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INTRODUCTION

Whether you’re a morning jogger or a marathoner, a U.S. Open contender or just a reliable tennis partner, you’re an athlete. In fact, no matter how you try to stay in shape—if you’re training for the pros or a weekend warrior, if you have a sport you love—you’re an athlete. Being an athlete is about more than competition. It is a commitment to a craft, focusing both mental and physical energy on honing a skill, developing a healthy and strong body, and always striving to become better.

I teach yoga, fitness, wellness, and meditation and am the founder of YogaFit, the largest yoga teacher certification program in North America, which trains people in the YogaFit and YogaLean approach. For the past twenty years, I’ve taught the yoga lifestyle and principles to thousands of people around the world. Yoga is a gift to the body and the mind, and my intent is to lead the way toward fitness, conscious business, and karmic responsibility. And now, I hope to help you approach your sport, whatever that may be, in a new, deeper way.

I’ve always been an active person—besides practicing yoga, I love swimming, running, weight training, tennis, hiking, and walking. I also work with professional athletes and coaches for the NFL. And every day as a businesswoman and role model, I’m required to show up in prime mental and physical condition.

We are all athletes in this game called life, and I encourage you to define yourself as one, too, to improve your lifestyle and physical and mental strength. An athlete’s well-rounded health regimen brings them resilience and vitality in all aspects of life, not just their sport. Athletes eat and train, rather than diet and exercise. Building a sound health routine will help you navigate away from the unhealthy, unhappy, and unfit version of yourself and master your physical and mental self. This doesn’t mean that you have to run a marathon or be a power lifter, but you may start to get more personally competitive and truly care for the beautiful body with which you have been gifted.

Being an athlete is a lifestyle, one that I try to live every day. My life, like so many of yours, is a race, and I want to be in the best condition I can. I’m athletic in the way I commit myself to my physical and mental health. If there’s a day that I’m not active, I feel despondent, depressed, and just “off.” I eat for energy and make sure that my day involves exercise. Imagine if we all lived like athletes: We would make our health our number one priority; commit to being fit and ready for action; use food as fuel and not as a vice; refrain from behaviors like smoking and drinking that move us away from a healthy lifestyle; work out regularly; strive for goals, purpose, focus, and discipline; and use mind-body techniques like meditation and visualization to achieve success.

Whether it’s about work, caring for your children, being a good partner and friend, or taking care of your pets, every corner of your life is enhanced by you BEING YOUR BEST YOU. In this book, you will learn breathing exercises, physical (hatha) yoga postures appropriate to help you improve in particular sports, and three categories of poses that will augment your play in any sport: core/balance poses, restorative poses, and poses to be done with weights. My breathing techniques as well as mental techniques—meditation and guided imagery—complement the physical. The combination gives you many options to create your own personal plan for success.

So how do you apply yourself as an athlete? Think for a moment about how you spend most of your time. Is it at work? With your family? Regardless of your arena, chances are you want to perform at an optimum level. Athletes commit themselves to daily practices, whether it’s on the field with a team, in the gym with a trainer, or in rest and recuperation. They work out regularly to gain muscle and stamina, to prevent injury, and, of course, to be better than the next. Because competition at all levels requires a fine-tuned commitment, many athletes train throughout the year to maintain excellent form, technique, and peak physical condition.

And here’s my point: Athletes who are not practicing yoga are competing at a disadvantage and missing an opportunity for peak performance and longevity. The fact is that exercise tightens up your body, often putting muscle groups in opposition, and it’s crucial to find a balance as well as a way to release the strain and tension in your muscles. Yoga enhances alignment, balance, core stability, strength, flexibility, agility, endurance, and mobility. It stretches muscles for greater flexibility and strengthens the core and smaller muscles, which improves form and leads to an economy of movement that significantly improves performance. It develops your lung capacity, which helps sustain a steady breath during physical activities. Lastly, yoga gives you incredible body awareness.

