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General Class: Yoga for Flexibility Part II : The Upper Body

How does Aging affect our Flexibility?

As we age our flexibility slowly decreases, although some of this is usually due to age-related changes, a 
sedentary lifestyle can accelerate the process.

Muscles  
As we age our muscles and the individual fibers within them gradually shrink and lose mass and we can actually 
even lose some of the muscle fibers. The muscles can also shrink and tighten over time due to behavioral and 
environmental factors such as inactivity or habitual ways of standing and sitting.  
Over time the muscle take longer to respond to stretching exercised than they did when we were younger so we 
may have to work with more patience.

Fascia  
This connective tissue which surrounds every muscle in your body tends to gradually dry out and become more 
inflexible with age and in addition it can shrink and tighten due to the same reasons as the muscles.

Tendons and Ligaments 
As we age, the water content of both tendons and ligaments gradually decreases making the tissues stiffer, 
restricting the ROM in your joints and leading to an overall decrease in flexibility. When we stretch our muscles 
our tendons and ligaments indirectly benefit by receiving nourishment from the joints where they are 
connecting.

Joints  
With some people as they age, the cartilage within their joints can gradually break down , causing inflammation 
in the joint or osteoarthritis which reduces the ROM in the joint because fluid buildup makes movement more 
painful and restricted. Doing non-weight bearing (using only our own bodies) movement such as yoga poses 
can have a positive effect on this condition as I have experienced since my diagnosis over 20 years ago in both 
my hips and my fingers.

How Yoga Helps

By ‘just stretching’ as many yoga poses allow you to stretch virtually all your muscles, mostly all except 
restoration/relaxation poses. Consider a well rounded practice with standing poses, back bends, forward ends, 
and twist to help maintain a flexible body.  
Range of Motion  
Moving your joints in every direction, taking them through their entire ROM. Unlike, walking, running and 
cycling where you simply repeat the same movement over and over. Although they do provide cardiovascular 
and strength benefits, they don’t improve your ROM and can actually make you less flexible over time.  
Working through you ROM also keeps your joints health, massaging them, improving the flow of vital nutrients 
to them and helping to keep arthritis at bay.  
Although you may not “move every joint, every day in every way it wants”, you may accomplish that over a 
week of yoga practices.  
Fascia  
Full body shapes that you hold for extended periods, stretch your fascia as well as individual muscles. Standing 
with feet wide apart and stretching your entire body from feet to fingertips, in particular work on the fascia.  
Props and Supported Poses 
By using props you should be able to enjoy some form of almost every pose which enables you to move each 
joint in the full range which is available to you. Props also help you to be able to say in a pose long enough to 



reap the full benefits.  
Dynamic vs. Static Poses  
Recent research shows that when you hold a stretch for 90 seconds or more, the muscle protein “titin” changes 
shape, which can help a stretch last for several days. In addition: slow, gradual and longer stretches address 
tightness in fascia as well as in muscles.  
Static Poses  
Holding a static pose for more than 20 seconds is important because initially your muscles respond to being 
stretched with a protective contraction and only start to relax and stretch after twenty seconds.  
With any static pose, except supported/restorative poses, you can also add in muscle activation which we will be 
doing later in this session.  
Dynamic Poses  
Use slow, dynamic movement in and out of poses to create gradual muscle lengthening without triggering the 
protective reflex. Warming up the area in an easy fashion which can lead to immediate improvement in muscle 
flexibility which you can then continue with a static version for the same pose.  
It is recommended to practice a combination of dynamic stretches for 6-8x repetitions, following by holding the 
static stretch for 90 seconds.

Using Yoga for Flexibility

Techniques for Improving and Maintaining Flexibility 
How Far to Stretch  
Be mindful in your stretching not to go beyond the sensation of a healthy stretch into feelings of pain, burning, 
or compression in your joint. If you experience sensations that seem unhealthy, either back off the stretch or use 
a prop or different variation of the pose. No pain, it’s not gain!  
Overly flexible people should be extra careful, aiming for a lighter feeling of stretch (or even do the pose for 
strength instead of flexibility by actively contracting muscles instead of allowing them to stretch).

How Long to Stretch  
To cultivate long-lasting flexibility in your muscles and fascia, aim for at least 90 seconds.  
If holding for 90 seconds isn’t possible, it might be an indication that you are:

-stretching your muscle too far

-the opposing muscles are contracting too tightly, that the initial intensity of your stretch set off a strong stretch 
reflex

-you are doing a pose or a version of the pose that is too challenging for you.

