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Session 5: Restorative Asana & Polyvagal Theory
 with Martha Mills, Yoga Therapist

Self-regulating and 
Co-regulating Practices 
Introduction to Restorative Yoga
Transitions and Breath work

Polyvagal Theory
Techniques for 
Safe Mobilization 
Through the States 

Practice Teaching 
Insights, Homework & 
Weekly Rituals for Success



"Polyvagal Theory offers a 
roadmap to work with 

autonomic activation and 
build regulation and 

resilience." 
- Deb Dana



Polyvagal Theory describes the autonomic nervous system as having three subdivisions 
that relate to social behavior and connection.   

● The oldest of these subdivisions is the “dorsal vagal,” a part of the parasympathetic
nervous system that enables us to shut down, or “freeze” when a situation of danger
feels uncontrollable, and we are overwhelmed.

● The second is our sympathetic nervous system, or “fight/flight,” system.
● And the most evolved and complex of the subdivisions, is our mammalian

parasympathetic social communication and social engagement system – the ventral
vagus.

Created by Stephen Porges the Polyvagal theory is based around how the vagus nerve is 
directly related to a coherent system of communication and connection within the autonomic 
system.   

Vagus nerve - The word “vagus” means wandering in Latin. This is a very appropriate name, as 
the vagus nerve is the longest cranial nerve. It runs from the brain stem to part of the colon. 

Polyvagal Theory is hierarchical, meaning that all three of these subdivisions follow a natural 
order depending on the neuroception of safety or danger in the situation.  

Neuroception is the process by which neural circuits determine whether a situation or person is 
safe, dangerous, or life-threatening. As opposed to perception, which is a cognitive thought, 
neuroception involves brain processes that work outside of conscious awareness. 

How do these 3 divisions work regarding our own understanding of our environment? 

If the environment is detected as safe, we are free to use the ventral vagal social engagement 
system, which means we are relatively free to be ourselves, express our own feelings, use facial 
expression easily, and use a modulated voice pattern.  Also, our heart rate is relatively calm, we 
breathe freely, and we filter out human language from background noise. 

 Whereas, if we are not detecting the environment as safe, we fall into a fight or flight, survival 
mode, otherwise known as the “sympathetic nervous system” taking over. 

And if that system fails too, and we continue to feel unsafe, we naturally fall back into the 
freezing or shutting down dorsal vagal mode. 



“Trauma is not about the event, It's about the individual's response. It’s disrespectful to not 
understand that an individual's nervous system is making an unconscious evaluation of life 
threat. It’s not Conscious and it's not voluntary. It's the body's reaction” Stephen Porges 

Social Engagement (safety) Ventral Vagal 

• Newest part of our autonomic nervous system
• We can only be in this state when our nervous system detects a safe environment
• Developed in mammals in order to nurture our young, plays an important part in bonding
• This is our homeostasis, this is where we feel happiest and healthiest

Sympathetic (Danger) Fight or flight, I CAN 

• This system is in both mammals and reptiles
• Initiated as a defensive movement when our nervous system detects danger in our

environment
• Allows for mobilization of fight or flight response and behaviors - “I CAN”
• The flight response is movement away from the threat
• The fight response is movement toward the threat in an attempt to remove it



Hyperarousal - Hyperarousal is our flight or fight response. It involves a collection of 
symptoms associated with a heightened state of alertness and anxiety. 

● Feeling anxious, irritable, agitated, or angry
● Experiencing impulsivity
● Having difficulty concentrating or racing thoughts
● Being aggressive or having rageful outbursts
● Having trouble falling or staying asleep, or nightmares
● Being hypervigilant
● Startling easily or feeling on edge
● Constantly feeling in danger or unsafe

Hyperarousal symptoms are typically accompanied by: 

● flashbacks (vivid memories of a traumatic event)

● a “numbed” emotional state

● attempts to avoid triggers that might cause thoughts about a traumatic event

Strategies to decrease Hyperarousal 

When your emotions seem out of control or overwhelming, you can use a variety of skills to 
lower the intensity. These techniques are mostly based on mindfulness-based practices and 
dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) interventions. 

● Paced breathing
● Engaging your senses
● Challenging your thoughts
● Intense exercise
● Paired muscle relaxation
● Spending time in nature
● Journaling or creative arts

Dorsal Vagal (Freeze) I CANT 

● Oldest part of our autonomic nervous system responses reflecting the survival needs of
a primitive passive feeder.

● Immobilization response, feigning death (animal kingdom: “playing possum”)
● Decreased heart rate, respiration, and blood pressure drops Increase pain threshold:

due to opioid production in the system to numb the body
● Conservation of energy and preparation for death Includes shock and dissociative states

Initiated as a defensive response when the nervous system senses the inability to
escape or successfully defend against a threat.