The sport-specific yoga poses in part II will complement your sport, enhance your performance, and reduce the risk of injury. As you fine-tune your swing or shot or general form, you are at the same time building up a “strong side.” Consistent body movements, as in any sport, create habitual tightness in our muscles, often favoring one side or taxing tendons and ligaments. Here, you’ll learn to build a well-balanced body by incorporating yoga throughout your weekly routine. Once a week is good; three times is better; but if you’re able to weave yoga into your life as a regular routine or restorative up to five times a week, that is best. In this book, I will prescribe different regimens based on pre-season preparation, off-season maintenance, and restoring after an injury. When yoga’s many benefits become part of your lifestyle, your game—and your life—will change for the better.

Just as important as the physical, athletes need acute mental concentration and focus. I know that committing daily to a very specific regimen is not easy. It takes mental balance to integrate a well-rounded practice and diet, to focus, in the moment, on making the right move and tuning out distractions. Yoga, in all its many forms, will create positive change in your mind. You’ll learn meditation for greater focus, improved performance, and less stress from competing, however it is that you do it. Visualization also helps you create the winning results you desire, while what I’ve called “transformational language” will help you communicate with yourself in a more positive way. Positive changes add up just like negative ones do, and yoga will help eliminate the noise so that whether you compete with others or against yourself, you’ll learn to set goals, develop focus, and achieve your personal best. And, most excitingly, your game will improve. One of my doctors, an avid golfer, once asked me if he should start doing yoga. He described himself as an “older, inflexible man,” and I told him the same thing I tell everyone: “Yoga meets you where you live.” No matter your age, flexibility level, or hobby, yoga will assist you. It’s a process like any other—it gets better the more of it you do, and if you commit yourself, you will see and, most important,feel results.

the underpinnings of yoga


In the last twenty years, yoga has exploded in popularity. But yoga has been around for centuries; it’s only “new” to Westerners. Yoga combines a wealth of practices that build a better body and a stronger mind using physical movement, breath control, and meditative focus. When it emerged in India more than six thousand years ago, it was aimed to train the body to sit still and meditate for long periods of time—imagine that mental strength! Over time, it became a system of psychological and physical practices to create greater health, mental awareness, and balance. Different forms and techniques evolved; at YogaFit and in this book, we teach the “hatha yoga tradition of the vinyasa style.”

Hatha is a Sanskrit word that translates to “force” or “physical,” but it can be broken down poetically into ha and tha. Ha represents the masculine, solar, or energizing qualities, and tha represents the feminine, lunar, or relaxing qualities. Hatha invokes the balance of opposites. The technique of vinyasa, meanwhile, means “to place in a special way,” and YogaFit focuses on linking poses together to create strength, flexibility, endurance, and balance.

We create classes that work all parts of the body equally, and I’ve designed pose sequences that trigger the body specifically based on the way it is used in a sport. Since many traditional exercise programs often overwork certain muscle groups or build muscle bulk unevenly, they tend to neglect efficient breathing or the focus on improving one’s mental game. We’ll strengthen the parts of the body that do not receive attention from your sport in order to develop a wholesome and well-rounded regimen. With yoga, you’ll learn to expand your focus and physical practice to build more than just muscular strength.

Yoga and Flow

Flow state is a term coined by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in his book Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience. It means that your entire mind, body, and spirit are connected in a deep focus in order to hone in on a single activity, such as throwing a pitch or doing a pull-up. When you are in a flow state, you feel strong, alert, in effortless control, unself-conscious, and at the peak of your abilities. For instance, if you are in a flow state during a free throw shot, both mind and body are committed, which allows you to escape distractions, pressures, negative burdens, and the hecklers in the stands. Yoga and meditation balance the right and left sides of your brain to help you create these moments of full concentration and peace.

Our brains are very complex, and each part plays an important role:


• The left brain is responsible for our conscious awareness and our thoughts.

• The right brain is responsible for our creativity.

