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Yoga and SEL White Paper 

Dr. Jen Martin and Dr. Alex Wolfe 

Audience: Educators and legislators. 

Purpose: To share the benefits of yoga and social-emotional learning (SEL) and to demonstrate the 

correlation between exercise and increased academic performance. 

On January 1, 2025, a new law will take effect requiring that all students in Illinois public 

schools be provided with 20 minutes per week of relaxation activities, including breathing 

exercises, stretching, yoga, meditation, and other mindfulness activities, outside of regular 

scheduled recess. Senate Bill 2872 was proposed by Illinois State Senator Rachel Ventura as a 

way for students to prioritize their mental health. This initiative allows school districts to 

partner with community-based organizations for this instruction and is aligned with the Illinois 

SEL Standards and with the CASEL Framework. See Mental Health in Illinois for more 

information.  

Why Yoga? 

More than 4.1 million K-12 students in the United States experience anxiety, according to the 

American Psychological Association. Harvard Health Publishing found that yoga and associated 

mindfulness practices have been shown to improve the physical and mental health of K-12 

students. Such practices can lead to:  

● Reduced anxiety and depression. 

● Improved balance, strength, and endurance. 

● Improved focus, memory, self-esteem, and academic performance. 

 Improve emotional self-regulation and, thus, classroom behavior. Listen to the NPR 

interview with Dr. Jen Martin and Dr. Ale Wolfe. 

 

Benefits for Teachers 

When teachers build community in their classrooms, the benefits include improved academic 

achievement, enhanced psychological well-being, greater teacher effectiveness, positive school 

culture (including a reduction in bullying), increased attendance and retention. The inverse of 

this is exclusion. The consequences of exclusion include lower academic achievement, poor 

mental health, behavioral issues, negative school climate, and increased dropout rates. The need 

for community is a core human need. The pain of exclusion follows the same cognitive pathways 

as physical pain. 

What the Research Says 

Previous studies have shown that physical activity is positively associated with academic 

achievement (Álvarez-Bueno et al., 2017; Donnelly et al., 2016; Esteban-Cornejo et al., 2015), 

mental health (Ahn & Fedewa, 2011), and cognitive development (Tandon et al., 2016). Despite 

the benefits associated with physical activity, only one-quarter (24.8%) of youth meet the 

Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans (Peircy et al., 2018) Decreased physical activity has 
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been associated with the U.S. obesity epidemic in youth (19.7%, Stierman et al., 2021) and a 

decline in youth fitness (Gahche et al., 2014). Moreover, increased pressure to meet high-stakes 

testing standards and curricula shifts has led to increased instruction time within the classroom 

and less time dedicated to physical activity engagement within schools (Kern et al., 2018). 

However, decreasing time allotted to students to engage in physical activity has not shown to 

improve academic achievement; physical activity may feasibly be implemented within the 

curricula without reducing time dedicated to academic instruction (Coe et al., 2006; Donnelly et 

al., 2017). 

Physical activity can be described as any bodily movement by skeletal muscle that results in 

energy expenditure beyond resting levels (Caspersen et al., 1985). This includes, but is not 

limited to, activities classified as aerobics, muscle- and bone-strengthening, balance, and 

flexibility. The majority of the literature emphasizes the engagement of aerobic and muscle- and 

bone-strengthening activity for their positive effects on physical and mental health, but balance 

and flexibility activities, such as yoga, have also reported positive effects for mental health. 

Shreve et al. (2021) found that 10 minutes of yoga a day significantly reduced levels of anxiety 

and improved concentration among primary school children. Similar results were found by 

D’souza et al. (2021), who reported a reduction in psychosocial stress in a sample of adolescents. 

 

A recent study by McCurdy et al. (2024) reported that yoga and mindfulness was positively 

associated with improved coping skills, emotional regulations, and academic achievement in a 

large sample of children and adolescents. Overall, the current literature suggests that yoga, 

mindfulness, and other mind-body interventions may be beneficial for schoolchildren and may 

be feasibly implemented within the curriculum without compromising dedicated time for 

academic instruction (D’souza et al., 2021; Hart et al., 2022; Jarrava et al., 2019; Shreve et al., 

2021). These activities and mind-body interventions have been suggested as a complementary 

addition to socio-emotional learning (Butzer et al., 2017; Jarrava et al., 2019). 