● Can also be initiated without fear as in sex or meditation

Hypoarousal – Dysregulation characterized by a low state of physiological arousal, emotional 
numbing, restricted functioning, social withdrawal and a disconnect between body and feelings. 

https://hopehealingcounseling.com/anxiety-disorders/
https://www.complextrauma.org/glossary/dysregulation/


This type of emotional dysregulation—or the inability to effectively manage your emotional 
response—can be triggered by overwhelming stress, traumatic reminders or events, a 
perceived threat, or other life adversities. 

Sometimes hypoarousal can be the result of a prolonged state of hyperarousal; under the 
constant duress of hyperarousal, we eventually shut down as a response to the pain. 

● Feelings of numbness or emptiness
● Depression
● Brain fog
● Exhaustion and fatigue
● Difficulty making decisions
● Feelings of hopelessness
● Inability to focus and concentrate
● Depersonalization or dissociation
● Dizziness
● Hypotension
● Headaches and nausea
● Shallow breathing or a low respiration rate

Strategies to manage hyperarousal 

● Paced breathing
● Engaging your senses
● Physical movement
● Creative arts

The Polyvagal Theory and Yoga’s 3 Gunas 

● Ventral Vagal - Sattva is experienced as stillness, balance, harmony, and
clarity.

Emotional states associated with sattva include happiness, joy, peace, love, 
freedom, friendliness, openness, creativity, fulfilment and inspiration. 

● Sympathetic- Rajas is movement, activity, agitation and desire.

Rajasic states include passion, alertness, determination, self-centeredness, 
anxiety, restlessness, anger, greed and worry. 

● Dorsal - Tamas is the densest of the three qualities and experienced as
inertia, obscuration, inactivity and fear.

Tamasic states include laziness, doubt, sadness, hurt, shame, boredom, apathy, 
and ignorance. 

https://hopehealingcounseling.com/strategies-for-decreasing-hyperarousal/


Take a moment to reflect on the similarities between the 3 stages of the Poly 
vagal theory and Yoga’s three Gunas. 

Safely moving through the states and mapping my own nervous system 

Throughout the day we need to move in between the states. We need some sympathetic 
activation in the morning to get us out of bed, get our metabolism up and running etc. And we 
need to be able to move into ventral vagal for our rest and social connection. 

The problem arises when we get stuck in sympathetic or dorsal. One way that we can 
understand how we react to things happening in our nervous system is to understand our 
glimmers and triggers. 

Triggers and Glimmers 

Triggers are cues—accurate or not—that move the body into those fight-or-flight or freeze 
states. 

Glimmers are also cues—but they are cues that move the body into that feeling of safety and 
connection and into the ventral vagal state. 

Glimmers can also be information received through the senses, smell, touch, taste, sight 



WORKSHEET – POLYVAGAL THEORY 
with Martha Mills | TRMBW Module 2 

Mapping my own nervous system - use this worksheet to map your own nervous system. 
Consider emotions, colours, body sensations. Triggers and Glimmers 

Ventral Vagal - Social connection 

Sympathetic - Fight or Flight 



Dorsal Vagal - Immobilization 

Recognizing responses and how to support others 

“There is no such thing as a ‘bad’ response; there are only adaptive responses, the 
primary point is that our nervous system is trying to do the right thing — and we need 
to respect what it has done. And when we respect its responses, then we move out of 
this evaluative state, and we become more respectful to ourselves — and we 
functionally do a lot of self-healing.” - Stephen Porges 

Every single one of us, at some point, have experienced some degree of trauma in our lives. 
Whether it was an event that brought great fear or where we felt a deep lack of support in a 
significant situation, or it could have been a series of events that gave us fear, confusion, or a 
sense of not being safe.  Any of these experiences may have remained in our nervous systems 
and emerge to add fear to situations later in life that remind our inner system of that danger. 

Responses within one's inner system may be overt or subtle. Therefore, it can be confusing to 
support a friend, or family member if you/they are not fully understanding the story behind the 
response/reaction. 

We might then perceive that the person is reacting too strongly with anger, for example, or 
perhaps shutting down, to what may seem like fairly safe conditions to you. 

Recognizing that the response to the situation is real and valid based on the person’s 
neuroception is extremely important. 

These responses are reacting not simply to the immediate safety or danger in their environment, 
but to an interaction internally between the immediate environment and a sense of a triggering 
activity based on past life events. 

This triggering may cause that person to fall back on the more primitive neural systems of 
subconsciously needing to fight, flee or shut down to survive. 

