
CalStar Yoga 
Helping People with Disabilities to Practice Yoga 

 

Syllabus for the CalStar Yoga DeCal 
2016-2017 

 
Course Facilitators: Wareesha Pirzada and Victoria Riel 

Facilitator Contact:  wareesha@berkeley.edu victoriariel@berkeley.edu 
Office Hours: By Appointment 

 
Yoga Instructors: Saraswathi Devi, Claire Lavery 

Instructor Contact: 
510/655-3664   info@yogalayam.org 

clavery123@sonic.net  
 

DeCal Faculty Sponsor: Greg Merrill, LCSW 
gregmerrill@berkeley.edu   510/643-6397 

 
Class Meets: Every Friday, 1:10 to 4:00 pm 

 

Spring 2017 DeCal 
Dates:  Jan. 27th – April 28th  

Also includes 3 Required Saturday Workshops 1pm -4pm 
Dates TBA 

   
  

 Location:  Combatives Room, Recreational Sports Facility 
(RSF) 
 

Prerequisites:  There are no course prerequisites for this class, but 
DeCal participants are expected to be respectful and conscientious. 
Anticipate having a great time and learning a lot! No yoga experience is 
needed.  
 
Course Credit:   2 Units   P/NP  
We also welcome volunteers not enrolled in the DeCal! Additionally, people 
living with their own disabilities who want to help are very welcome to 
enroll in the DeCal or help us as straight volunteers. Please contact the 
instructors for information.  
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Who is Involved? 
Yoga Students   Since 1996, this class has typically served about 24-30 yoga 

enthusiasts at a given time. They come to us from both the UC Campus (Students, 
Faculty and Staff) and the broader community. They typically range in age from early 
20’s to late 80’s, but most are somewhere in between. They live with a variety of 
physical challenges, such as Cerebral Palsy and Multiple Sclerosis, and the after effects 
of accidents and medical events, such as Spinal Cord Injury and Stroke. 

Instructors  Saraswathi Devi and Claire Lavery are both long-time yoga teachers. They 
each have years of experience teaching this very hands-on style of adaptive yoga that 
relies creatively on a generous supply of helpers.  

Helpers  CalStar Yoga  has two kinds of helpers – Community Volunteers, by way of 
Yoga Programs, Massage Schools and the RSF and UC Undergrads Enrolled in our DeCal. 
Some of our inspired helpers are able to stay on as volunteers for years, including some 
former DeCalers, who are always very welcome to return after they’re no longer 
enrolled in the DeCal.  
 

What Does the Class Look Like?  
Our yoga students vary widely in the range and intensity of the challenges they live with, 
most of which are physical. A few are cognitive. They are a diverse, lively and intelligent group 
who just happen to be living with disabilities. Each of them practices as independently or as 
interactively as is appropriate. While we use plenty of the classic yoga props, what makes this 
class unique is the level and variety of physical and psychological support we provide.  A 
small group of helpers gathers around each yoga student to help with the exercises through 
holding, pressing and stretching, from all sides if necessary. Some of the students need to be 
lifted out of wheelchairs onto the mats on the floor. We breathe deeply and relax together. 
There is plenty of verbal encouragement from all sides and lots of conversation and laughter. 
The mood is always very warm and friendly.  A great deal of mutual respect and camaraderie 
arises from our time together, as social and psychological barriers dissolve. The students are 
very appreciative of the help they receive. And many helpers come to feel that they benefit 
from the class even more than the students do. Anyone newly joining us quickly comes to 
understand that this class is primarily about love and respect.  
 
The exercise format is carefully designed for safety and security, while providing maximum 
benefit.  The instructors and senior volunteers provide constant close monitoring and ongoing 
encouragement. New DeCalers may at first feel unsure about touching or even talking to 
someone with a disability, but fears dissolve after a class session or two.  Feel free to ask the 
students about their exercise needs and be sure to find out about their lives! The instructors 
and senior volunteers are very approachable and always available to answer questions.  
 
The techniques we use – the class consists primarily of assisted yoga postures, which are 
combined liberally with Thai Yoga Massage, Acupressure, Muscle Resistance, Range of Motion 
and occasionally, the use of light free weights. We open and close each class with everyone – 
students and helpers alike - practicing a little more internally, through breathing exercises, 
relaxation, visualization and meditation.  
 



Some of the benefits that come from this practice: 
For the Yoga Students – increased flexibility, strength, coordination, balance, energy and 
stamina, enhanced internal organ function, reduced physical pain and emotional stress, 
improved sleep, enhanced self-esteem. There are no guarantees, but each of the students 
benefits in a variety of ways. Some of them tell us the class is the highlight of their week. For 
some, the psychological support may be the most important aspect of the experience.  
For the Helpers – The helpers learn a great deal about body-mind health and healing and 
grow in their understanding of many psycho-social issues. Many come to know themselves 
more deeply. Some find their lives very clearly changed for the better.  
 

The Saturday Workshops 
In the three Saturday afternoon workshops, the DeCalers experience for themselves 
what some of the yoga techniques might feel like for the students. And we look more 
deeply into specific ways the exercises may benefit the students individually, 
considering each person’s unique needs and strengths. In creating practice sequences, 
we look more at the whole person in understanding how to help, not as much what 
disability he or she lives with. Through the Saturday workshops, the helpers become 
more valuable and effective in what they bring to the Friday classes. Remember: 
attendance in the three workshops is required.  
 

DeCal Course Requirements  
Attendance in Class ( This course is 100% Field Studies)  
As such, the awarding of the two units of academic credit is based on attendance. 
Attending all classes is expected, but exceptions will be made for up to 2 excused 
absences.  Please notify you facilitators at least three days in advance if you are going to 
be absent from class. If you’re interested in taking this DeCal, you should plan 
accordingly. Please double-check the dates listed above. DeCalers must be in class every 
Friday and attend all three Saturday workshops. This is very much a 
learning-through-doing experience. There is a very small reading and writing 
requirement, but regular attendance is what results in a Pass grade. Rare exceptions will 
be made for emergencies that are authentic and well-documented and include 
appropriate make-up assignments. The yoga students rely upon the consistent presence 
of their helpers. Besides, this class is fun! 
Reading and Writing Assignments. The illustrated course handbook (reader) will 
be available for purchase at Krishna Copy in time for the second meeting of class. There 
will be a few brief reading assignments from the handbook, related to occasional short 
in-class discussions. And on the floor with the students, we will often refer to images in 
the reader to enhance the learning that’s happening moment-to moment through 
verbal instruction and physical guidance. At the end of the semester, a short paper will 
be due. Most people find it enjoyable to write the paper.  
 


