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      Brit ish Wheel of Yoga Teacher Training Module   
 

Yoga for People Living with Cancer 
 

Tutor: Kari Knight 
 

Course information 
 

 
Introduction 
 
Each year, more than 300,000 people in the UK will discover that they have developed cancer.  
Some of them will turn to yoga for help and support in dealing with the trauma of diagnosis and 
treatment, and in their healing process. At some point in their teaching lives, most teachers will 
have students with cancer in their classes, or will be approached to work with individuals. For 
many, this will be a disconcerting prospect, raising many questions: Why do people with cancer 
come to yoga? What are their expectations of yoga? How can yoga help them? Can yoga do 
them any harm? Which practices can we safely teach, and what ought we to avoid? What is the 
yoga teacher’s role in the transformative, healing journey of the person who is living with cancer?  

 
It is misleading to think of “cancer” as one disease. It is actually a wide spectrum of diseases, 
some of which have more favourable outcomes than others. The currently available mainstream 
medical treatments – surgery, chemotherapy, radiotherapy – all have effects that can be more 
painful, debilitating, and stressful than the disease itself, and which necessarily influence the 
decisions about what it is appropriate and helpful to teach.  
 
A cancer diagnosis is not necessarily a death sentence. Nor is it necessarily a disaster. For most 
people it appears so at first, but many come to see it as an opportunity to reassess their lives and 
their priorities: for them, the illness becomes a catalyst for healing, spiritual growth, and 
transformation. Yoga can play a significant role in this transformative healing process, and those 
who share their knowledge of yoga with those who are going through it can help them move 
forward from this profoundly critical point in their lives to wherever their path may lead them. To 
do this is a privilege, and the teaching is deeply rewarding. 

 
It is also challenging. The course will consider the personal qualities as well as the professional 
skills that are needed: caring and compassion, most obviously, but also the clarity and 
detachment that enable us to care and to be compassionate without becoming over-involved 
emotionally, or drained energetically. Grounding and emotional maturity are needed: we are 
working with people who are very ill, some of whom will die. The course will look at this aspect of 
the teaching, and its unique demands and potential effects on the teacher. Our role as teachers is 
to create and hold a safe, secure space in which our students can be present with their feelings 
and their fears around cancer, death and dying; and come to acknowledge and accept them so 
that they can heal and move on with their lives. To be able to fulfil that role, we must have looked 
at our own feelings and fears. This will involve svadhyaya, self-reflection. 

 
Teachers who complete the course will gain understanding of the profound effects of a life-
changing illness and the changes it can bring. They will feel more confident about teaching and 
offering support to people who are living with such a disease, and professionally prepared to do 
so. There is a real need for teachers in this field, and my intention in offering this course is to 
encourage and inspire those who wish to explore this area of work, and help equip them to do so.  
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The course will provide insight into the experience of cancer, and into why people who have 
cancer come to yoga. An oncology consultant will give us an overview of cancer, the major 
allopathic treatments for it, and their effects. We will look at the ways in which yoga practice can 
support the person through the experience of cancer, physically, emotionally, mentally, and 
spiritually. We will consider the powerful and potentially overwhelming emotions a life-changing 
illness gives rise to; and the ways in which yoga practice can help people to acknowledge, 
accept, process, and release these emotions and free the energy that has been held in them. 
 
The course days will be a mix of practical work, talks, and group discussions in which it is 
expected that everyone will participate. I will introduce a range of the simple movement, 
breathing, relaxation, and meditation techniques that in my personal experience and practice, and 
in my teaching and training work, have proved most helpful. A core of these key practices will be 
worked on at each meeting and reinforced throughout the course. Course participants will be 
expected to practise these between meetings so that they can integrate them into their teaching. 

 
The course is a training module, but the nature of the subject means that it involves a significant 
degree of personal as well as professional development, as the tough issues it embraces are 
confronted. Most of the teachers who have taken the course have found this aspect valuable.  
 