Understanding that there is no foundation for blame, that their response is not a conscious 
decision. 



Regulating through the nervous system 

Regulation does not look like being composed all the time.  

It looks sometimes messy.  

It looks really tender. Sometimes, heartbroken.  

It looks sometimes like we are full of doubt, or we're confused.  

But we have the framework of understanding: yep, this is what's going on in my body.  

This is my body's truth right now.  

This is what my body is giving consent to.  

And this is what my body is not giving consent to right now.  

And these are the choices that I can make around how do Iwork with what's showing up? 

How do I navigate through this?  

Do I need to pull back and slow down?  

Do I need to step forward?  

And that is what regulation is. All of it. 

Co-regulation 

Co-regulation involves various types of responses, including but not limited to: a warm, calming 
presence and tone of voice, verbal acknowledgement of distress, modeling of behaviors that 
can modulate arousal, and the provision of a structured environment that supports emotional 
and physical safety. 

1. Hum or sing together. Hum or sing a tune, single note, or series of notes you all
know.

2. Hum and touch. Find someone that you trust to touch you. Before you begin to hum,
have your partner face away from you. Next gently cup your hand around the base of
their skull Begin to hum together while keeping your hand on their skull. After a period
of time, switch places.

3. Rub your bellies, breastbones, or solar plexuses at the same time. In a group,
however large or small, each person will rub their own.

4. Braiding or combing each other's hair. Remember, this is not a gendered activity.
Anyone can braid or comb anyone else's hair.

5. Take a silent walk together with the goal of keeping your footsteps in sync.
Walk side by side or one after the other. Remember to keep silent as you walk in
sync.

6. Massage someone's hand for one or two minutes. After getting their permission,
massage their hand(s) gently for a minute or two.

7. If you are with someone who is in emotional distress, simply sit with them and
be settled and present. If they are crying, let yourself cry as well. If they wish to talk,
allow them the space to be heard and listen attentively. Refrain from interrupting,



asking questions, or making judgments. 
8. Line dance or folk dance together. Do this as a group and not as partners.
9. Sit silently in a circle for a small amount of time and breathe together.

Deliberately choose not to make eye contact during this activity. Instead, cast your
eyes downwards or keep them closed. Breathe together as a group for 10 to 15
minutes.

10. Rhythmic group clapping. Clap together using your bodies as drums to create a
beat for everyone to do together.

11. Cook together. This also includes eating together, feeding each other, giving food to
those who are going through difficult times, sharing recipes, teaching others to cook,
cooking together, cooking for an event, or hosting a potluck. Stick to foods that make
people feel good. Be mindful of your audience, that is ask about any dietary
restrictions your group may have to best accommodate those you wish to share good
food with.

12. Offer supportive touch. Gently but firmly, offer someone support by holding a part of
their body. This can be their hand, their shoulder, or the back of their neck.
Remember to ask permission before you attempt to touch them. This can be
especially effective if someone is distraught. You can also hum or sing if you'd like.

Self – regulation 

Learning how to process emotions and respond with appropriate behavior is essential to 
a person's well-being. Self-regulation may be defined as control over oneself. It may 
involve control over our thoughts, emotions, impulses, appetites, or task performance. 
Create space. Emotions happen fast..... 

1. Noticing what you feel. ...
2. Naming what you feel. ...
3. Accepting the emotion. ...
4. Practicing mindfulness. ...
5. Identify and reduce triggers. ...
6. Tune into physical symptoms. ...
7. Consider the story you are telling yourself.



Breakout room activity 

In Breakout rooms - Discuss these 8 skills that could help with self-regulating, why might 
using and practicing these skills be useful. Please come back with 1 or 2 things to share. 

Creating Safety – When working with others we want to create a safe environment in order to 
assist with co-regulation. We can do this in many ways for example our own behavior, the space 
we create for the healing work. 

● Making eye contact
● Using pleasant facial expressions
● Ability to hear a soothing (prosodic) human voice
● Familiar people and surroundings
● Developing relationships



WORKSHEET – POLYVAGAL THEORY 
with Martha Mills | TRMBW Module 2 

What is the Poly Vagal Theory? 

Ventral Vagal  - Social Engagement 

Sympathetic - Fight or Flight 



Dorsal Vagal - Freeze/Fawn/Disappear 

How would you identify if someone is in Dorsal vagal? Explain ways you could move 
them back to Social engagement. 



How would you identify if someone is in fight mode? Explain ways you could move 
them back to Social engagement. 

How could we use the Poly vagal theory to help us understand clients/family 
members? 



Notes & Key Takeaways



Reflection
Reflect on the similarities between the 3 stages of the Polyvagal theory and Yoga’s three Gunas.



