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Praise for 
The Art of Yoga Sequencing


“An exceptional book for the modern yoga practitioner or teacher. Dr. Rountree has expertly crafted a collection of sequences that can be adapted to any level of practice, ensuring that practitioners progress with intention and mindfulness. What sets this book apart is the level of thought and care that has gone into each sequence, taking into account not just the physical but also the emotional and spiritual aspects of the practice. This book is a must-read for anyone seeking to deepen their practice and explore the vast potential of sequencing in our modern times. I am confident that readers will find it as elegant, sophisticated, and transformative as I have.” 

—Ingrid Yang, MD, JD, author of Adaptive Yoga 




“With nearly two decades of yoga teaching and yoga writing under her belt, Sage Rountree offers another brilliant tome with The Art of Yoga Sequencing. This is a book for new teachers, seasoned teachers, and truly any yoga teacher or practitioner who wants to reconsider and reinvigorate the asana they offer and practice. Rountree’s book presents new ways of thinking about sequencing in the yoga space. She challenges the idea of peak-pose sequencing, for instance, but readers won’t feel that she’s taking away institutionalized ways of teaching yoga; instead . . . she’s offering deeper ways to consider what guides the poses we string together, and she provides a lot of options and ideas. She also calls on the reader to find their own instinctive path by including reflection exercises.

Yoga ‘nerds’ will be satisfied with the logical sequences on offer here and the reasoning behind those same sequences. Yoga newbies will love having fun, experimental shapes to play with and explore. And yoga practitioners and teachers of all stripes will love the options available in this book.”

—Alexandra DeSiato, coauthor of Whole Mama Yoga




“The yoga community has never had an inclusive, accessible, and thorough guide to intelligent yoga sequencing . . . until now! The Art of Yoga Sequencing is a valuable resource for all yoga teachers (and yoga students who design their own self-practices). I especially love the intuitive instructions for scaling yoga poses up and down in terms of challenge, the beautifully shot photos, and the innovative template for class planning. This book is the only resource you need to take your yoga sequencing to the next level!” 

—Jenni Rawlings, cofounder of Strength for Yoga and cohost of the Yoga Meets Movement Science podcast




“The Art of Yoga Sequencing will interest and engage those curious about developing a yoga practice, yoga teachers, and practitioners alike. This body of work acknowledges something essential as we think about creating more welcoming and accessible yoga classes and spaces: the practice of yoga is not one-size-fits-all. Sage Rountree has written a book that empowers students and teachers to challenge what they’ve heard and been taught about yoga and invites them to find out what balance truly is in their teaching and practice of yoga through content, prompts for deeper contemplation, and a myriad of sequences. This is an important and timely resource.” 

—Michelle C. Johnson, author of Skill in Action 




“This book is one destined to be a staple in all yoga teachers’ professional libraries. Once again Rountree has created a seminal text, a resource that holds a container to support yoga teachers no matter their lineage, tradition, or style. This book synthesizes the science and art of teaching and has guideline essentials like anatomy and sequencing. With behind-the-scenes planning to support students in the moment, this book spans from the broad to the granular. And if you are looking for inspiration, practicalities, or detailed pre-planned sequences, those are included as well. This book is a must-have.” 

—Michelle Dalbec, cofounder of The Thread Yoga Collective




“A must-have book for both new and seasoned yoga teachers who want to sequence potent, diverse classes. With its invaluable insights and thoughtful layout, this book will undoubtedly help yoga teachers craft transformative experiences for their students.”

—Trisha Durham, movement educator and yoga teacher




“Yoga teachers and practitioners alike can benefit from this must-have resource. Sage masterfully guides readers through the process of constructing basic classes and sample yoga sequences. Clear visuals for transitioning between poses invite teachers to plan a well-structured, beneficial class regardless of their experience level.”

—Daniel Sernicola, cofounder of Danja Yoga
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To the memory of my father, Billy Hamilton, a linguist and educator who loved studying deep structures and how they can be combined to create meaning.






Preface

This, my tenth book, expands on what many of my previous books present: inclusive, adaptable options for yoga sequences based on a simple theory. That theory: bodies feel better when they move in many different ways and in many different directions, with attention to finding the right balance between work and rest. When we get this balance right, we feel a sense of connection that can be defined as yoga. And when we are balanced and connected, we are better able to help ourselves, our neighbors, and our planet.