About myself 

 
  I trained with the British Wheel of Yoga under Viniyoga teacher Margaret Woodley, completing 

my 500 hour diploma in 2004. The breath-centred practice of the Viniyoga tradition has stayed 
strong in my teaching style and I have been further influenced by the teachings of Vanda 
Scaravelli. From the very beginning of my yoga career I appreciated yoga to be a holistic 
pathway to health. This interest steered my direction and I decided to specialise in teaching yoga 
to people living with cancer, training with Julie Friedeberger in 2010. I currently lead the yoga 
programme at Maggie’s Wallace cancer charity in Cambridge where I have worked since 2014. 
Further training in the therapeutic application of mindfulness and self-compassion has enhanced 
my interest in yoga as a psycho-spiritual, practical philosophy for transformation whatever the 
obstacles or circumstances.   

Julie created the module in 2006 at the invitation of the BWY, and developed and refined it during 
the ten years of teaching it. I inherit a well-structured course, an effective approach to the 
teaching of people who have cancer, and a body of work that I am privileged to offer the students 
who decide to join it.  

 

 
The aims of the course 
 
1 To explore the ways in which yoga can support and nurture people who have cancer in their 

efforts to cope with their disease and their treatment; and to consider how it can contribute to 
their recovery and healing. 

 
2 To help teachers who may want to undertake the work of teaching people who have cancer 

develop the personal qualities and the professional skills needed for it.  
 
3 To encourage appreciation of the effectiveness and power of the simple movement, 

breathing, relaxation, and meditation techniques that were especially useful during my own 
cancer, and that have proved effective in my work since then with cancer patients and in my 
teacher training work. 
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4 To offer insight from my personal and teaching experience into the potentially overwhelming 

emotions a life-changing illness brings with it, and to examine the ways in which yoga can 
help us to acknowledge, accept, and process these emotions. 

 
5 To provide an overview of cancer: how it develops, its causes and risk factors, how it is 

diagnosed and treated; and the often disabling/debilitating effects of the treatments - surgery, 
chemotherapy, radiotherapy, and hormone treatment - which influence the decisions about 
what may and may not be appropriate to teach.  

 
6 To inspire and prepare yoga teachers to contribute this much-needed teaching within their 

communities, by starting specialised classes (perhaps in association with GPs, hospitals, 
hospices, or cancer support organisations) or taking students one-to-one, or simply feeling 
more comfortable and confident about welcoming students with cancer into their general 
classes.  

 
The objectives of the course  
 

Having completed the course: 
 

1 You will have a fuller understanding of the ways in which cancer sufferers can be helped by 
the practices and philosophy of yoga, and a deeper trust in the role yoga can play in the 
healing process. 

 
2 You will have acquired basic knowledge about cancer and the treatments for it, and the 

effects of these treatments: a foundation for future investigation and exploration.  
 

3 You will have some appreciation of the profound physical and emotional changes, and the 
spiritual transformation, that a life-changing disease can bring about; and of the role yoga and 
the yoga teacher can play in supporting this transformative process. 

 
4 You will feel more confident personally, as well as better prepared professionally, to work with 

people who are going through what may be the most testing crisis of their lives. 
 

5 You will have learned and practised a range of simple movement, breathing, relaxation and 
meditation techniques. Having experienced their effectiveness and power over a period of 
several months, you will have tools to help others, and yourself, through serious illness or any 
other major challenge.  

 
6 You will have gained insight into your motivation for taking on cancer work, and into your 

suitability for it and commitment to it. 
 
Course content  
 
Each of the six course meetings will be a mixture of practical work, talks, and group discussion. Each 
aspect of yoga has its part to play in the overall healing process, and the specific ways in which each 
can be of help will be explored. Since my own absolute confidence is in the “simple things”, these will 
be the prime focus of the teaching. Here is a summary of the practical content of the course: 
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Simple movement 
The focus will be on simple practices that are within the capacity of people undergoing or recovering 
from cancer treatment; practices that are nurturing, calming, and energising, and that help to renew 
the connection with and care for the body. 
 