So start by seeing if you can back off the stretch a bit or modify the pose. But if you just can’t get comfortable, 
hold the pose until you are fatigued, and gradually over time work your way up to longer holds.

Static poses held for shorter periods of time will release the overnight tightness that we all experience and bring 
you temporary flexibility that will enhance the rest of your practice.

EX:  you could warm up for standing poses by doing leg stretches. Hold these warm-up stretches for 20 seconds 
or longer to trigger a relaxation in the muscles, allowing a more complete stretch.

How Often to Stretch  
To cultivate lasting flexibility, stretch a particular muscle or muscle group regularly, at least three times a week 
and at most every other day. In general, with consistent practice, you can see results after 3 to 8 weeks for 
muscles. For fascia, however, it takes longer to create lasting changes, from 3 to 6 months.



Muscles need a day of rest between stretching sessions or you could develop an overuse injury. So generally 
you shouldn’t stretch the same muscle group on consecutive days.

However, you can do flexibility poses every day if you focus on different areas of your body on each day, for 
example, alternating between upper body and lower body or between back bends and forward bends. Or, you 
can alternate intense stretching days with other types of yoga practice, whether that is active strength, balance, 
or agility practices, a gentle or restorative practice, or pranayama/meditative practice on your “off days.”

Static Poses  
Entering into static poses slowly will allow elastic muscle lengthening to take place more easily. And, once in 
the pose, you can add in muscle activation on the opposite side of the joint to enhance the stretch

Dynamic Poses  
Slow, dynamic movements in and out of poses allow gradual muscle lengthening without triggering the 
muscles’ protective stretch reflex. So these are a good way to warm up your joints in an easy fashion and can 
lead to immediate improvements in muscle flexibility, which you can then further with your static hold of the 
same pose.  
-EX: Standing Forward Bend (Uttanasana) dynamically to temporarily improve hamstring/hip flexibility, which 
you then further with a long hold of the pose. In general, I recommend a combination of small dynamic 
sequences of stretches done for 6-8 repetitions, followed by holding the stretch statically for 90 seconds.

Restorative Poses  
Poses where you can relax as you gently stretch your body in a supported position are an excellent way to 
cultivate flexibility.  
-EX: holding Supported Backbend for at least 90 seconds allows you to gently open your front body.  
-EX: holding Supported Child’s pose for at least 90 seconds allows you to gently stretch your upper back torso.  
-Because fascial planes run for long distances through your body, using a supported pose that stretches your 
entire body (front, side, or back) will help address fascial tightness as well as muscular tightness.

Balance Your Practice  
To balance your flexibility, make sure your practice includes poses of all the basic types: standing poses, seated 
hip openers, back bends, forward bends, and twists, as long as they are safe for you.

Of course you don’t need to do all these basic types within a single practice; just try to get to them sometime 
each week.

Activating Muscles  
In static stretches, intentionally contracting the muscles on the opposite side of the joint—known as reciprocal 
inhibition—allows the muscle group you are stretching to lengthen more effectively.

So when you are stretching a particular muscle, bring your awareness to the antagonist muscle, which is the 
opposite muscle to the one you are stretching, and gently activate it.  
-EX: when stretching your front thigh muscles in a Lunge pose, try consciously activating the back of your 
thigh.

If you’re not use to working this way, it may take some practice. Take it in two steps:

1. Consciously relax the muscle, allowing it to lengthen.  
2. Gently firm the muscle toward the bone.

Protecting Your Joints  
For people with joint problems, such as arthritis, consciously firming the muscles that support a problem joint 
will help protect the joint from strain or wear and tear.  



-EX: if you have knee arthritis and are practicing Reclined Leg Stretch (Supta Padangusthasana), you could firm 
around your knee joint as you bring your top leg into the pose and try to maintain that firmness as you stretch 
the back of your thigh.

For people who are overly flexible and can bend easily into deep forward bends and back bends, consciously 
activating the muscles that are supporting you in the pose will prevent you from hyperextending the joints.  
-EX: in Standing Forward Bend (Uttanasana), you can protect your hip joints by activating the muscles around 
your hip joints before you enter the pose and maintain as much of that as you can while you come into the pose. 
While the result will be a stretch that is not as deep as usual, your hip joints will benefit.