Overall, the current literature suggests that incorporating physical activity within the school day 

is not only feasible, but also provides several academic, physical, cognitive, and socio- 

emotional benefits for the students. Moreover, empirical evidence supports the idea that reducing 

the amount of sedentary activity within classrooms has benefits in students’ executive function, 

classroom behaviors, and academic performance (Allee et al., 2023). The physical activity habits 

that are established during childhood and adolescence track into adulthood (Craigie et al., 2011; 

Herman et al., 2009; Jones et al., 2013; Telama et al., 2014). Educational institutions have the 

opportunity to provide physical activity opportunities to the largest segment of the U.S. youth 

population (Welk et al., 2010) to improve their physical and mental well-being and provide them 

with a feasible strategy to excel academically. 

Practical Strategies for SEL and Wellness 

We are facing a teacher shortage in Illinois and throughout the nation. Teacher stress and 

burnout are major contributors to this shortage. Teachers also can benefit from relaxation, 

mindfulness, and meditative practices. There are institutional and systemic changes  
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that must be made to improve our public education system in general, but there are things 

individual teachers can do to help themselves and their students on a daily basis. 

1. Community Building 

Positive greetings at the classroom door can increase student engagement by 20% and 

reduce student disruptive behavior by 10%. Research indicates that our brains prefer 

similarities in order to make connections with others (affinity bias). Teachers must move 

beyond these differences (real or perceived) to build relationships with students. Find a 

common interest. Such bonds will improve relationships, build greater self-confidence 

for students, and improve their grades. Building a healthy and positive classroom 

community is crucial for mindful movement and sharing gratitude. 

2. Mindful Movements and Breathing Exercises 

Begin a daily or weekly mindful movement routine based on your students’ interests and 

needs. You can begin with walking and then moving into breathing exercises, creating 

mantras, manifesting (mudras), and yoga. Students can create their own mantras – maybe 

a four-word mantra to calm them when they are upset. They can then tap each finger to 

their thumb while repeating their mantras in their minds. Examples include “I am 

enough” and “I am so loved.” Teachers can create mantra posters to hang around the 

room to remind students of this practice. Please see the following links for more 

beginning breathing techniques: 

Three collective breaths 

Dual nostril Breathing 

Joyful breath 

3. Sharing Gratitude 

Teachers can facilitate gratitude in their classrooms by walking their students through a 

guided meditation during which students imagine people, places, and things for which they 

are grateful. Other activities to center gratitude include thankful thoughts, sending thanks 

(through writing or drawing), or sharing the positive impact someone has made on our 

lives. It is helpful (and memorable) to always close a session or a class with three 

statements of appreciation or gratitude by asking for three volunteers to deliver these 

sentiments.  

Questions to Ponder 

How are you facilitating intentional actions as an educator? 

How can we elevate our relationships with our students to foster belonging? 

How will you incorporate the tenets of Senate Bill 2872 in your classroom or school? 

Terms to Know 

Asana 

Mantra 

Mudra 

Shavasana 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/323271184_Positive_Greetings_at_the_Door_Evaluation_of_a_Low-Cost_High-Yield_Proactive_Classroom_Management_Strategy
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/publications/creating-birds-similar-feathers-leveraging-similarity-improve-teacher-student
https://breatheforchange.com/resources/sel-strategies-for-students-3-collective-breaths/
https://yogawithadriene.com/alternate-nostril-breathing/
https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/breath-of-joy
https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/billstatus.asp?DocNum=2872&GAID=17&GA=103&DocTypeID=SB&LegID=151730&SessionID=112
https://www.yogapedia.com/definition/4951/asana
https://www.yogapedia.com/definition/4950/mantra
https://www.yogapedia.com/definition/5027/mudra
https://www.yogapedia.com/definition/6582/savasana#google_vignette
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Social-emotional learning (SEL) 

Best Practices 

All poses and practices should be a choice. Invite students to join you. Students should never be 

forced to engage in a pose or practice that they do not feel comfortable attempting. Comfort may 

come in time. Never ask students to hold their breath during trauma-informed yoga. 