Like my more recent books, Teaching Yoga Beyond the Poses (cowritten with the wonderful Alexandra DeSiato, 2019) and The Professional Yoga Teacher’s Handbook (2020), The Art of Yoga Sequencing is designed for yoga teachers. But this book will serve practitioners too. If you are a fan of Everyday Yoga (2015) or, before that, The Athlete’s Pocket Guide to Yoga (2009), I hope you’ll find it a resource for your home practice. And if you feel inspired to explore yoga teacher training, The Professional Yoga Teacher’s Handbook will walk you through your options and help you get clear on the best route for you.

Here, you’ll find a method and models for how to create a balanced movement sequence and a well-rounded yoga class that will serve students of all kinds. I hope this book helps you help your students better, keeping you company as you teach through the years.




Introduction

ways up the mountain

Yoga teachers often finish training with more questions than answers about how to teach a variety of yoga classes to a wide range of students, at all levels of experience and ability, and at all ages. And both experienced teachers and experienced practitioners seek fresh approaches to keep their students and themselves engaged and challenged. To meet this need, this book provides a template for sequencing fresh, contemporary yoga and mindful movement classes, with ample examples of sequences that can stand alone or be put together to create a full class of any length.

The Art of Yoga Sequencing starts with how to design a well-rounded movement class, then presents templates and photos of balanced sequences that can be adapted to suit all levels. Each of these sequences can stand alone as a movement break, and teachers can string them together to create a full class for their students. The Art of Yoga Sequencing also includes a wide range of sample preset lesson plans for full-length classes, with suggestions for how to present them using props, lighting, music, and more to offer a satisfying experience for the body, mind, and spirit while including everyone.

Whether you’re a current or aspiring teacher—or just a yoga practitioner—you will find everything you need to create great yoga classes and home practices, from short sequences to full-length classes, workshops, and series. I hope this book will help you feel empowered to help more students as well as to keep yourself balanced with a well-rounded personal practice.

Our Project in This Book

There are many ways to climb the mountain of yoga, and there are many ways to sequence an effective yoga practice or class. Your yoga teacher training taught you one—or, if you were lucky, more than one. When you first plan classes, you will likely start on this well-trodden path. This is not only the easiest way to begin, it is also a wise one, as it builds confidence and skill.

As your confidence and skill grow, you may want to strike out on your own path so you can best lead the students who come to your class in ways that keep your classes useful and interesting both to you and, most importantly, to the people you serve. This book is your map on how to forge your own way up the mountain while also getting your students there in one happy piece.

Or, if you teach in a set format (for example, at a franchise or at a strongly branded studio, where all classes follow a particular established model or path up the mountain), this book will help you understand how best to lead students along that format’s path in ways that include all bodies while staying true to your studio’s presentation.

Although many yoga styles take the same poses, even in roughly the same order, they vary their presentation with different cuing, different entry and exit points, different lengths of hold, even different breath techniques. Similarly, different styles of yoga use different guiding principles in structuring a class—that is, in forging a path up the mountain of yoga, with the shared goal of arriving at connection, liberation, and balance. In an Iyengar Yoga class, a sequence might be structured to investigate a particular pose or even an action within that pose. In a Kundalini Yoga class, you might move through various exercises targeting a particular chakra, a nadi or meridian line, or even an organ of the body. In Ashtanga Yoga, you could approach triangle pose (trikonasana) in the very same way every time, by jumping into it from the front of the mat, turning to the right side first and then to the left. And you might find yourself in a flow, vinyasa, vinyasa flow, or power vinyasa flow class (the myriad names for these classes are pointing at the variety of paths up the mountain) where you find a new way to come into triangle pose every time.

Or maybe you are taking students on a lower-effort climb up the mountain, teaching a format like gentle, yin, or restorative yoga. Since these styles offer an approach that requires less physical effort than other asana practices, they include students for whom a more vigorous climb is not suitable. We’ll cover how to sequence in these approaches too so that you can serve a wide range of people in the classes you offer.

