
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to their wellbeing and their academic satisfaction with effectiveness as a student 

(Misra). 

     The following spread sheets are the journal worksheets for the 8-week program. 

Students can fill them out by hand or in digital format. The first “Daily Journal” tracks 

daily routines and the second “Daily Journal: Yogic Practices” tracks use of Yoga 

techniques. Below is the “Daily Journal” worksheet. Following are details on the 

program’s Yoga techniques followed by the “Daily Journal: Yoga Practices” worksheet.    
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Chart i 

  



An Eight Week Program to Support Undergraduate Academic Aptitude - Portoghese 

 

Page 15 of 48 
 

 

D. Breathing (Prānāyāma) Practice: 

     Patañjali’s Yoga Sutra 2.52 refers to prānāyāma as method to remove obstacles 

that may be preventing clear perception. Subsequent sutra 2.53 claims clear 

perception is necessary concentration. Prānāyāma is currently the subject of western 

medical studies working to discern the physiology behind the practice. Researchers’ 

findings show that specific breathing techniques induces a more parasympathetic state 

of consciousness (Paul, et al., 2007; Kuppusamy, et al., 2017; Perciavalle et al., 2017; 

Sinha, et al., 2013). A study showing correlation between controlled breathing exercises 

and the reduction of stress while testing is promising (Paul, et al., 2007). In addition, 

another study finds Bhramari increases brain function (Kuppusamy, et al., 2017). While 

neither study is conclusive, the program uses four types of breathwork shown through 

studies to be effective in triggering parasympathetic. Additionally, students’ objective 

observations on the effectiveness of the breath for increasing equanimity is subject to 

personal interpretation in their daily journal.  

Below is the pranayama worksheet available to the students. Detailed 

information regarding the breathwork will take place during class lectures as noted in 

the syllabus. 
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Chart 1 
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E. Exercise/Asana Practice: 

Although extensive use of āsana is a recent development in Yoga, the intent 

behind the use of asana remains the same. Āsana is a physical posture taken to alter 

one’s physiology for an improved state of equilibrium. “Perfection in āsana means sithra 

(firmness) in body, sithra (steadiness) in intelligence, and benevolence in consciousness 

(Yoga Sutra 2.46). The effectiveness of āsana for cultivating equanimity is a current 

subject of western medical studies. Researchers are finding engaging in Yoga postures 

reduces anxiety and increases students parasympathetic state (Kathapillai, M., 2019; 

Sathya, et al., 2020; Tripathi, et al., 2018). The postures chosen for this 8-week program 

address student ergonomics (i.e. sitting, typing, reading for long periods) and to help 

increase their comfort while engaged in activities common for a student. Through daily 

self-reflection students can observe any correlation between practicing the poses and 

their wellbeing. 

All students will receive a flow chart of the postures (āsanas) practiced in class 

(see Chart 2). Additionally, a second document will provide instruction, precautions, and 

benefits for each posture to encourage intelligent practice outside of class (please see 

the appendix, Charts A1-A4). Each week the class will focus on a new type of posture 

and its benefits. For example, week two focuses on postures for releasing anxious 

energy for improved concentration and week three focuses on strengthening the torso 

to help with sitting comfortably for extended periods of time. Supporting independent 

practice through literature and lecture allows for the material to have practical 

application beyond the class and everyday living. For a further breakdown of weekly 
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āsana focus, please see the syllabus, Chart 5. For a breakdown of all postures medical 

and yogic benefits, please see the appendix, Charts A1-A4. 
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Chart 2 
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Chart 2 continued 

  



An Eight Week Program to Support Undergraduate Academic Aptitude - Portoghese 

 

Page 21 of 48 
 

F. Meditation Practice: 

In the Yoga tradition, meditation offers personal insight and initiating change for 

the betterment of an individual.  

When the five senses, along with the mind, remain still and the intellect is not 

active, that is known as the highest state. They consider yoga to be firm restraint 

of the senses. Then one becomes undistracted for yoga is the arising and the 

passing away” (Johnston, Mukhya Upanishad, 6.10-11).  

 

Discerning the effectiveness of meditation from a short-term and long-term perspective 

is a popular topic of research. One meta-analysis by Frontiers Psychology shows 

meditation, Yoga, and mindfulness help alleviate depression, anxiety, and stress in 

college students (Breedvelt, 2020). In keeping with these findings, the Mindfulness-

Based Stress Reduction technique of progressive relaxation is a part of the program due 

consistent findings in its ability to reduce stress and depression amongst college 

students (Hazlett-Stevens, et al., 2017; An, et al., 2022; Smit, et al., 2021). Daily 

journaling offers an opportunity to reflecting on correlations between engaging in a 

simple progressive relaxation meditation and wellbeing.  