Restorative Yoga Defined: 

Restorative yoga is a yoga practice that stimulates the parasympathetic nervous system, 
responsible for relaxation.  

By stimulating the parasympathetic nervous system, the practitioner will experience many 
benefits including  

• Lower heart rate and blood pressure.
• Reduced stress levels.
• Stimulation of immune and endocrine systems.
• Improvement in digestion, fertility, elimination.
• Reduction in muscle tension, insomnia, generalized fatigue.
• Improvement in overall mental, emotional, and physical health.

Restorative yoga poses are passive, supported, (usually with props), stimulate the relaxation 
response and are held for anywhere from 10-20 minutes or longer. 

When we are present with ourselves and we regard ourselves with tenderness, there is a space 
that opens within, where compassion arises. 

Shifting from Sympathetic to Parasympathetic 

Breathing slowly and into the belly, (diaphragmatic breathing), calms the sympathetic nervous 
system and activates the parasympathetic nervous system.  

Meditation & Visualization can help clear negative thought patterns which produce a stress 
response, help shift personal perspectives and open awareness to create new possibilities and 
awaken potential for transformation.  

Movement when intentionally slow, mindful, and rhythmic, can help the body release 
accumulated stress, feel calm and gently move into stillness and rest.  

Stillness when passive, non-effecting, stimulates the parasympathetic nervous system. 

The environment can stimulate the parasympathetic system. The most important of these is 
creating a safe space. It is imperative to remember that “safe” is a subjective experience 
uniquely interpreted by everyone. In addition, these environment elements will usually stimulate 
the parasympathetic state; quiet, calm, physical comfort, dim lighting, comfortable warmth.  



Props 

In a restorative practice we want to make ourselves as comfortable and supported as possible 
so that we can fully rest. Props that can be used in a restorative practice are and not limited too; 

Blankets 
Bolsters 
Cushions 
Eye pillows 
Weighted sandbags 

Restorative Principles 

Location(s) of primary sensation 

The first principle involves the physical location in the body that is primarily felt while in the 
pose.  
While the pose will bring awareness to the whole body, there will be areas felt or senses more 
than others. 

Note that the location may vary slightly for each student, depending on their body shape, 
musculature, physical ability, etc.  

Reclined Hero 

Location of Primary sensations - Chest and Quads 

Child's Pose 

Location of Primary sensations - Back of torso including spine and hips 



 Physical Position Upward or Downward Facing 

The second principle involves the area of the body being upward or downward facing. 
When the area is downward facing, it produces a calming effect.  
When the area is upward facing, the area is energized, increasing the flow of prana.  

Reclined Hero 

Upward facing 
Head 
Chest 
Quads 

Downward facing 
Back of torso including the spine 

Child’s Pose 

Upward Facing 
Back of the torso including the spine 

Downward Facing 
Head 
Heart/chest 



Supports Elevate or Anchor 

The third principle is experienced at a more subtle level and involves the support of the body 
elevating or anchoring, (weighing down), the physical body.  

When the body is elevated, it produces a more expansive quality. 

When weight is placed on the body, anchoring the body to the earth, it produces a grounding 
quality.  

Elevation is most often created using blankets, bolster, blocks.  

Anchoring is most often created with blankets, sandbags.  

If no support is present the effect is neutral, neither elevating nor grounding. 

***Please note it is imperative to have support under the body of the area where you are 
placing weight on the body. For example, if placing weight on the chest area, there must be 
support under the chest. 

Reclined Hero 

Elevated - Chest and head 

Neutral - Quadriceps 



Child’s Pose 

Anchored- Hips 

Elevated - Torso including chest and spine 

Restorative Break out room activity 

• Pick two forms 

• Where are the primary sensations? 

• Is It upward facing or downward facing? 

• How could we elevate the form?
• What effect would this have?

• How can we anchor the form? 

• What effect would this have?



Setting up form and communicating with the body 

“How can I be more loving to myself?” 

The practice of Restorative yoga is about giving yourself rest and relaxation. We also want to 
approach the practice with a loving kindness and a small dash of curiosity 
The 12 principles

Part Two: Physical Basics
Positive Embodiment 
Safety - I deserve to be safe and supported 
Breathe - My breath is a powerful tool  
Presence - I work towards presence in the body 
Feeling - I feel so I can heal 

How can we bring these 4 principles into a restorative practice? 

● Before starting your practice take a moment to feel into the body - this could be done by
dialogue or a sensed feeling, explore where you might need to go for your first form,
where are you being drawn to? Where am I needing some love and support and how
can I show myself that love and support?