And just as over-stretching can cause joint problems in an active pose, it can also do so in restorative poses. So 
if you feel any sensations of overstretching, pain, pinching, or compression while you are in a restorative pose, 
come out and add more support, reducing the stretch you are experiencing. Likewise, if you notice pain in your 
joints after practicing restorative poses, add in more support the next time you practice.

Healthy and Unhealthy Stretching Sensations 
We have experienced how a healthy stretch can provoke an intense feeling but at the same time it is important to 
pay attention to any other type of sensation you may experience because this could indicate that you should 
back off the stretch.  
We want to feel the stretch at the ‘belly’ of the muscle and not at the point of insertion or attaching, the tendon 
or ligament, which can cause an injury such as a tear, inflammation, tendinitis or tendinosis.  
Also compressing a joint when you are stretching can pinch the tissues caught between the bones which can 
lead to pain and inflammation. You don’t want that ‘smashed together’ feeling which can be a warning of 
potential injury.  
Healthy Sensations  
A healthy muscle stretch toward the middle of the muscle ‘belly’ away from the tendons and ligaments is what 
you want to feel.  
EX: A hamstring stretch which you feel at the back of the thighs when you stretch in Standing Forward Bend 
and Relined Leg Stretch which we did this past week in class. When you feel this stretch I suggest, when 
possible, to take one hand and give the muscle some TLC (tender loving care) with a little massage as you also 
take a deep breath and try to relax into the stretch. Don’t rush!  
Unhealthy Sensations 
You would feel an unhealthy stretch at the tendon or ligaments close to a joint. This feeling is different from that 
of a healthy stretch and can be sharp, burning, stabbing, throbbing or tearing in quality.  
EX: During a hamstring stretch if you feel a burning sensation near the buttocks which would indicate that you 
may be over stitching the attachments. At which point you should immediately back off the stretch to see if that 
helps.  
It is always recommended to move slowly and with control in and out of a stretch avoiding any sudden, intense, 
and quick stretching.  
Joint Compression  
Sometimes when you are stretching a muscle, the joint that is bending can become compressed.  
EX: Being in Child’s Pose and deeply bending your knee joints, the tissues at the back of the knee joint can 
become pinched together. You want to avoid this as it can be potentially dangerous producing tissue damage and 
inflammation.  
This can happen when a students, who is less flexible, goes too far into any posture when they are not ready and 
should instead stay with a prep version and/or alternative variation.  
Compression can also put pressure on blood vessels and nerves giving an unusual pressure sensation in the joint 
or the feeling of numbness and tingling downstream from the compressed area, indicating that you are 
overriding it and should back off the stretch or come out of the pose.



General Class:  
Restorative with the Breath:  
Legs on the chair/or up the wall: with/wo blanket: 1st -across the torso at base of shoulder blades  
2nd -lengthwise along spine of upper torso including under the head but not under the buttocks  
both with arms in Cactus if possible or a variation of which is possible.

 
Attunement: 
Supine: Morning Wake-Up Stretch (see printable link below)  
Hip Openers (Small Circles Together, Circles Apart and Large, In/Out Together)  
Ankles/Wrists Flex-Extend -keep the legs and arms still and not moving in the same circles  
Happy Baby with the Strap  
Cobblers Pose with the Strap

 
Prone:  
Child’s Pose- 3 breaths to Cat n’ Cow  
Balancing Cat-Hunting Dog – Classic Static for 30 sec + Dynamic with challenge & stretch.  
Getting up from the mat to standing: from Child’s Pose to Prone to Down-Dog  
-walk the hands to the feet and gracefully come up bringing the hands at the heart. Make sure that the feet are 
wide so you can be stable, from beginning to end. Lead with your heart and not your head, no self induced 
dizziness.

 
Standing 
1.  Lunge using the chair for proper knee placement-keep it touching chair R/L Dynamic with dips/Static hold 
working up to 90 seconds for endurance.  
2.  Lunge with knee on ground -Pigeon opening R/L in line with ankle  
3.  Hamstring Stretch with straight extended leg -folding forward and massaging the stretch -Static then if 
more stretch is desired you can sink downward with the buttocks towards the heel and/or push the extended 
forward heel into the mat and simultaneously pull the heel and corresponding hip backwards. I call this stitch 
the ‘explosion’ as you feel the stretch crossing the back of the thigh in all directions. Go slow and don’t 
overdue.  
4. Quad Stretch -knee over ankle -back knee on floor in a long lunge – as long as possible, Static.  
Alternative: standing with one knee on chair/hold ankle /slide knee off chair and align with other  
knee -do not bend forward but try to bring bending knee back as you feel the stretch increase  
5. Warrior I to Warrior III -using chair to begin with-eventually without