• The midbrain is responsible for the energy that powers us through the tasks of the day and for the creation of memories; it also processes real or imagined emotions.

• The brainstem is responsible for physical stimulus responses, such as swinging a bat or lacing up our running shoes.



When these four parts aren’t in agreement on an objective, that objective becomes more difficult to achieve. It’s like a football team where each player is running a different play. Once you get all four parts of the brain into agreement, you will have made major progress. A regular yoga practice—even just the handful of exercises and breathing techniques I will teach you in this book—will greatly enhance your ability to tap into a “flow state.”


Yoga means addition—addition of energy, strength and beauty to body, mind and soul.

—Amit Ray



Yoga also offers a reprieve from the stresses of sports-related activities. Its poses enhance strength, cardiovascular condition, balance, and flexibility, and it creates emotional stability and reduces tightness and fatigue through mindfulness, fluid movement, and deep breathing. It massages the skeletal system that supports bone mass and growth and takes the stress away from the supporting muscles and tendons. Doesn’t that sound like something that would help you before and after your daily or weekly devotion to your sport?

Imagine that you’re back on that free throw line in a tied playoff game with only one minute left on the clock. How do you react? How do you focus on your shot rather than the noise and pressure? It’s not easy; in fact, it’s incredibly distressing. It’s my goal to foster a sense of peace during high-pressure moments like those to take you gracefully through your day. Yoga, in its most simple form, is breathing and feeling. Once you achieve the physical asanas (poses) and focus on the mat, your mind and body will naturally translate these ideas into your every day, both on the court and off.
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I.

The Fundamentals of the YogaFit Approach






CHAPTER 1

Gaining Physical and Mental Strength Through YogaFit




The impact of yoga is never purely physical. Asanas, if correctly practiced, bridge the divide between the physical and the mental spheres. Yoga stems the feelings of pain, fatigue, doubt, confusion, indifference, laziness, self-delusion, and despair that assail us from time to time….Yoga illuminates your life. If you practice sincerely, with seriousness and honesty, its light will spread to all aspects of your life.

—B.K.S. Iyengar



Overall body strength is a building block of success regardless of your sport or athletic activity. No amount of weight lifting with free weights will give you the strength that is achieved by holding up your own body weight in yoga. (Though adding some weights to your yoga practice each week is a fantastic idea and combination—see part 3 for poses that include light weights.) Consistent practice of the various yoga poses builds strength and improves lean muscle mass. Through specific poses, you can concentrate on muscle groups that are underutilized or stretch out your overtrained and maxed-out muscles. Which muscles you need to strengthen and which you need to stretch and rest varies from sport to sport, so you can and should adapt your yoga practice to serve your specific athletic needs.

Physical strength will improve your endurance, surely something to be prized in sports such as cross-country or triathlons. But it’s not just physical power that guides an athlete over the long haul; mental endurance is also key. Part 5 of this book gives you specific techniques for harnessing the power of your own mind. When you learn to tune in to your body and mind, everything can be a meditation—sports included. Yoga helps you learn how to pace yourself and focus on the moment, not on how long it’s going to take to finish. It also develops a powerful foundation in your core, which is essentially the nucleus of your balance and movement.

Almost everything you do in life activates your core, and almost everything in yoga works on your core strength. When core stability is enhanced, it reinforces the supportive but otherwise underdeveloped muscles surrounding the more utilized muscles, creating a more balanced and optimal strength. Strong and stabilized core muscles in turn help with overall performance. Yoga helps strengthen all of the stabilizing muscles that are vital in protecting your joints and spine, among other things. People tend to miss these in other physical workouts, but your new yoga practice will bring them to life in order to enhance your body’s overall functioning.