Best Practices: Elementary Students 

When introducing young students to yoga, limit to 20 minutes and build from there. Attention 

spans may be too short for an hour-long practice. If you have mats, start there. If you have space, 

think about arranging the mats in a circle so that students are facing one another – no one is 

behind another person, which may reduce feelings of bodily insecurity. If you do not have mats 

for all students, chair yoga may be an ideal choice. 

Suggested Poses: 

Half sun salutation A 

Warrior 2 sequence (warrior 2, peaceful warrior, extended side angle, low lunge) 

Tree pose 

Happy baby 

Best Practices: Secondary Students 

Secondary students may need to be reminded to focus on themselves and not on their peers. Mats 

could be spread out around the room so that students feel some privacy and comfort, while still 

being able to have the teacher in their sight lines. 

Suggested Poses: 

Sun salutation A 

Chair yoga (twists) 

Eagle pose (standing or in chair) 

Savasana with guided meditation. 

Additional Resources 

Breathe4Change 

Chair Yoga 

Cosmic Kids Yoga 

Yoga with Adriene 

More about Dr. Jen Martin 

Dr. Jennifer L. Martin is an associate professor of teacher education at the University of Illinois 

Springfield. Prior to working in higher education, Dr. Martin worked in public education for 17 

years, 15 of those as the department chair of English at an urban alternative high school for 

students labeled at-risk for school failure in metropolitan Detroit. Dr. Martin’s research 

investigates theory and practice in education through the critical intersectional lenses of race, 

class, gender, and sexuality. Dr. Martin has co-written and edited nine books and numerous book 

chapters and has peer reviewed articles. She has been the editor in chief of the Journal of

https://breatheforchange.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Ts01MC2mIo
https://www.youtube.com/user/CosmicKidsYoga/videos
https://yogawithadriene.com/free-yoga-videos/
https://newschannel20.com/news/local/uis-education-professor-partners-with-district-186-to-teach-yoga-and-sel-workshops
https://jultr.online/
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Urban Learning Teaching and Research (JULTR) since 2018. The journal is dedicated to 

mentoring novice writers and graduate students as well as showcasing the work of prominent 

scholars in urban education. Under Dr. Martin’s leadership, JULTR has evolved to an online 

and open access format. She is also the editor of “Racial Battle Fatigue: Insights from the Front 

Lines of Social Justice Advocacy” (recipient of the 2016 AERA Division B’s Outstanding Book 

Recognition Award). She is the 2019 recipient of the Paula Silver Case Award from the Journal 

of Cases in Educational Leadership for her co-authored piece, “The Bathroom Case: Creating a 

Supportive School Environment for Transgender and Gender Non-conforming Students.” In 

2021, she was awarded the Burks Oakley II Distinguished Online Teaching Award by UIS. Dr. 

Martin was selected for the 2022-23 cohort for the University of Illinois systemwide Public 

Voices Fellowship. She was named as a University Scholar, the University of Illinois system’s 

highest honor, at UIS for the 2022-23 academic year. 

More about Dr. Alex Wolfe 

Dr. Alex M. Wolfe is an assistant professor and program director of Exercise Science at the 

University of Illinois Springfield. Dr. Wolfe’s career in exercise science began as a personal 

trainer for local community centers, including the YMCA and Five Points Washington (a 

community for well-being in Washington, Illinois), as well as a sports performance specialist for 

youth athletes. He served as the program coordinator for the Youth Fitness Invention Program at 

the Bloomington-Normal YMCA while attending Illinois State University. Dr. Wolfe served as 

the lead faculty of Exercise Science at Lincoln College until its closure in 2022 and has held 

faculty positions at Illinois State University, Illinois College, and Heartland Community College. 

Dr. Wolfe’s research focuses on youth fitness, free play during school, and the influence of 

physical activity on academic achievement. 

https://jultr.online/
https://twitter.com/JultrOnline
https://www.vpaa.uillinois.edu/academic_affairs_programs/public_voices_fellowship
https://www.vpaa.uillinois.edu/academic_affairs_programs/public_voices_fellowship


6  

References 

Ahn, S., & Fedewa, A. L. (2011). A Meta-analysis of the Relationship Between Children’s 

Physical Activity and Mental Health. Journal of Pediatric Psychology, 36(4), 385–397. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsq107 

 

Allee, K. A., Garcia, J. M., Roberts, S. K., & Clark, M. H. (2024). Sitting Less for Success: 

Reducing Sedentary Behaviors to Increase Kindergarten Achievement. Journal of School Health, 

94(2), 117–127. https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.13409 

Álvarez-Bueno, C., Pesce, C., Cavero-Redondo, I., Sánchez-López, M., Martínez-Hortelano, J. 