Breathing exercises   
Breath awareness, and breath-movement co-ordination, are at the heart of all yoga practice. Simple 
breathing exercises encourage healthy respiration and optimum working of the body’s organs and 
systems. They replenish energy, relieve anxiety and stress, and restore balance, calm, and inner 
harmony. A range of such simple practices will be introduced, combined with movement and healing 
visualisations.  
 
Meditat ion   
Cancer gives rise to painful thoughts and strong emotions: anxiety, terror, despair, anger and grief, to 
name only the most obvious. These feelings are natural, but because they can be so distressing, so 
overwhelming, they are often repressed.  
A breath awareness practice will be practised, in which thoughts and emotions are allowed to surface 
into consciousness so that they can be observed, acknowledged, and accepted; and so that the 
energy trapped in holding them down can be released. 
 
Relaxation, and Yoga Nidra   
Relaxation relieves the anxiety and stress that depress immune function, and creates the conditions 
that enhance it. It is thus a vital aspect of healing. Yoga Nidra, a structured practice of the 
Satyananda tradition, which combines deep relaxation with visualisation, is a profoundly healing 
practice that can bring about transformation on a deep level. It is a practice of key importance for 
anyone coping with a life-changing illness. Specific training is needed to teach the full practice, but it 
is hoped that course members may be able to teach a short, basic practice by the end of the course. 
 
All these aspects of yoga work together to encourage the healing process and will constitute the 
practical element of the course. A core of the essential practices will be included on all course days, 
and course members will be expected to practise them between meetings. Other aspects covered in 
talks and discussions will be:  
 
The causes, diagnosis, and treatment of cancer: an overview by an oncology nurse 
Healing and its relationship to yoga  
Precautions and contraindications for common types of cancer 
Exercises to restore lost movement after breast surgery 
The dedicated class for those with cancer as a support group 
Starting a class; working one-to one; integrating students into general classes 
Emotional support for our students and for ourselves as teachers 
Managing pain with the help of the breath 
Death and dying 
 

 
Course materials and resources 
 
A Visible Wound: A Healing Journey through Breast Cancer (1996) by Julie Friedeberger. The book 
describes Julie’s cancer experience and the support yoga practice gave her through that 
transformative, pivotal period of her life. The book has helped a great many people; and remains not 
just a useful study of the process one person with cancer went through, but also a clear exposition of 
some of the important aspects covered by the course.  
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The Healing Power of Yoga (2004) by Julie Friedeberger. This book developed out of subsequent 
work with people who are dealing with cancer. It contains instructions, with line drawings, for the 
practices that will be worked on during the course.  
 
Course members can also familiarise themselves with the practices on Julie Friedeberger’s CD, 
Breathe and Relax: A Way to Healing (also available as an audiocassette).  The books and the CD 
are available from Julie Friedeberger directly and cost £10 each.  
 
Yoga Nidra will form a substantial element of the course. Course members will be expected to buy 
and regularly practise with at least one of Swami Pragyamurti’s excellent Yoga Nidra CDs (I 
recommend Volumes 1 and 2, £12 each) and to buy and read Swami Satyananda’s book, Yoga Nidra 
(£10) They are available from Yogamatters, and should be obtained before the start of the course. 
 
There is a great deal of information about cancer on the internet, of varying degrees of accuracy and 
usefulness. You are encouraged to investigate some of the better websites.  
http://www.macmillan.org.uk  http://www.cancerhelp.org.uk  and http://www.cancer.gov are examples of 
reliable, well-designed and well-structured sites that provide clear, comprehensive information. 
 
Handouts reinforcing, consolidating and expanding on what has been covered by the talks, 
discussions and practical sessions will support the teaching throughout. 

