
Yoga in Schools:
Does It 

Pass the Test?        
by shannon sexton

Can the wisdom and practice of this ancient tradition create an inner light within America’s         



On the southwest side of Chicago, in a neighborhood where
shootings, stabbings, robberies, and drug deals pepper the night,
in the noonday shade of an oak in McKinley Park, a handful 
of second graders are acting out an imaginary yoga class. 
During the day, this community green
space is relatively safe, so teachers from
the local inner-city school let their stu-
dents loose on the playground for “gym.”

Khameron Cunningham is the acciden-
tal guru here. A skinny girl with charcoal
skin and braided pigtails, she’s looking for
some quiet time. Sitting under the oak, she
crosses her legs, rests her hands on her
knees, and closes her eyes. Within a few
moments the tension drains from her face.

But soon, she attracts attention. A
gaggle of pint-sized yoga teachers crowd
around her, offering instructions.

“Breathe in…breathe out…,” says
one. “Relax your shoulders!” says an-
other. “Relax your face,” a third chimes
in. “Think of someone you love.”

Then the tiniest voice pipes up:
“Khameron, try to float into the air!” The
children coo. Their hands reach out and
touch her head, her face, her shoulders.
“Float!” they say. “You can do it!” 

Khameron’s eyes flick open like
switchblades. “You guys are distracting
me,” she growls. “Leave. Me. ALONE!”
She stomps off, reassuming her pose on a
long, low bench. She flips the hood of her
windbreaker over her face like a mask
and doesn’t move. One by one, the little
ones sneak across the mulch, slither onto
Khameron’s bench, and sit in meditation
pose. Up go the hoods. Dozens of their
classmates swoop down slides, streak
across the park, squeal and zigzag
through the swings, but this group of six
is immersed in the stillness of their yoga
class. One lone, little teacher remains.
Her hands move slowly, artfully, through

space as she instructs her line of little,
faceless buddhas: “Be calm, be calm…
Let go of your worries.” They manage a
full minute of stillness, then the buddhas
start to move. A hand twitches. An arm
moves. A face appears. Then the teacher-
girl steps in: Working her way down the
line, she gently rubs the scalp and shoul-
ders of each child. Even Khameron sur-
renders to her touch. 

Now it’s time for poses. Khameron
removes her mask and stands up. Clasp-
ing her hands over her head, she plants
one foot into the earth and jackknifes into
virabhadrasana 3. Others follow. 

“Tree pose,” she commands, and the
children obey, folding their lifted leg into
half lotus at their hip. They are not with-
out wobble and squirm, but their poses
are impressive for a group of seven-year-
olds. They do a few more asanas, then
Khameron presses her palms together at
her heart and closes the session by saying
“Namaste.” 

“NAMASTE!” the children cheer. 

TTHHEE  QQUUEESSTTIIOONN  OOFF  IINNNNEERR  LLIIGGHHTT

Namaste. This Sanskrit greeting (“My
inner light salutes your inner light”) is
both the name and the theme of Chicago’s
innovative Namaste Charter School, cre-
ated in 2004 to address two alarming, bur-
geoning trends: childhood obesity and low
achievement in inner-city public schools.
The problems facing U.S. education are 
all too familiar, particularly in low-income,
urban areas where whole communities are
at risk. Obesity; attention deficit disorders;
diabetes; violence; gun crimes; widening
economic gaps. The standard too many
overwhelmed families live by is daily sur-
vival, not progress or achievement. 

The question is: Can yoga make a dif-
ference? Schools like Namaste believe the
answer is yes. Its principal, Allison Slade,
often cites a 2003 California State Univer-
sity, Los Angeles, study conducted at 
The Accelerated School (TAS) in South
Central LA, which found a positive correla-
tion between yoga-class participation and
academic success, physical fitness, behav-
ior, and self-esteem among elementary and
middle schoolers. On a daily basis, her
school, too, is a yoga performance test.

HANDS-ON YOGA Tara Guber helps a student.

        urban schools, giving at-risk kids a yoga advantage? We go inside two schools for answers.

a special report
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Both Namaste and TAS take a radical
approach to education, infusing yoga—
and in some ways, yogic principles—into
their staff training, curriculum, and com-
munity outreach. They aim to boost the
health, happiness, and academic achieve-
ment of their students—and hope to
improve the lives of their teachers and par-
ents, too. Kids are taught to take a deep
breath when they’re angry, relax in child’s
pose before a test, try new vegetables on
the salad bar—and coax their parents off
the couch at night to exercise. Parents and

teachers, in turn, can take their own yoga
classes, serve on the school board, volun-
teer in classrooms, learn about nutrition,
and join school walking clubs. 

But the schools’ vision is a “yoga” that
goes deeper. From a young age, children
are mentored into a culture of svadhyaya
(self-study and self-inquiry). A well-round-
ed curriculum gives them a broad under-
standing of the world. And the matrix of
health and positive socialization gives
these kids—and their families—a window
into a healthier, happier life.  If only all chil-
dren could attend schools like these, you
may think, for a core tenet of yoga is that if
everyone could control their own body and
mind, ours would be a peaceful world. 

CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhoooollss::  AA  MMaatttteerr  ooff  CChhooiiccee

Namaste and TAS are charter schools—
schools that are underwritten with public
funds but run independently from the dis-
trict. As a result they are free of many
restrictions that keep traditional schools

from experimenting with new educational
tools. Students are admitted by lottery,
without academic screening, but charters
enjoy a number of luxuries: they can hire
their own teachers, write their own report
cards and curriculums, shrink class sizes,
lengthen the school day, even require par-
ents to be involved in their children’s edu-
cation. The tradeoff? Charters are held
strictly accountable for student achieve-
ment; if their students fall behind, the
school system can shut them down. 

While not all charters are successful,
there are signs that on the whole, these
independent public schools are closing the
achievement gap. Dean Kern, director of
the Charter Schools Program (CSP) in
the U.S. Department of Education, says 
in general: “Charter schools enroll higher
numbers of the lowest performing stu-
dents, students in poverty, and students of
color. Over time, when you look at longitu-
dinal growth models, they bring students
to proficiency and above at a faster rate
than traditional schools around them.”

No wonder they’re in demand. Ten
years ago, there were approximately 100
charters in the U.S. Today there are over
3,600 (with a 13% increase expected for
next year), says Kern, and between one-
half and two-thirds of those schools have
waiting lists. Over $600 million has been
invested in the CSP, and Bush has allocat-
ed $60 million more to add school facilities.

While it may seem surprising that the
Bush administration would back yoga-
friendly schools, either accidentally or inci-
dentally, it has done so. When President
Bush signed the No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) Act of 2001, the bipartisan edu-
cation reform bill was meant to support
public schools, he said, in “their mission
to build the mind and character of every
child from every background.” The law
states that parents of students in failing
schools must have the option to transfer
them to another public school in their dis-
trict, including a charter school. As U.S.
Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings
puts it, “These schools can be lifelines for
parents with no other options.” 

The young, relatively inexperienced
founders of TAS and Namaste were 
able to get their schools going at specific

moments in time, perfect storms of cir-
cumstance and visionary leadership. 
In two different cities, in two different
decades, they dreamed up their schools,
got their charter proposals approved
against daunting odds, began a frantic
search for funding, teachers, students, 
and facilities—and then, within just a few
months, had their schools open. Here are
their stories.

TTHHEE  AACCCCEELLEERRAATTEEDD  SSCCHHOOOOLL

AA  SShhiinniinngg  EExxaammppllee  iinn  SSoouutthh  CCeennttrraall  LLAA

With its new $50 million campus and long
track record of student success, TAS is 
the Rolls Royce of charter schools. But 
it didn’t start out that way. In 1993, after
only two years of teaching, 24-year-olds
Johnathan Williams and Kevin Sved knew
there was more to educating kids than
what they could do at 99th Street School
in South Central LA. Lack of teacher
accountability, district-union feuds over
wages, and teacher strikes meant, Kevin
Sved says, “Kids were lost in the shuffle.”  

California’s charter law had just gone
into effect in January, and 100 new schools
would soon be permitted to operate out-
side of normal district policies. Sved and
Williams opted to strike out on their own.  

“We were young enough and dumb
enough to think we could actually do it,”
Kevin jokes now. He and Johnathan
entered the planning stages with a group
of 12 supporters, but by the time their
charter was approved with just six months
left to raise $200,000, recruit students, and
find a home for the school, only the two of
them were left standing.

They looked hard for the money. “We
probably got 120 official rejection letters,”
says Kevin, “and another 120 organiza-
tions never responded.” But their perse-
verance paid off. With last-minute funding
from Wells Fargo Bank, TAS opened in
September of 1994 in two rooms leased
from a church. Williams and Sved could
hire only two teachers for the 50 students
entering K–4th grade.  For the next three
years, the group broke set every Friday 
to make room for church services and
returned on Sunday to set up blackboards,
desks, and chairs for the coming week.

The founders named TAS after the
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LITTLE BUDDHAS A calming moment in a school day.
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reform plan they based their proposal on:
The Accelerated Schools model, created
in 1986 by Stanford University Professor
Henry M. Levin. As Levin explains: “The
idea was to reverse what was, and still is,
happening with at-risk students. The stan-
dard way of building up their test scores is
to dumb everything down and put a lot of
emphasis on what is called ‘drill and prac-

tice’ or ‘drill and kill.’ But if kids don’t
have the skills that are going to be impor-
tant for their development, we have to
accelerate their growth, not dumb things
down.” Levin holds that when teachers
and parents have high academic expecta-
tions for students, the kids rise to meet
them. A recent Brown University study
comparing Levin’s approach with four
other comprehensive educational reform
models and control schools concluded that
the Accelerated Schools model was the
most effective. Today, over 1,000 schools
around the country follow its protocol.