A., & Martínez-Vizcaíno, V. (2017). The effect of physical activity interventions on children’s 

cognition and metacognition: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of the American 

Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 56(9), 729–738. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2017.06.012 

Butzer, B., LoRusso, A. M., Windsor, R., Riley, F., Frame, K., Khalsa, S. B. S., & Conboy, L. 

(2017). A qualitative examination of yoga for middle school adolescents. Advances in School 

Mental Health Promotion, 10(3), 195–219. https://doi.org/10.1080/1754730X.2017.1325328 

Caspersen, C. J., Powell, K. E., & Christenson, G. M. (1985). Physical activity, exercise, and 

physical fitness: definitions and distinctions for health-related research. Public health reports 

(Washington, D.C. : 1974), 100(2), 126–131. https://pmc.ncbi.gov/articles/PMC1424733/ 

Coe, D. P., Pivarnik, J. M., Womack, C. J., Reeves, M. J., & Malina, R. M. (2006). Effect of 

Physical Education and Activity Levels on Academic Achievement in Children. Medicine & 

Science in Sports & Exercise, 38(8), 1515–1519. 

https://doi.org/10.1249/01.mss.0000227537.13175.1b 

 

Craigie, A. M., Lake, A. A., Kelly, S. A., Adamson, A. J., & Mathers, J. C. (2011). Tracking of 

obesity-related behaviors from childhood to adulthood: A systematic review. Maturitas, 70(3), 

266–284. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.maturitas.2011.08.005 

 

Donnelly, J. E., Hillman, C. H., Castelli, D., Etnier, J. L., Lee, S., Tomporowski, P., Lambourne, 

K., & Szabo-Reed, A. N. (2016). Physical Activity, Fitness, Cognitive Function, and Academic 

Achievement in Children: A Systematic Review. Medicine & Science in Sports & Exercise, 

48(6), 1197–1222. https://doi.org/10.1249/MSS.0000000000000901 

Donnelly, J. E., Hillman, C. H., Greene, J. L., Hansen, D. M., Gibson, C. A., Sullivan, D. K., 

Poggio, J., Mayo, M. S., Lambourne, K., Szabo-Reed, A. N., Herrmann, S. D., Honas, J. J., 

Scudder, M. R., Betts, J. L., Henley, K., Hunt, S. L., & Washburn, R. A. (2017). Physical activity 

and academic achievement across the curriculum: Results from a 3-year cluster-randomized trial. 

Preventive Medicine, 99, 140–145. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2017.02.006 

D’souza, O. L., Jose, A. E., Suresh, S., & Baliga, M. S. (2021). Effectiveness of Yoga Nidra in 

reducing stress in school going adolescents: An experimental study. Complementary Therapies 

in Clinical Practice, 45, 101462. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ctcp.2021.101462 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsq107
https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.13409
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2017.06.012
https://doi.org/10.1080/1754730X.2017.1325328
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC1424733/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC1424733/
https://doi.org/10.1249/01.mss.0000227537.13175.1b
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.maturitas.2011.08.005
https://doi.org/10.1249/MSS.0000000000000901
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2017.02.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ctcp.2021.101462


7  

Esteban-Cornejo, I., Tejero-Gonzalez, C. M., Sallis, J. F., & Veiga, O. L. (2015). Physical 

activity and cognition in adolescents: A systematic review. Journal of Science and Medicine in 

Sport, 18(5), 534–539. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2014.07.007 

 

Gahche, J., Fakhouri, T., Carroll, D. D., Burt, V. L., Wang, C. Y., & Fulton, J. E. (2014). 