Please see the chart below on Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (Chart 3). The 

handout is available to students for independent meditation practice. 
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Chart 3 
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Applied Yogic Philosophy:  

Finally, students will explore universally applicable Yogic philosophies specifically that 

support health and wellness. The philosophies address triggers for anxiety and depression (i.e. 

lack of sleep, unbalanced blood sugar levels, poor hydration, poor posture, poor breathing 

technique) and ways to counter-balance the triggers. The 8-week program will touch on three 

main philosophical constructs from Ayurveda, the gunas, and Patañjali’s Ashtanga Yoga. Each 

weekly theme explores one of the philosophies. 

Ayurveda is the ancient Indian practice of maintaining health and wellness through self-

care. Maintaining regular sleep cycles, proper diet, and hydration are three key Ayurvedic 

practices. Ayurveda also considers environmental influences on health such the weather, work 

culture, and social groups (Riccobono, et al., 2020). By becoming more aware of personal self-

care habits (i.e. sleep and nutrition) and taking note of our environment, we can adjust 

everyday activities in support of our health (Lad, 2009).  

Although the practice of Ayurveda is very comprehensive, the program only focuses on 

sleep, nutrition, hydration, and weather because, in the words of Yoga Therapist Dilip Sarkar 

M.D., “it is best to adopt these daily practices into one’s life slowly, so they are manageable, 

which encourages sustainability.”  

Chart i is an example of the Ayurvedic journal worksheet (pg. 14). 

The second philosophical focus, gunas, comes from the sixth school of Hindu 

philosophy, āstika. Āstika is the belief that all things arise from three energetic forms, rajasic 

(energetic, excitable, heat), tamasic (calm, grounded, cool) and sattvic (stable, balanced 
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equilibrium). Of these three forms sattvic is the most desirable, although all are necessary to 

navigate the fluctuating emotions of life. Considering the three energetic states and exploring 

the engagement of various energetic states through the postures that evoke a rajasic, tamasic, 

or sattvic state will prompt discussion regarding advantages of the energetic states from a 

physiological perspective. For example, standing and core postures raise the blood pressure 

(evoking more of a rajasic state) and gentle inversions lower the blood pressure (evoking more 

of a tamasic) (Giancarlo, et al., 2011).  

The final philosophical focus comes from The Yoga Sutras. Compiled between 500 and 400 

B.C.E. by Indian sage Patañjali, the 196 sutras (memorable expressions of a general truth or 

principles) include a section where the practice of Yoga is divided into eight limbs (Ashtanga 

Yoga). They are as follows. 

1. Yamas – social restraints 

1. (ahimsa) non-violence, (satya) truthfulness, (asteya) non-stealing, 

(brahmacharya) right use of energy/celibacy, (aparigraha) non-greed 

2. Niyamas – self-disciplines 

1.  (saucha) cleanliness, (santosha) contentment, (tapas) austerity/discipline, 

(svadhyaya) study of self, (isvara pranidhana) surrender to higher self/God 

3. Āsana - physical postures 

4. Prāṇāyāma - control of breath 

5. Pratyahara - withdrawal of the senses 

6. Dhāraṇa - concentration 

7. Dhyāna - meditation 

8. Samādhi – absorption 
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Each week will introduce a new precept for a class theme. Āsanas (postures), 

prāṇāyāma (breathwork), and Dhyāna (meditation) are pillars of the program. Discussion 

regarding yamas, niyamas, pratyahara, dhārana, and samādhi will pertain to health, wellness, 

and aptitude (Eisenberg, 2009). Please see class syllabus chart # for a timeline regarding the 

introduction of the philosophies.  

Class Format (See Chart 4 pg. 28) 

           A consistent class format will allow for introduction of new material and review of the 

previous week’s material content reinforcement. Learning how to adapt the Yogic techniques to 

meet individual needs will allow students the opportunity to customize content. For example, 

with diaphragmatic breathing students will learn the importance self-regulating the length of 

their inhales and exhales. This will provide freedom for students to explore their breath and 

strengthen their breathing capabilities together regardless of possible unique individual 

challenges. In addition, the students will learn the benefits of the Yogic techniques through the 

lens of traditional Yogic philosophy and clinical investigation. For example, according to Yogic 

tradition, diaphragmatic breathing creates more energy (prana) in the body and builds 

strength. Through clinical investigation, we understand diaphragmatic breathing can build lung 

capacity, trigger the parasympathetic response, make us more tolerant to carbon dioxide, and 

lower the harmful effects of the stress hormone cortisol (Perciavalle, et al., 2017). 
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Class Format Specifics 

A. Participants will receive instruction in an eight-week course that meets at the same time 

and location (preferably a danceroom, classroom, or conference room with room for 

movement) twice a week for an hour class.  