This model also holds that the entire
school community—teachers, administra-
tors, families, students—should partici-

pate in school decisions and develop a
shared vision of student success. At TAS,
parents are required to sign contracts vow-
ing to volunteer at the school for 30 hours
per year. And teacher pay is linked to stu-
dent performance. Parents and staff are
procedurally involved in decisions ranging
from curriculum to nutrition policy.

In their plan for successful learning,

the founders made room for smaller class-
es, healthier food, and more physical exer-
cise. They wove subjects like character
development, life skills, and nutrition into
their rigorous academic curriculum. And
while schools across the country were cut-
ting out programs like art, music, and
gym, TAS was putting them in.

Because Williams and Sved knew they
couldn’t run the school on their expertise
alone, they slowly built a strong board of
directors with people who knew about the
law, finance, fund-raising, real estate, edu-
cational policy, and other fields important
to TAS’s success. And one of their first
partners, the Accelerated Schools Center
at California State University, LA, intro-

duced them to education philanthropist
Tara Guber, who is married to movie pro-
ducer Peter Guber. She joined the board
early on and became a tireless advocate for
the school. In 1997 Guber led Williams
and Sved to clothing designer Carole
Little and her business partner, Leonard
Rabinowitz, who were looking to donate
their South Central clothing factory, val-

ued at more than $6 million, to an educa-
tional institution. During the 1992 LA
riots, locals had protected the factory from
arson, and in gratitude, the couple wanted
to give back to the community. The gift,
according to the LA Times, was the
biggest in the city’s education history.

Because she had once been a grammar
school teacher in Brooklyn, Tara Guber
knew what inner-city kids faced in and out
of school. A longtime yoga practitioner
herself, in 1998 she hatched a plan to teach
hatha classes at TAS. Yoga, she thought,
would help kids make the mind-body con-
nection and improve their concentration,
behavior, and self-esteem. Johnathan and
Kevin were intrigued. Tara and Peter

MORNING MOVEMENT First graders

at Namaste strike a “starfish” pose. 

“Yoga breaks” in the classroom help kids refocus, prepare for a test, and manage their emotions.



financed a one-year pilot project for two
grades to have  yoga classes twice a week.

“The kids responded, the teachers saw
the difference, and the parents were over-
whelmingly supportive,” Kevin reports.
“So that all of our kids could get yoga,
Tara increased the funding and we ex-
panded the program.” Guber also devel-
oped age-appropriate teaching techniques
and lesson plans for K–8 students. Three
years later, she founded an organization
called Yoga Ed, which today trains teach-
ers from around the country.

The yoga program at TAS is now in
full force. Some of the students have been
taking classes for eight years. PE instruc-
tors weave asanas into their calisthenics
routine, and most of the classroom teach-
ers have been trained through Yoga Ed’s
Tools for Teachers workshops. 

For TAS third-grade teacher Diane
Hackett, Tools for Teachers is a blessing.
At her previous inner-city LA school,
which she labels “a typical urban school,”
she says she and other teachers “focused
on state testing and on keeping everything
under control between 8 and 3 without the
help of an instructional assistant or parent
helpers. I taught up to 37 kids. I did my
own PE, there was no arts instruction, and
of course no yoga.” 

Second-grade teacher Holly Ellman
says, “Here, when things get a little hairy,
it’s really easy for me to diffuse the situa-
tion by introducing some yogic breath-
ing.” In class Ellman incorporates seated
twists, alternate nostril breathing, and 
sun salutations to help kids transition
between subjects, recenter when they’re
being chatty, and prepare for their weekly
timed math test. “Because they go to yoga
twice a week, it’s natural to do it in my
class too,” Ellman says. “It’s become one
of my classroom management tools.”

According to Yoga Ed program direc-
tor Leah Kalish, demand for Tools for
Teachers workshops has skyrocketed. In
2003, the organization trained 60 teachers.
In 2004,Yoga Ed won a three-year federal
Physical Education Program grant to pro-
vide yoga-oriented training to teachers and
PE instructors. By the end of this year, the
teacher-training tally could swell to as
many as 9,000.

RReeaalliittyy  CChheecckk  oonn  YYooggaa’’ss  BBeenneeffiittss

Today, TAS is a pre-K through 12th grade
academy that, as parent Mario Ortega
once told Time magazine, “is like a
$20,000 private school without the
tuition.” Although only 60 spaces open
each year, nearly 5,000 kids crowd the

waiting list. What’s more, TAS students
like to go to school. Their 94% atten-
dance rate is very high for the Los Angeles
Unified School District (LAUSD). 

Last year, TAS celebrated the grand
opening of the revamped Carole Little
site, with its state-of-the-art multiplex of 36
classrooms, a yoga room, art studios, out-
door learning centers, a community gar-
den, a rooftop basketball court, a family
health center, a parent center, a publicly
accessible library, and an amphitheater.
Students learn on flat-screen computers,
study capoeira and Aztec dancing in an
afterschool program, and eat food cooked
from scratch by a seasoned chef.