Cardiorespiratory fitness levels among U.S. youth aged 12-15 years: United States, 1999 2004 

and 2012. NCHS data brief, (153), 1–8. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24871993/ 

Hart, N., Fawkner, S., Niven, A., & Booth, J. (2022). Scoping Review of Yoga in Schools: 

Mental Health and Cognitive Outcomes in Both Neurotypical and Neurodiverse Youth 

Populations. Children, 9(6), 849. https://doi.org/10.3390/children9060849 

Herman, K. M., Craig, C. L., Gauvin, L., & Katzmarzyk, P. T. (2009). Tracking of obesity and 

physical activity from childhood to adulthood: The Physical Activity Longitudinal Study. 

International Journal of Pediatric Obesity, 4(4), 281–288. 

https://doi.org/10.3109/17477160802596171 

Jarraya, S., Wagner, M., Jarraya, M., & Engel, F. A. (2019). 12 Weeks of Kindergarten-Based 

Yoga Practice Increases Visual Attention, Visual-Motor Precision and Decreases Behavior of 

Inattention and Hyperactivity in 5-Year-Old Children. Frontiers in Psychology, 10, 796. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00796 

 

Jones, R. A., Hinkley, T., Okely, A. D., & Salmon, J. (2013). Tracking Physical Activity and 

Sedentary Behavior in Childhood: A Systematic Review. Am J Prev Med, 44(6), 651-658. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2013.03.001 

 

McCurdy, B. H., Bradley, T., Matlow, R., Rettger, J. P., Espil, F. M., Weems, C. F., & Carrion, 

V. G. (2024). Program evaluation of a school-based mental health and wellness curriculum 

featuring yoga and mindfulness. PLOS ONE, 19(4), e0301028. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0301028 

 

Piercy, K. L., Troiano, R. P., Ballard, R. M., Carlson, S. A., Fulton, J. E., Galuska, D. A., 

George, S. M., & Olson, R. D. (2018). The Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans. JAMA, 

320(19), 2020. https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2018.14854 

 

Shreve, M., Scott, A., McNeill, C., & Washburn, L. (2021). Using Yoga to Reduce Anxiety in 

Children: Exploring School-Based Yoga Among Rural Third- and Fourth-Grade Students. 

Journal of Pediatric Health Care, 35(1), 42–52. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedhc.2020.07.008 

 

Stierman, B., Afful, J., Carroll, M. D., Chen, T. C., Davy, O., Fink, S., ... & Akinbami, L. J. 

(2021). National health and nutrition examination survey 2017–March 2020 prepandemic data 

files-development of files and prevalence estimates for selected health outcomes. National 

Health Statistics Reports. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK606854/

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2014.07.007
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24871993/
https://doi.org/10.3390/children9060849
https://doi.org/10.3109/17477160802596171
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00796
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2013.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0301028
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2018.14854
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedhc.2020.07.008
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK606854/


8  

Tandon, P. S., Tovar, A., Jayasuriya, A. T., Welker, E., Schober, D. J., Copeland, K., Dev, D. A., 

Murriel, A. L., Amso, D., & Ward, D. S. (2016). The relationship between physical activity and 

diet and young children’s cognitive development: A systematic review. Preventive Medicine 

Reports, 3, 379–390. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2016.04.003 

Telama, R., Yang, X., Leskinen, E., Kankaanpää, A., Hirvensalo, M., Tammelin, T., Viikari, J. 

S. A., & Raitakari, O. T. (2014). Tracking of Physical Activity from Early Childhood through 

Youth into Adulthood. Medicine & Science in Sports & Exercise, 46(5), 955–962.  

https://doi.org/10.1249/MSS.0000000000000181 

 

Thompson, J. (2023, October 12). Helping students catch their breath. Illinois Times. 

https://www.illinoistimes.com/news-opinion/helping-students-catch-their-breath-

19203176?media=AMP+HTML 

Welk, G. J., Jackson, A. W., Morrow, J. R., Haskell, W. H., Meredith, M. D., & Cooper, K. H. 

(2010). The Association of Health-Related Fitness With Indicators of Academic Performance in 

Texas Schools. Research Quarterly for Exercise and Sport, 81(sup3), S16–S23. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02701367.2010.10599690 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2016.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1249/MSS.0000000000000181
https://www.illinoistimes.com/news-opinion/helping-students-catch-their-breath-19203176?media=AMP+HTML
https://www.illinoistimes.com/news-opinion/helping-students-catch-their-breath-19203176?media=AMP+HTML
https://doi.org/10.1080/02701367.2010.10599690