B. A certified Yoga instructor will lead the class.  

C. Classes will be available both in person and virtually.  

D. Traditional lecturing in addition to in class discussion and experiential learning will help 

facilitate the learning process. 

E. The week's first class will discuss a Yogic philosophy and conclude with the asana, 

pranayama, and meditation practice. The second class of the week will start with a class 

discussion on the philosophical theme for the week and conclude with the asana, 

pranayama, and meditation practice. 

F. Course material will be available to all participants. Additionally, all participants will 

receive a journal on the first day of class for their use in tracking and recording their 

daily reflections on their practice. Students can use an excel spreadsheet if preferable. 

All students must bring their handwritten journals or computer journals to class every 

class.  

G. The class does not require equipment or props; however, students will be encouraged 

to come with a writing utensil, their laptops for notetaking, and a mat or towel for 

practice. 

H. To help evaluate the program's effectiveness, all participants will take the College 

Learning Effectiveness Inventory (CLEI), the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), and the Beck 
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Depression Inventory-II (BDI-II) before taking the class. After the course, the students 

will again take the College Learning Effectiveness Inventory to see if there is a shift in 

any of the six categories. Comparing evaluation results to the journal entries can help 

discern any correlation between the tested results and the student's observances. 

I. On the first day of class, the students will receive instructions on using the journal. Each 

week new philosophy will be introduced, with the final week (week 8) being review.  

J. The introduction of new pranayama (breathwork) will be on weeks one, two, three, and 

four.  

K. Each week new asanas and information regarding the posture's benefits will be available 

to participants. Please see chart 4 for an outline of the class format and chart 5 for the 

syllabus spreadsheet with further detail. 

 

Chart 4 



An Eight Week Program to Support Undergraduate Academic Aptitude - Portoghese 

 

Page 29 of 48 
 

Eight-Week Syllabus (See Chart 5) 

 The eight-week syllabus’s design regularly introduces content and promotes the practice 

of intelligent independent use of postures, breathwork, and meditation. Each week focus on 

specific philosophies, postures, and breathwork (see Chart 5). Classroom goals include teaching 

students how the Yoga techniques can shift an individual’s physiology in unique ways, and 

intelligent use of the practices. New weekly philosophies touch on practical aspects of daily 

living such as hydration, nutrition, sleep, self-care, concentration, posture, etc. for easy 

assimilation of the practice into ones’ lifestyle. Practicing the postures will occur by completing 

the āsana flow every meeting. Additionally, each week will explore different postures from the 

flow in detail.  

Practicing the specialized breathwork will occur on more than one occasion and focusing 

on one mediation will cultivate proficiency with the practice. The following spreadsheet 

outlines syllabus week by week and the progressive steps for encouraging independent 

practice. To promote content retention, students can work together. Classroom interaction 

supports the development of emotional intelligence, which is considered key to student 

success; however, working with classmates is optional, providing grace for those who prefer to 

work independently (Eisenberg, 2009).  All weeks will have a weekly worksheet detailing the 

focus for breathwork, philosophy, and posture. Also, compilation worksheets for the postures, 

breathwork, and meditation are available for easy reference of the weekly content. 

Below is chart 5, the 8-week syllabus spreadsheet, and chart 6 is a weekly worksheet 

example.  
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Chart 5 
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Chart 5 continued 
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Chart 6 – Example Handout 

 

Week 2 Handout  

Weeks Focus: The Guṇas: Sattva, Rajas, Tamas 

Classroom discussion: Reflect on the three guṇas and how the various qualities stand out in 

your life. Also, how might it be possible to induce more sattvic energy into your daily living? 

Keep in mind we can shift our energetic state through asana, prāṇāyāma, and meditation. 

Tri-Guṇas: Sattva, Rajas, Tamas  

(गुणः ): guṇa(s) (A quality good or bad.) 

(सत्त्व): sattva or sattvic (A quality of balance, goodness, purity, light, ethereal.)                                             

(रजस्): rajas or rajasic (Action, passion, change, creation, impurity, hot, spicey.)                                               

(तमस्): tamas or tamasic (Mental darkness, ignorance, illusion, slow inertia, grounding.)  

Around the same time Patañjali is thought to have compiled The Yoga Sutras the sixth school of 
Hindu philosophy (Samkhya) was beginning to solidify (400-500 B.C.E). An Indian sage by the 
name of Kapila is often credited for the development of Samkhya and, like Patañjali, found 
inspiration from the ancient Hindu texts (Vedas). 

One of the key Samkhya theories is all matter (prakṛiti) manifests from three diverse types of 
energetic qualities (guṇas). Think of each quality as a characteristic or attribute to describe the 
energy of a particular person, environment, or food/substance. The three qualities are sattva 
(balance, goodness, purity, light ethereal energy), rajas (action, change, creation, hot, passion, 
spicey), and tamas (grounding, ignorance, illusion, mental darkness, slow inertia). The interplay 
of these qualities determines living beings’ characteristics and is instrumental in shaping their 
quality of life. 