The core guides your balance, and your ability to balance through different movements can make or break your game. After all, balance is necessary whether you are shifting your feet closer together or farther apart, lowering your body to the earth, standing tall, jumping, swinging, or generating force. If your balance is on point, it gives you a solid ground to work from and helps maximize movements and prevent falls and injuries. Many of the poses in the sport-specific sections of this book work your core; I have also included a stand-alone section of core poses so that you will be sure to get some core engagement.

If you play tennis or golf, you know the value of range of motion. With improved joint and muscular flexibility—gained through yoga poses and stretching—your body’s overall structure is improved, and your joint and muscle pliancy will foster greater range of motion or an increase in the performance latitude for a particular movement or series of movements. For example, a swimmer with supple shoulder and hip joints is able to capture and pull more water than a swimmer with a more limited range of motion. The result is more forward movement per stroke as well as enhanced muscular economy.

There is some dispute about the advisability of excessive stretching (for runners in particular), but I remain a huge advocate for it when it is done after a workout, finding that the more I work to maintain my flexibility (something that wanes with age), the less likely I am to suffer from an injury caused by an overuse of or a strain to the muscles.

Intense engagement in sports can be a huge strain on the body, and it is important to balance that with rest and recovery. Restorative yoga helps your body recover from any particular strain on the body, whether it’s an injury or some other physical ailment. Yoga helps put athletes back together after a tough game or workout. By slowing down, you are allowing the body to heal and to tell you where it’s tight and where future injuries may be brewing. Yoga also elongates all of the muscles that athletes spend so long contracting, so it is a great counteraction.

To quell the mind of your own mental chatter and of that around you is not easy, especially in a high-pressure moment. Yoga improves your control over that noise to create a center of focus and to promote serenity by silencing surrounding pressures, both internally and externally. When your mind learns to move with ease and stop forcing movements, you will prevent injuries and your body will open with your mind, increasing your flexibility, both mentally and physically.

the fundamentals of the yogafit approach


At YogaFit, we teach what we call “The Essence,” which is comprised of seven areas of focus intended to help you be safe and comfortable on the mat. As much as adhering to the Essence components will help you on the yoga mat itself, I think you’ll find that there are off-the-mat benefits too. As you embark on the sport-specific poses later in the book, keep these seven components in mind:

1.Breathe

Most often, we are just passively breathing, unaware and disconnected. The goal of taking specific time and focus to breathe, as in a yoga class, is to be deliberate or purposeful with your breath. Mindful breathing calls attention to your breath quality and how it affects your body and psyche; quick and shallow versus slow and deep, for example. YogaFit emphasizes deep diaphragmatic and controlled breath to improve your quality of breathing. In turn, as you improve, you not only reap the health benefits (such as reducing stress and symptoms triggered by stress), but you can improve oxygen efficiency.


Professional athletes are often tested for their VO2 maximum. This test measures the amount of oxygen used by the whole body in a specified amount of time (milliliters of oxygen per minute per kilogram of body weight). This information helps to determine optimal training levels and performance potential. With specific training, and in order to improve performance, an athlete will gradually push their anaerobic threshold (or lactate threshold), which is the exercise intensity at which lactic acid starts to accumulate in the bloodstream. Full diaphragmatic breath helps to improve or maximize lung capacity, which aids in more efficient breathing, meaning the efficient use of oxygen that helps us reach optimal performance.



Oxygen fuels strength, movement, and cardiovascular endurance. Oxygen is the “what,” the air you breathe in rest and during activity. Your VO2 Max is the “how,” a measurement of how your body utilizes the air you breathe in and converts it to energy. A strong and efficient VO2 Max will enable you to perform longer while maximizing the oxygen you take in with each breath. Work on the breath ability, and your VO2 measurement will improve.

Breath is also an innate tool to keep you calm and focused. When you inhale and let it

2.Feel


3.Listen to your body


4.Let go of competition


5.Let go of judgment



6.Let go of expectations



7.Stay present in the moment



PEP talks




Principles of Giving Constructive Feedback











Principles of Receiving Feedback










Guidelines for Effective Feedback Exchange








being your own coach
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