This book is not designed to teach advanced asana. It is, however, about advancing your own yoga practice and the practice of your students. We will do this by finding ways to include everyone in the process of moving toward freedom. The sequences in this book aren’t about building to a pinnacle pose or trying to reach extremes. My goal is to help you devise a well-rounded practice and to teach inclusive mixed-level classes in various formats. There are a host of other paths to different summits that are also worth taking. These might include a deeper study of philosophy, physiology, biomechanics, and more. Our project here is to help our students feel better both during and immediately after class and, better yet, over time. When people feel better, they can work to make the world a freer, more liberated place.

A Note on Westernized Yoga

The ways yoga is practiced in the twenty-first-century West are very different from how it is practiced in India at this very moment, let alone from how it has been practiced over the centuries. As a white American woman writing in English about how to teach yoga, I recognize that I am generally addressing Westerners on how to teach asana to Westerners, and thus offering only a small sliver of what yoga means. The history of yoga in the West rests on an ignominious pile of colonialism and cultural appropriation, shot through with capitalism, an insidious emphasis on aesthetics, and all sorts of less-than-savory agendas set by both individuals and institutions. At its core, though, the goal of any yoga practice should be what it always has been: moksha, freedom or liberation.

If you are interested in learning ways to recognize your own blind spots and pay respectful homage to the full legacy of yoga, a good starting point is Susanna Barkataki’s 2020 book Embrace Yoga’s Roots. Complement your reading by seeking a wide range of teachers from a variety of backgrounds, and continue to engage in the all-important practice of svadyaya, self-study.

In this book, I include Sanskrit names for poses only at their first mention, if there is a standard Sanskrit name that will carry meaning for my projected readership. These Sanskrit terms have a capital letter when they include a proper noun. For example, ardha Matsyendrasana, half Lord of the Fishes pose, is named for Matsyendra, the Lord of the Fishes. Virabhadra is not a generic warrior but a specific, if mythological, one. The English names for the poses do use generic, not proper, nouns, and thus don’t have capital letters.

Our Trail Map

We’ll move along a five-part journey in this book. In part 1, we’ll explore what we are doing in yoga asana, with a look at the benefits of the practice and what it can—and can’t—do for us. We’ll investigate an approach to sequencing yoga based on kriya and krama—that is, on chunking poses together in a modular fashion and refining ways to present these chunks to serve the greatest number of students at once.

In part 2, you’ll find a series of sequences for each portion of a class, with a host of options, or ways that you and your students might change these sequences to suit your own needs. I hope these suggestions will be an entry point for your fun work designing sequences that will satisfy and delight you and your students, and that you will find inspiration and confidence to construct new sequences of your own so you can keep yourself and your students excited about yoga asana over the years. Visit https://sagerountree.com/sequencing to view video versions of the sequences, as well as some bonus sequences and transitions.

Part 3 steps back to look at ways teachers can be good hosts in yoga classes by carefully crafting the student experience before and during class so that students feel seen, cared for, and connected at the end of class. This section on hospitality should also give you ideas for your home practice, so that you can treat your own self as an honored guest whom you meet on the mat.

We look at creating a full class in part 4, with lesson plans for a variety of classes to serve a wide range of students across a spectrum of different styles, from beginner classes to flow classes to gentle yoga to yin yoga. Like the sequences in part 2, these lesson plans are meant as a jumping-off point for your own design of how best to suit the students you are serving.

Finally, part 5 includes a template for planning your own sequences and classes. You can adapt it as needed to work with your own teaching style or home practice planning. At https://sagerountree.com/sequencing, you’ll find downloadable versions of the template for your ease of use.

As we get into the sequences, you’ll find many suggestions for ways to adapt each pose or movement. When the option generally feels sweeter, it’s accompanied by a minus sign (−), to denote that it removes load. When it generally feels spicier, you’ll see a plus sign (+), to show that it ups the ante. Some modifications just feel different, not easier or harder; those are marked with ~. Each unique body will have a different experience with these options, so take the key with a grain of salt and experiment to find what works best for you and for your students. Many suggestions are illustrated, but, for practical and logistical reasons, not all. Be sure to trust your own body and your students’ self-knowledge in practice. That’s what the models did here: felt their way into what was useful, interesting, and doable in their own bodies.

You’ll also find several suggested exercises in this book to prompt you to think about and to design sequences and classes. Visit https://sagerountree.com/sequencing for a downloadable file with all the exercises collected. If you have a teaching colleague, yoga teacher training practice partner, or study group, aim to move through these exercises together. You’ll find you grow exponentially when you collaborate with peers who can give you constructive feedback and fresh ideas.
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What Are We Doing in Asana?