Sitting/Supine on the Mat: 
1.  Reclining Twist with ankle on opposite thigh R/L  
2.  Reclining Leg Stretch Series with Strap -going through three placements R/L

Sitting on Mat/Wall 
1.  Hero Pose sitting on the Bolster with toes pointed and curled under (I know it is not pleasant in the 
beginning but will be less difficult the more often you experience this stretch.)  
2.  Cobblers Pose sitting on the Bolster at the Wall with hips level to the knees. Keep raising your hips until 
this level position happens.

Savasana with Bolster and Blocks – Enjoy!



Quote: The following are numerous quotes by Viktor Frankl.

Between stimulus and response there is a space.  
In that space is our power to choose our response.  
In our response lies our growth and our freedom.

The way in which a man accepts his fate and all the suffering it entails  
The way in which he takes up his cross gives him ample opportunity even under the most difficult 
circumstances  
….. to add a deeper meaning to his life.

Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in 
any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.

When we are no longer able to change a situation, we are challenged to change ourselves.

What is to give light must endure burning.

Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our 
response lies our growth and our freedom.

Those who have a ‘why’ to live, can bear with almost any ‘how’.

I grasped the meaning of the greatest secret that human poetry and human thought and belief have to impart: 
The salvation of man is through love and in love.

Each man is questioned by life; and he can only answer to life by answering for his own life; to life he can only 
respond by being responsible.

Live as if you were living a second time, and as though you had acted wrongly the first time.

Fear may come true that which one is afraid of.

Ever more people today have the means to live, but no meaning to live for.

Viktor Emil Frankl was an Austrian neurologist and psychiatrist as well as a Holocaust survivor. He survived 
Theresienstadt, Auschwitz, Kaufering and Türkheim. Frankl was the founder of logotherapy, which is a form of 
existential analysis, the “Third Viennese School of Psychotherapy”.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viktor_Frankl       Suggested Reading: “Man’s Search for Meaning”

Music: Deuter -Mystery of Life

Essential Oil: doTerra Introduction Kit -Perfect first time introduction or Stocking Stuffer/Holiday Gift!!  
       Ingredients: 5ml @ Lemon, Lavender and Peppermint  
       Primary Benefits/Usages: Many, a printed list of over 90 comes with each Kit purchase.

Misc. Asana Information:

Printable Link to Morning Wake-Up Stretch on my website: 
https://yogatherapyalacarte.com/2018/01/20/morning_wake_up_stretch/

Some details and information on fascia….. 
https://ashleyblackguru.com/what-is-fascia/

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viktor_Frankl%C2%A0%C2%A0%C2%A0%C2%A0%C2%A0%C2%A0
https://yogatherapyalacarte.com/2018/01/20/morning_wake_up_stretch/
https://ashleyblackguru.com/what-is-fascia/


A very interesting read:  
China Rx: Exposing the Risks of America’s Dependence on China for Medicine by Rosemary Gibson (Author), 
Janardan Prasad Singh (Author)

Short information from Amazon:  
Millions of Americans are taking prescription drugs made in China and don’t know it–and pharmaceutical 
companies are not eager to tell them. This is a disturbing, well-researched wake-up call for improving the 
current system of drug supply and manufacturing.  
Several decades ago, penicillin, vitamin C, and many other prescription and over-the-counter products were 
manufactured in the United States. But with the rise of globalization, antibiotics, antidepressants, birth control 
pills, blood pressure medicines, cancer drugs, among many others are made in China and sold in the United 
States. 
China’s biggest impact on the US drug supply is making essential ingredients for thousands of medicines found 
in American homes and used in hospital intensive care units and operating rooms.  
The authors convincingly argue that there are at least two major problems with this scenario. First, it is 
inherently risky for the United States to become dependent on any one country as a source for vital medicines, 
especially given the uncertainties of geopolitics. For example, if an altercation in the South China Sea causes 
military personnel to be wounded, doctors may rely upon medicines with essential ingredients made by the 
adversary. Second, lapses in safety standards and quality control in Chinese manufacturing are a risk. Citing the 
concerns of FDA officials and insiders within the pharmaceutical industry, the authors document incidents of 
illness and death caused by contaminated medications that prompted reform.  
This probing book examines the implications of our reliance on China on the quality and availability of vital 
medicines.

 