Outside the gates is another world. In
terms of violence, the school is in one of
the worst zip codes in the state. According
to the LAPD, over 100 crimes take place
in a two-mile radius of the school every
week—many of them in broad daylight—
and many are violent robberies and
assaults. It is not uncommon for a student
to come to school traumatized after seeing
his friend gunned down in gang crossfire
or being caught in a convenience store
holdup as his family is shopping for food.

That’s where yoga can make a differ-
ence. As Greg McNair, chief administra-
tive officer of LAUSD’s Charter Schools
Division, observes: “TAS has kids from 
all sorts of family backgrounds and neigh-
borhoods, kids who have seen and experi-
enced violence. Giving them an opportun-
ity to focus and calm their minds through
yoga can only help.

“It’s a positive way to ground them
and prepare them for TAS’s academically
rigorous program,” McNair says. “I wish
our district schools had more of that.”
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ALL TOGETHER NOW TAS kids in tree pose (above) and dragon pose (below). 
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Kevin Sved agrees. “Some kids come
here in the morning and they’re mad from
what happened earlier in the day or the
night before, and it takes time to get them
comfortable and refocused. The yoga defi-
nitely helps with that.” Through Yoga Ed
techniques like “Time In,” he says, stu-
dents who are having a hard day are
encouraged to tune into their body and
breath and do a relaxation or meditation.

There’s another benefit to yoga at
TAS. According to PE teacher Duane
Mayo, the hatha classes bump up the
school’s state fitness test scores. Com-
pared to other schools in the district,
10%–20% more TAS students fall in the
“healthy fitness zone” for aerobic capacity,
abdominal strength, and flexibility. Their
scores for body composition are a few per-
centage points better than the district
average, too, meaning that fewer TAS kids
are overweight than their district peers.

TAS encourages its entire school com-
munity to stay healthy and fit. The gym,
including a weight room, is open to staff
before and after school; weekly yoga class-
es are available too. As health aide Debra
Dunn explains: “If teachers are stressed
out, it trickles down to the students.” TAS
offers health-oriented classes for parents
for similar reasons, she says. 

Not everyone appreciates the healthy
programming, however. As Johnathan
Williams observes: “Some kids think the
school is too strict. But in this urban,
largely immigrant community, we’re 
trying to teach these kids—and their 
families—the habits of long-term health.
How do you infuse concepts like staying
fit for life into a hand-to-mouth reality?”
Jonathan answers his own question: “We

try to show that they have choices that can
help them break the cycles of poverty. It
takes time, consistent messages, and mod-
els they see and know and love—but a
community can change.”

Some parents resist the strict academic
probation policy. According to supervisor
Lennox Trejo, “When some parents say,
‘Okay, just let the kids fail,’ it means they
want their kids here because it’s safe.”
Even if their child has been caught with
drugs or fighting on campus, parents know
TAS is a lot safer than on the streets.

TTAASS  HHaass  TTrriipplleedd  iinn  SSiizzee

In the last three years, TAS has experi-
enced explosive growth, expanding from
300 students to 1,100, thanks to the new
facilities. With that comes financial strain.
Now, TAS has to raise funds to support
800 additional students in the “extra” pro-
grams like yoga and art, plus afterschool,
summer school, and tutoring programs.

Such growth threatens the family-style,
everybody-knows-each-other environment.
TAS parent Tina Verner, whose 8th-grade
son and 6th-grade niece have gone to the
school for years, says: “I don’t like the big
new school as much. The parent’s voices
were heard more before. Now there are
more voices and we’re less heard.”

But TAS families still have it better
than in neighboring schools. Says Wil-
liams: “The K–5 elementary school up the
road has 1,800 students. The high school
has 4,000–5,000.” He hopes that TAS’s
active parent body will help brainstorm
ways to recreate its small-school environ-
ment despite the rapid growth.

According to school officials, between
1997 and 2001, TAS’s averaged math and

reading scores on the Stanford Achieve-
ment Test increased 100%—one of the
greatest improvements recorded by any
charter school in the state. Recently,
scores have plateaued, but for good 
reason. As Kevin Sved explains: “We’ve
taken in a lot of new students at grades 3,
4, 5, 6, and 9. They haven’t been involved
in our school community and in our accel-
erated program for very long.” In the last
few years, the school’s Academic Perfor-
mance Index ranking has slipped from a
“10 out of 10” to a “7 out of 10.” In 2005,
they missed the English Language Learn-
ers target in the federal accountability
measure by one-tenth of a percent.