 
Writ ten work requirements 
 
A written assignment will be given at each meeting, to be returned before the next. The assignments 
are an integral and important part of the course. Their purpose is to encourage you to reflect between 
meetings on the topics and issues covered during them; and to give a clear idea of your thinking and 
of how you will approach your teaching. You should expect to spend at least 6-8 hours on the writing 
of each: i.e. an equivalent amount of time to that spent in the monthly course meetings. Before 
writing, you will need to spend at least as much time reflecting on the issues and on your approach to 
them. This will be a considerable commitment, and it may prove to be the most important aspect of 
the course for you.  

 
Methods of assessment and evaluation 
 
Assessment and evaluation will be ongoing, based on your contributions to group discussions, written 
course work, and quality of personal practice. You will be expected to attend all course meetings, and 
to practise at home what has been taught during them.  
 
This is an intensive and demanding course. I t  cannot be taken at the same 
t ime as another course whose dates overlap. 
 
 
Assessed Teaching Practice 
 
Each participant in the course must arrange and teach a 90-minute lesson in which the skills 
developed on the course are to be demonstrated to a qualified assessor.  
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Certi f icat ion 
 
On successful completion of the course, course members will be issued with a certificate indicating 
the course content, the number of study hours completed, and the competency achieved. The 
requirements for certification are: 
 
Attendance at all  course meetings 
Completion of al l  writ ten assignments, on t ime and to a satisfactory standard  
Successful completion of the assessed teaching practice 
 
Dates, t ime, and venue 
 
Highfield House Yoga Studio, Summer Hill, Harbledown, Canterbury, CT2 8NH.  
9am-5pm, weekends 
2020: 19/20 Sept, 7/8 Nov 
2021: 23/24 Jan. 
 
 
Fees 
 
The fee for the course will be £720. This covers tuition, administration, extensive course handouts, 
comprehensive written assessments of all course work, and fees for a visiting speaker. If you are 
offered a place, a deposit of £200 will be due upon your acceptance. The remaining fee is payable 12 
weeks prior to the start of the course. The BWY registration fee, currently £60 and payable by all 
accepted applicants, including BWY members, will also be due 12 weeks before the start of the 
course. If you are under financial difficulty, relaxed payment methods for payment of the remaining 
fee by instalments is available. There are also bursaries available and students are advised to look for 
these well in advance of the start of the course.  
 

The following costs are additional: 
 
A Visible Wound (book)   £10) 
The Healing Power of Yoga (book) £10) available from Julie 
Breathe and Relax (CD or cassette) £10) 
 
Yoga Nidra (book)   £10    
Yoga Nidra (CDs)   £12 each       
 
Application procedure 
 
This course is accredited by the British Wheel of Yoga as a teacher training module and is 
undertaken after completing a certificate or diploma course first. It is open to qualified applicants from 
all traditions of yoga who have completed a full teacher training course and have at least one year’s 
teaching experience. Teachers with a quali f ication from an organisation other than the 
BWY wil l ,  i f  accepted for the course, be required to join the BWY.   
 
If you decide to apply you should do so early, as the previous courses have filled quickly. The 2019 
course will have 12 places only. Please complete and return the application electronically or send by 
post: 
 
Kari Knight 
61 Argyle Street 
Cambridge 
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Cambridgeshire 
CB1 3LS 
 

Complaints Procedure Modular courses  

In the event of a complaint being raised about the content or a tutor on a BWY Modular course, in the 
first instance, it is desirable that the complainant raise the matter with us the tutors running the course 
and the matter be resolved at this level.   

If this is not possible, or this has been tried to no avail, the matter should be brought to the attention 
of the Module’s officer, in writing. The Module’s officer will mediate in consultation with the Education 
Committee Chair. The complainant will be informed of the decision taken and any measures decided 
upon as soon as possible.   

Written records of all data and correspondence involved in the complaint to be retained by the 
Module’s Officer.   

 
 
 
 
  