Before we investigate what a well-rounded yoga asana or movement practice looks like, let’s consider why we practice asana at all. Asana is, after all, just one of the eight limbs of yoga outlined in Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra. But it is the hook that leads many of us to a fuller yoga practice, and it is typically what nonpractitioners—and advertising agencies—think of when they think of yoga.

The sutras say very little about asana. Their main message is that asana—a seated pose, or a body position more generally—should have elements of stiffness, strength, and stability—sthira, in Sanskrit—and elements of ease, flexibility, and mobility—sukha, or sweetness. In asana, then, our project is to find a form of balance. We do this in many ways. We find balance of the body in space; build balance within the body, top to bottom, front to back, side to side; and ultimately discover the most important balance of all: the balance between effort and ease. As we work on building physical balance through asana, our mental and emotional balance typically improves as well. This is because asana puts us in a variety of situations, some of them precarious, some of them pleasurable, and encourages us to watch our response to the varied experiences. As we gain comfort with a range of sensations, from mellow to intense, we develop equanimity. This gives us tools to find center in a wide range of circumstances.

Asana and Your Enlightenment

The ultimate goal of the yoga practice is moksha, liberation. We reach this state when we achieve yoga, or union: body, mind, and spirit. The asana practice leads us in this direction by guiding us into our bodies and showing us our habits, our limits, and our abilities. In this way, following the principles spelled out in part 1 of this book, the sequences laid out in part 2, and the full-class lesson plans presented in part 4 will nourish both your body and your soul.

As an endurance athlete and endurance sports coach, I have learned that the path to the metaphysical often runs through the physical. It’s better than OK to use asana as your medium for yoga, while remembering that asana is not the end but the means. Complement your asana practice and the myriad opportunities that it offers for self-awareness with continued study of yoga’s philosophy and a dedicated mindfulness practice, and you will be embracing yoga’s promise for your own state of connected balance. The more we can work toward this goal, the more we can relate harmoniously to each other and our environment. We will be better off as a species and as inhabitants of this planet Earth.

Asana and Your Energies

As you’ve felt after a transformative practice, yoga asana can balance your energies. When you’re feeling anxious, it can ease your nerves and soothe your soul. And when you’re feeling stagnant, it can boost your mood and help you feel better in your body. While physiologically, this has to do with yoga’s effect on your blood flow and central nervous system, the yogis use several terms to describe the energies that yoga asana affects.

One set of terms is rajasic, tamasic, and sattvic. A rajasic energy (think raj, for “ruler” or “king”) is one that is strong, forceful, active, and solar. A tamasic energy is more steady, static, passive, and lunar. The sattvic state is the state of balance between the two. Your practice will help you find balance when you first recognize what state you’re in, then choose movements done in a way that will help you move toward a sattvic state.

In yoga’s sister discipline, Ayurveda, we see another trio of terms to describe the energies that rule our bodies: vata, pitta, and kapha. The Ayurvedic approach says these doshas, or energies, exist in all of us, with one or two generally predominant. When the energies are out of balance, Ayurveda suggests steps, from diet to therapies to practice and self-study, to bring things back into harmony.

Yoga also offers several paired terms to describe the energies in the body and the practice of asana. You may be familiar with surya namaskar as the term for sun salutations—the surya refers to solar energy, as opposed to chandra, lunar energy. These can also map onto the two main nadis, or energy channels in the body, pingala and ida. They similarly echo the movement of energy through these channels: prana is upward-moving energy


Asana and Your Body











How These Principles Play Out in Class





When Asana Is Not Enough for Balance


Resistance Training




Cardiovascular Exercise


Rest in Adequate Doses





The Thing About Alignment Cues









Trust, But Verify



	Resting your legs up the wall reverses the flow of blood in the body.

	Twists are detoxifying.

	The hips are the junk drawer of the body.

	A single yoga nidra (guided relaxation) practice is equal to a good night’s sleep.

	You should not invert while menstruating.

	Never let your knee move in front of your toes in a lunge.

	You should always roll to your right side (or to your left side!) when exiting final relaxation.

	Anything with the vague attribution “It is said . . .” before a claim is made.





The Thing About Peak Pose Sequencing





The Thing About Sun Salutations
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