But by state standards, TAS still
shines. In 2005, its elementary and middle
school students scored 702 on a 1,000-
point scale the state uses to compare
schools—and had a 39-point increase in a
year and a 127-point increase since 1999.
As Greg McNair observes: “The Acceler-
ated School is one of the best schools in
the district, if not in the state…. [because
it] takes students who are similar to those
who are attending underperforming
schools and is able to get them to perform
at a very high level.” 

And according to Kevin, standardized
tests aren’t everything. TAS wants to
teach its students how to become inde-
pendent thinkers and problem solvers, not
just talented test takers. “Ultimately, what
we want to be measured by is: Where are
our kids when they’re 30 years old? Did
they go on to college? Do they have good
careers? Are they contributing members of
their families and their society?”

Around TAS, families have reclaimed
the once gang-ridden neighborhood park,
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THE ACCELERATED SCHOOL Students stretch in assisted cobra pose; a girl recenters in “Time In”; fifth graders do a partner twist; classroom yoga with Tara Guber. 



and with the help of the school, have 
started a community baseball league.
Residents with homes near TAS are tak-
ing better care of their lawns, and parents
want to buy property near the school
because they see how it has stabilized the
community. These are very good signs.

NNAAMMAASSTTEE  CCHHAARRTTEERR  SSCCHHOOOOLL

MMaakkiinngg  aa  SSttaarrtt  iinn  CChhiiccaaggoo

In 2003, when Namaste’s young, yoga-
practicing founders were drafting their
charter proposal, the country was on the
alert about an obesity epidemic, and the
Consortium to Lower Obesity in Chicago
Children (CLOCC) had just released an
embarrassing study: Chicago had the fat-
test kindergartners in the country. It was
all over the news—and the school system
was partly to blame. It fed students sug-
ary, nutrient-deficient foods, banned
recess, and barely offered gym. No won-
der 23% of Chicago’s young children were
overweight, compared to 10% nationwide.

Namaste’s founders—Allison Slade,
Katie Graves, and C. Allison Jack—want-
ed something better for the city’s kids.
They met through Teach for America, an
organization that recruits bright, new col-
lege grads to work in at-risk public schools
across the nation. In an alumni group in
Chicago, they would gripe passionately
about what was missing in urban schools. 

Together, they dreamed up a school
based on longstanding educational
research and their own ideas about what
keeps kids healthy and focused: low-sugar,
nutritious meals; small classes with two

teachers per room; conflict resolution
strategies; parental involvement; and lots
of physical activity. They hoped to open a
tiny, K–1 school in 2004, adding one grade
each year to slowly grow into a K–8 ele-
mentary school with 450 students. 

The Chicago Board of Education liked
their idea. From a field of 25 applicants,
Namaste was one of only two new charter
schools approved in 2003. The school
opened the following fall in a crime-prone
neighborhood. Allison Slade became the
principal; C. Allison Jack joined the board;
Katie Graves signed on as director of oper-
ations but left three months later. 

Initially, “Namaste”—a reverential
gesture used by Hindus and in yoga 
classes around the world—was just a
working title, but in the end, nothing else
embodied the depth and mission of their
school quite as well. As Allison Slade
explains, the gesture (which involves
pressing the palms together at the heart
and slightly bowing the head) and the
translation (“My inner light salutes your
inner light”) “captured the way we wanted
our students to feel about themselves and
their peers.” Only one of the Chicago
Board of Education’s seven members
questioned its use in a public school, but
when the founders assured him that their
use of the word was secular, not religious,
the name was approved.

WWhheerree  NNaammaassttee  SSttuuddeennttss  CCoommee  FFrroomm  

Allison Slade cites daunting student statis-
tics. Ninety percent of the families are
classified as low income, 65% come from

Hispanic families; and only 10% of adults
in their households have graduated from
high school. These factors, she knows, are
linked to lower academic performance and
higher dropout rates.

Kindergarten teacher Sarah Groth says
that by the time her students enter school
at age 5, they can be up to a year behind
the norm, due to language barriers and
more trauma than some people experience
in a lifetime. Some children have been
homeless; others have been abused. Many
have seen violence in their neighborhoods.
Down the road from Namaste, 35th Street
is a gang boundary prone to territory dis-
putes. Students’ older siblings sometimes
join those gangs. 

The atmosphere of violence and insta-
bility inevitably affects the students. Abby
Rose, who taught third grade at another
inner-city school in Chicago before com-
ing to Namaste, was horrified by her for-
mer students’ aggressive behavior. “Many
of my kids had no ability to stay in control
of themselves and work things out. They
would just beat each other up. They had
no ability to deal with conflict except
through violence.”

To address these issues, Abby gives
weekly “Peaceful People” lessons to stu-
dents at Namaste. The curriculum, based
on movement therapist Rena Kornblum’s
book, Disarming the Playground: Violence
Prevention Through Movement, teaches
children how to protect their own space,
solve conflicts peacefully, and deal with
their emotions. Says Allison: “It’s an
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SETTING GOALS Julianna Villarreal’s progress in king dancer pose between January and June 06. 
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important part of our curriculum, some-
thing that is missing in urban schools. It
creates a place where kids are more likely
to take risks because they feel safer. And
when you risk more, you learn more.” 