Traditionally speaking, when we do āsana (postures) we reduce rajas (action, change, creation, 
hot, passion, spicey), prāṇāyāma (breathing exercises) reduce tamas (grounding, ignorance, 
illusion, mental darkness, slow inertia) and meditation increases sattva (balance, goodness, 
purity, light ethereal energy). Additionally, our guṇas are sensitive our surrounding 
environment, state of mind, and foods. For example, a hot summer day will be the essence of 
rajas, while a cool damp fall day, can be the essence of tamas. Busy schedules exhibit rajasic 
nature and may result in feeling burned out and irritable. We can counterbalance the rajasic 
energy by engaging in something to evoke a tamasic energy. However, just as too much rajasic 
energy can take away from our health and wellness, too much tamasic energy can do the same 
by evoking lethargy and an unwillingness to put fourth effort. The goal is to find a balance of 
the two so we can enjoy good emotional, mentally, and physical health.  

The philosophy of the gunas can also apply to our food. Spicy, salty, bitter, and astringent food 
is considered more rajastic in nature, whereas sweet, savory, and umami are considered more 
tamasic in nature. The rajasic food excites and energizes and the tamasic food stabilize and 
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ground. Foods that have a more alkaline effect on the body are thought to be more sattvic. 
Examples of sattvic food would be leafy greens, berries, and vegetables.  

 Can you think of any more examples of rajas, tamas, and sattva? 

Breathwork/prāṇāyāma: 

 

Posture focus (asana) while keeping the gunas in mind: 

 

 

Meditation: Please see the meditation handout.  
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Contraindications and Modifications 

The class will be accessible to all students regardless of physical abilities. Lead by a 

certified and experienced Yoga educator, all postures, breathwork, as well as the meditation 

are customizable under professional guidance. This allows placing emphasis on the desired 

physiological shift rather than a specific execution of postures, breathwork, or meditation. 

Improving ones’ emotional, mental, and physical wellness, will be subject to an individual’s 

capabilities. Being that the structure of the program is educationally based on the practical 

application of Yoga, for the purpose of self-care, participants can seek help from the Yoga 

educator (privately or in person depending on their comfort level) for help with modifications. 

A listing of the contraindications for the asana portion is available under “Asana Instruction, 

Precautions, and Academic Advantages” worksheets (Chart A-1 – A-4 in the appendix). The 

breathwork chosen is also modifiable and does not require any specific length of inhale, 

retention, or exhale. Built in variability allows participants to independently determine the 

volume and rate of breathwork best suited to their personal needs. Finally, the meditation does 

not require the participant to lay down, sit, or orient in any specific way to be effective. Also, 

opening or closing eyes does not impact the effectiveness of the meditation. Participants can 

determine the level of engagement most appropriate for them and their nervous system.  

General Summary 

Derived from the ancient mind-body practice and congruent with western scientific 

studies the 8-Week Program to Support Undergraduate Academic Aptitude draws from Yoga 

tradition to help empower undergraduates with techniques for dealing with anxiety, 



An Eight Week Program to Support Undergraduate Academic Aptitude - Portoghese 

 

Page 35 of 48 
 

depression, and stress. The techniques chosen for the three modalities have been clinically 

shown to create physiological shifts for offsetting anxiety and depression in undergraduates 

(Breedvelt, Elam, Kauts) The postures, breathwork, and meditation chosen for the program are 

based on student ergonomics (i.e. sitting, typing, reading for long periods), mental challenges 

(processing and assimilating lots of information), and emotional challenges, (being newly 

independent, away from family, processing new experiences). Also, the non-religiously based 

Yogic philosophies were chosen to help bring awareness to common triggers for anxiety and 

depression (i.e. lack of sleep, unbalanced blood sugar levels, poor hydration, poor posture, poor 

breathing technique) and ways to counter-balance habits and patterns for improved health and 

wellness. Through experiential learning, collaborative learning, and practicing nonjudgmental 

self-awareness, the program offers mindfulness based Yogic practices for self-intervention and 

self-regulation. This in turn will supports emotional, mental, physical, and social development 

which all are key to successful academic performance (Gokcen). Improved academic 

performance may also help foster student retention.  
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Appendix 

 

Chart A-1 
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Chart A-2 continued 
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Chart A-3 continued 
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Chart A-4 
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Chart B-1 

Benefits of postures used in class from a medically validated perspective and traditional yogic 

perspective. 
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Chart B-2 

 

Benefits of postures used in class from a medically validated perspective and traditional yogic 

perspective. 
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Chart C 
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