● And if you are unsure come down into a supported reclined to start the conversation.
● Take time to move into an out of each form in the practice - slowly bringing movement

back into the body, moving gently with kindness and compassion
● Setting up each form- supporting yourself, recognizing where to put the props (supports)

is all part of the practice. This should be done mindfully and with love
● Make sure that you are communicating and keeping a conversation going with the body

as you settle into each form - “How can I make myself 1% more comfortable”
● Using your breath as an anchor throughout the practice - staying present in the physical

and the pranayama body.

The Koshas 

The Kosha Model describes levels of being that comprise the individual. These levels include 
physical, energetic, psycho-emotional, wisdom, and bliss bodies. 
Balance within each body and harmonious integration of these bodies cultivates health and well-
being. Imbalance within the bodies and a lack of integration cultivates dis-ease. From the kosha 
perspective, Restorative Yoga Therapeutics brings body, breath, mind, wisdom, and spirit (bliss) 
into harmonious integration. 



The Five Koshas



The Five Koshas/ Bodies and Restorative Practice 

1. Annamaya kosha/ Physical Body
This is the physical body. Skin, muscle tissue, bones, and organs, etc. 
This sheath is named from the fact that it is nourished by food. 

How to harmonize Annamaya kosha 
Yoga poses harmonize the first kosha, awakening sensations. Awareness of the first kosha—
the body sensations—makes the subtle layers more accessible. To deepen the breath or affect 
the state of mind, you have to pass through the gateway of the physical body. 

2. Pranamaya kosha/ Breath Body
This is the breath body. It is also the subtler aspect of the pranic or energy body. On a 
physiological level, prana refers to your circulatory and respiratory systems—the rivers of life 
flowing through you—as well as to the flow of feelings in your body. 

How to harmonize Pranamaya kosha 
Yogic breathing practices, pranayama, increase and cultivate the quality of the breath body. The 
breath body moves air to the vitals and brings the physical body to life. 

3. Manomaya kosha/ Mental Body
This is the mental body. It is how you perceive the world through your 5 senses: eyes, ears, 
nose tongue and skin. It also involves your feelings and emotions. When the mind is 
overloaded, obsessing, easily distracted, the breath becomes erratic and the sense of physical 
ease wavers. 

How to harmonize Manomaya kosha 
Meditation practices cultivate quiet and calm in the mind. They also train the mind to focus on 
a subject of choice rather than be carried about by a thousand distractions. 

4. Vijanamaya kosha/ Wisdom Body
This is the intellectual body, also called the wisdom body. This body refers to the reflective 
aspects of our consciousness when we experience a deeper insight into ourselves and the 
world. As the first three layers begin to harmonize, a deep inner awareness, intuition, inner 
knowing, arises as your wisdom body comes alive. 

How to harmonize Vijanamaya kosha 
Visualization practices that call on the imagination stimulate inner wisdom. Imagination 
cultivates an awareness of knowing on a much deeper level than the mental body. The practice 
of creating intention also activates the wisdom body. 



5. Anandamaya kosha/ Bliss Body
This is the bliss body. This is the radiant core where unconditional love and communion with life 
arise. It is the sense of contentment that you feel when you are resting in a pose and everything 
aligns, even for a moment. It is the feeling of watching a sunset and being the sunset. It is vast 
and unexplainable.  
How to harmonize Anandamaya kosha Through visualization, imagery, awareness, we cultivate 
a sense of being a part of something greater, oneness, OM 

6. SELF also known as Atman, is the eternal center of consciousness, which was never born
and never dies. SELF is the deepest light that shines through the koshas and takes on their
colors.



WORKSHEET – Restorative Asana 
with Martha Mills | TRMBW Module 2 

Pick three Restorative Asana that you would like to teach a fellow classmate - How will 
you cue these forms? Which breathwork will you choose to accompany these forms? 
How will you move from one form to another? Which parts of the body did you choose to 
anchor/ elevate and why?  

Asana one - 

Asana two - 

Asana Three - 



Notes & Key Takeaways



Reflection



Resources
Suggested Literature/Readings/Books

Stephen Porges - The pocket guide to the Polyvagal theory

Deb Dana - Anchored: How to Befriend Your Nervous System Using Polyvagal 
Theory

Resma Menakem - My Grandmother's hands

Article on Potential self-regulatory mechanisms of yoga for psychological health
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4179745/

Recommended Listening 

Transcript of the interview from Deb Dana - Befriending your nervous system
https://resources.soundstrue.com/transcript/deb-dana-befriending-your-nervous-
system/

https://resources.soundstrue.com/transcript/deb-dana-befriending-your-nervous-system/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4179745/
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