Peaceful People helps the students
learn how to diagnose their own bodies
and feelings and then take steps to bring
themselves back into balance. Language
arts teacher Leah Alagna (who doubles as
the yoga teacher) says her children will tell
her in class, “I’m a little antsy. Can I do a
yoga pose?” By the time they reach second
grade, says Allison Slade: “They’re really
good at identifying, ‘Do I need to wake
up? Do I need to calm down? What do I
need to do in order to do that?’” Namaste
reserves a space in each classroom where
students can punch a pillow or rip paper to
release their anger. They can also do yoga
poses from a poster on the wall to wake up
or calm down.

Second grader David Guevara makes
an interesting observation about his
school—a testament, in part, to Peaceful
People: “I like Namaste because it’s
healthy and you don’t get hurt. At other
schools people call you names and say, 
‘I hate you.’” Playground yogi Khameron
Cunningham explains how she self-
soothes through yoga: “When I feel sad 
I like to do the camel pose. Like today, 
I was thinking about my grandpa. He
passed away. I did the camel pose and I
forgot about everything.”

NNaammaassttee  vvss..  CChhiiccaaggoo  PPuubblliicc  SScchhoooollss

Namaste outclasses other Chicago Public
Schools (CPS) on a number of levels. The
school day at the new charter school is
longer (7.5 hours vs. 5.5 hours), amount-
ing to 300 hours more instruction per year.
Kids at Namaste enjoy 25 minutes of out-
door recess and a full hour of gym daily.
Over a week’s time that adds up to 425
minutes of exercise and free play, com-
pared to a mere 40 minutes at CPS. Lunch
is 10 minutes longer at Namaste (25 min-
utes vs. 15). And because Namaste dou-
ble-staffs its classrooms, its student-to-
teacher ratio is half of what it is at CPS.

At other Chicago schools, kids eat fat-
tening fare like hotdogs and French fries;
at Namaste, they eat lean meats like baked

chicken and turkey dogs, and
starchy sides are replaced with
nutritious veggies like cooked,
cut carrots. Each Namaste
meal comes with a four-ounce
salad—the appropriate serv-
ing size for young children. Or
kids can make a meal out of
the salad bar, topping their let-
tuce off with fresh veggies,
fruit, and protein sources like
diced ham, egg salad, and
grated cheese.

“We were the first Chicago
Public School to offer a salad
bar,” Allison Slade says. “The
district told us we were wast-
ing our money, but our kids
love it. Now there are three
schools that have followed our
lead. We hope next year it’ll be
ten.”

Students receive incentives
for trying the salad bar, includ-
ing stickers they can take
home and show to their par-
ents. They also get kudos
from parent lunch monitors,
who cheer on the veggie-
eaters. And once a month the school
throws a “tasting party” with a new veg-
etable such as radishes or raw mush-
rooms. “The children get to dip it in all
sorts of things and they love that,” says
Allison. “Once they’ve tried a new veg-
etable, they’re more apt to choose it on the
salad bar.”

Namaste’s health programming infil-
trates every aspect of the school, includ-
ing the weekly yoga class. As second
graders sweat through a balance series
that includes king dancer, eagle, and trian-
gle pose, Leah reminds them, “Health
doesn’t come from a pill, it comes from
hard work.” Even during rest pose, the
kids hear anti-junk food messages. As they
relax on the floor belly-down with their
heads turned toward a pop machine—
which is there only because the yoga 
classes are held in a building shared by a
Catholic teen center—Leah says, “While
we’re resting, we’re not going to think
about how much we want to drink pop.
We’re going to think about how we just

made our bodies really clean and we want
to keep them clean by drinking a big tall
glass of water.” No one argues. In the
park, kids are oblivious to the bells of the
ice cream truck. After school, with mis-
sionary zeal, they go home and teach their
parents asanas and chide them for eating
Cheetos. 

Parent Maritza Ortiz says, “When my
seven-year-old sees me stressing out, she
says, ‘Mom, you need to breathe in,
breathe out.’ She does the same to my son
and husband.

“We’re the type of family that likes to
sit in front of the TV. Then Jocelyn comes
in and she’s like, ‘Let’s do some yoga
poses!’ My body doesn’t bend in all of
those ways, but I try,” Ortiz says. “And
her brother and sister do, too. She feels
good about bringing yoga into our family.”

The teachers get a strong dose of
health, fitness, and personal growth, too.
As Sarah Groth explains: “Our motto is
‘Educating children from the inside out,’
but I feel like Allison extends that to the

{  founders }

LA’S TAS FOUNDERS Williams travels the coun-

try as a national spokesman for TAS and charter

school reform, while Sved manages internal affairs.

Magic Johnson is now on their capital campaign cabi-

net; among their list of 100+ donors are Nissan, Nike,

the Walt Disney Foundation, Target, and Chanel. 

Kevin Sved Johnathan Williams

CHICAGO’S NAMASTE

FOUNDER Slade spends

half of her time on instruc-

tional leadership, a fourth

on fund-raising, and a

fourth on parent and staff

support. She’s embarking

on a $10 million capital

campaign to build a new K–8 facility. Schools like

TAS give her hope that her hard work will pay off. 

Allison Slade
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teachers, too. We get wonderful profes-
sional development. And there’s a lot of
attention paid to taking care of ourselves as
teachers so we can be the best for our stu-
dents.” When Marsha Wenig, the founder
of YogaKids International, leads her annu-
al workshop for teachers at Namaste, the
teachers do the yoga practices first, then
figure out how to incorporate them into
the classroom. About half the staff prac-
tices yoga regularly, and some teachers get
together to exercise after school. 

Namaste has benefited Sarah’s health,
too. She snacks less, since candy dishes
and the like are prohibited at school, and

exercises more. In the past two years,
she’s lost 50 pounds. Parents are also get-
ting healthier. As Sabrina Basquez
observes: “Junk food in my house lasts a
lot longer. My son and I used to eat a
whole container of Oreos. Now we eat one
or two.” Sabrina and fellow mom Carina
Munoz have joined the walking club and
do a yoga and belly-dancing workout in
the parent center every Tuesday.

FFuullll  SSppeeeedd  AAhheeaadd

Although it’s too early for Namaste to be
held to state and federal accountability
measures, two standardized tests suggest
that its students are making serious aca-
demic strides. According to The Dynamic
Indicators of Basic Early Learning Skills,
which measures early literacy develop-
ment: In the beginning of the 2004–05
schoolyear, 95% of kindergartners were
classified as “high risk.” By the end of the
year, only 5% fell in that category. Also,
98% of first graders started in the “high
risk” category but only 32% finished in it.

“This shows the importance of starting
school early,” says Allison, “because our
kindergartners made much bigger gains.”
Overall, the test showed that Namaste
students made 1.3 years of growth in one
school year.

During 2005–06, Namaste’s first crop
of second graders took the Terra Nova, a
national standardized test mostly used by
Catholic schools. According to Allison:
“Our kids were at grade level in language,
above grade level in math, and two
months behind grade level in reading.
That’s pretty good considering that half
the kids who took the test are not native

English speakers—and the test is in
English.” That explains why only 40.6%
met Illinois standards in reading but
81.8% met them in math, she says.

Namaste has also partnered with
CLOCC at Children’s Memorial
Hospital to conduct a five-year study of
student and family health data to deter-
mine the long-term impact of the school
on its community. Students receive an
annual physical exam that records their
blood pressure, body mass index, eating
habits, fitness level, and body image. And
through surveys and accelerometer data,
CLOCC is trying to track both students’
and parents’ fitness levels and their atti-
tudes about nutrition and exercise.  Pre-
liminary data is promising: after one year
at Namaste, student Body Mass Index
(BMI) did not increase, suggesting that
students aren’t fattening up like their
neighborhood peers, and the percentage of
overweight students dropped from 31% to
28%, suggesting that Namaste might be
reversing—or at least slowing—the child-

hood obesity trend. And although the
change in seasons may have made a differ-
ence, all kids, including the many who
were overweight, got between 40% and
47.6% more vigorous activity in May 2005
than they did in January 2005.

Allison says that beyond the positive
test scores, the proudest moments at her
school are: “The little ones. A child show-
ing empathy toward another student or
saying, ‘I need more space, please move.’
Kids telling their parents, ‘That’s not
healthy, don’t eat that.’ The grandma at
the parent center learning e-mail. The
tired mom who makes the extra effort 

with her child to go on foot in the ‘walking
school bus’ group, even though putting
her child on a regular bus would be so
much easier. 

“The school has changed the way a 
lot of parents and kids think about food,”
Allison says. Although there is still a con-
tingent of parents that bucks Allison about
her healthy food policies, she says many
have come around because they’ve seen
how it changes their children’s behavior for
the better.

Mostly, though, she’s just happy that
her school exists. “A lot of charter schools
in Illinois, especially in Chicago, are start-
ed by large corporations with endless
pockets and legitimacy,” she says. “We
were nobody. People were like, ‘How old
are you?’ I was 28 when the school
opened. Now, Namaste is only two years
old and people are really thinking big
about what this school could be and do.
And the parents are really hopeful about
what their kids could be and do.”

At the same time, though, the chal-

NAMASTE Students make guacamole; Rickie Ornelas self-calms; Danny Alday shows off a self-portrait; second graders demonstrate poses at a neighborhood street fair.

When yoga is woven into the value system of a school, it can transform the entire community. 
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lenges of running a start-up school are
never ending. Among them, Allison says,
are: “Constantly keeping the staff moti-
vated, keeping the parents on your side.
Special ed is a huge challenge. The facility
is a huge challenge. When a water pipe
breaks, I don’t have an engineer. That’s
me. One day I came to school and there
was no power in the building! It’s exhaust-
ing and scary, but you see the payoff in the
kids. It’s so exciting to see what they’re
capable of when they’re given everything
they need to succeed.”

This fall, Namaste will grow to 190 stu-
dents attending grades K–3. The school
gets two applicants for every opening and
their facility is bursting at the seams. In
August, third graders will go to school in
portable classrooms across the street from
the main building—not the solution
Namaste was hoping for, but they wanted
to stay in the neighborhood. In 2007,
they’ll expand into a facility at St. Peter
and Paul’s Church three blocks away. 

Recently, Sabrina Basquez asked
Allison, “Where are my kids going to high
school?” Allison said, “Slow down, I’m
still working on this one. And your kids
are only in third grade!”

AAGGEENNTTSS  OOFF  CCHHAANNGGEE

So the question remains: If U.S. education
is failing, can yoga make a difference? The
answer is a qualified yes. When woven
into the value system of an innovative
school, it has the potential to transform
the entire neighborhood while it educates
the children. With yoga becoming increas-
ingly mainstream, perhaps less violence,
inequality, and ill health will plague our
children’s schools. In the meantime,
Namaste, TAS, and other cutting-edge
schools are addressing these problems one
community at a time.

This fall, Namaste will start uploading
its curriculum map at www.namastechar-
terschool.org so that other schools in
Chicago and beyond can learn from—and
replicate—their innovations. According to
Beatriz Rendon, executive director of
New School Support in CPS, the district
has an eye on Namaste and its other char-
ter schools because they’d like to repro-
duce their successful innovations in other

public schools. “Part of why charters
exist,” she says, “is because the district
recognizes that we don’t have all the
answers. We’re using charters to revitalize
our approaches to urban education.” 

The nation is watching Namaste, too.
In just two years, the school has attracted
attention on The Today Show, NPR,
MSNBC, People, Child, and more. And in
the past dozen years, The Accelerated
School has garnered armfuls of awards for
its administrators, teachers, the school,
and even its land-efficient multiplex.
Johnathan Williams, Kevin Sved, and
their indomitable fund-raising team have
racked up over $50 million in funding and

facilities.They are sought after speakers,
and their school has been nationally recog-
nized by two U.S. Presidents (Clinton and
George W. Bush) and two Secretaries of
Education. Governor Arnold Schwarze-
negger and LA Mayor Antonio Villarai-
gosa have both visited TAS and publicly
upheld it as a model school—not only for
the state, but also the nation. 

Social activism, educational reform,
urban public renewal, healthier habits,
and higher academic achievement—that is
what these yoga-oriented schools are after.
What will they think of next? The nation,
starved for a first-rate school system, will
be watching and waiting.+

{ Yoga and your child’s education  }

BBrriinnggiinngg  yyooggaa  ttoo  tteeaacchheerrss  aatt  yyoouurr  sscchhooooll
It costs between $389–$469 to bring a YogaKids trainer to your school to lead a
one-day “Tools for Schools” workshop for teachers, who receive a kit with a com-
prehensive curriculum, a deck of yoga poses, and tips for integrating yoga tech-
niques into the classroom. Yoga Ed offers a similar training called “Tools for
Teachers.” Weekend workshops cost $195 and teachers take home lesson plans, a
teacher’s guide, and other materials. Some stipends are available. 

BBeeccoommiinngg  aa  qquuaalliiffiieedd  tteeaacchheerr
YogaKids International (www.yogakids.com) and Yoga Ed (www.yogaed.com)
both offer training that qualify individual teachers, PE instructors, and yoga practi-
tioners to teach hatha to school kids and integrate 5- to 15-minute yoga-based stress
breaks into the classroom.

TTeeaacchhiinngg  hhaatthhaa  ttoo  kkiiddss
Teachers can attend a one-day introductory workshop on the YogaKids way for
$169, which includes a copy of YogaKids: Educating the Whole Child Through
Yoga. $2,548 and a lot of studying certifies you to teach yoga to kids in any
setting, including schools. No previous yoga teacher training required. Yoga Ed
offers a weeklong K–8 instructor training ranging from $880 to $980, including
materials. Previous yoga teacher certification usually required.

Bridging yoga and education communities
In Yoga Ed’s new Teacher Outreach Project, yoga studios around the country

give school teachers a 10%–20% discount on classes. The discount helps both
parties: teachers find it easier (and cheaper) to sustain a yoga practice; owners of
yoga studios expand their client base. See a list of participating studios at
www.yogaed.com/teach_outreach.html.

Interested in starting your own charter school?
Go to www.uscharterschools.org, click on “Start a charter school,” and learn how
to develop a mission statement, design curriculum, build a board of directors, cre-
ate an accountability plan, do budgeting and fund-raising, and secure facilities.


