
DISQUE
DESIGN

A Practice Yoga Austin (PYA) 200 Hour Yoga Teacher Training Final Project

Designed/Illustrated by  Tamara Disque

Yoga/mindfulness-based resources for healing burn out, 
chronic stress, anxiety, and PTSD

O P P O S I N G 

(AN INTERACTIVE GUIDE)

https://practiceyogaaustin.com/trainings/
http://disque.design


DISQUE
DESIGN

Table of Contents
Polyvagal Theory

Triguna Theory

Bottom-up Approach

Top-down Approach

Connection and Community



DISQUE
DESIGN

“Yoga is a dance between control and surrender – between 
pushing and letting go – and when to push and when to let go 
becomes part of the creative process, part of the open-ended 
exploration of your being”

– Joel Kramer
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Dr. Stephen Porges developed Polyvagal 
Theory (PVT) to help us understand how 
the Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) 
works. Before PVT it was understood that the 
ANS was like a light switch. Either the stress 
response or the relaxation response was 
activated. PVT shows that all different levels 
of activation are possible and that systems 
can activate at the same time causing mixed 
states. PVT shows that our ANS system is 
more like a dial.

Learn more

Polyvagal Theory

https://www.stephenporges.com/
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Play safe & social + flight/fight

In this combination, you are being mobilized 
while safe. Play is shared, synchronous, in the 
same state and following the same rules. Play 
exercises the ability to self-regulate by tapping 
into the defensive states while staying in the 
safety state. For traumatized individuals, play 
may become unsafe or be unappealing. The 
safety system needs to be accessible, which can 
be a significant challenge for a nervous system 
stuck in a defensive state. Individuals who have 
lost access to their safety state can experience 
what was once play as something else. 

This system is part of the parasympathetic 
branch of the ANS called the ventral vagal. 
It plays a role in optimizing the resources 
that the body needs for health, growth, and 
restoration. Here, you can instantaneously 
socially engage with others and your 
perception of the world is safe, interesting, and 
manageable. You’re more likely feel at ease, 
compassionate, empathetic, connection, joy, 
motivation, relaxation, hope, and awe. 

THE CHANGING STATES OF PVT 

According to Justin Sunseri, LMFT

Safe and Social  Flight/Fight State Shutdown

This system makes up the sympathetic branch of 
the ANS and optimizes the body for mobilizing 
or defending yourself, re-purposing resources 
of the body that are not necessary. These 
changes are intended to be temporary in times 
of danger. In this state, you lose your ability 
to social engage with others and the world is 
perceived as dangerous, threatening, and out of 
control. You are unable to self-regulate, provide 
co-regulation opportunities, think critically, 
weigh options, and be empathetic.

The system is the other part of the 
parasympathetic branch of the ANS called 
the dorsal vagal. It plays the role of conserving 
the resources of your body. In anticipating that 
its life is in threat, the body shuts down all it’s 
processes.  Also intended to be temporary. This 
state causes changes in social functioning like 
disconnection from self and others and a limited 
range of emotional expression. The world 
seems  overwhelming and pointless. 
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Freeze flight/fight + shutdown

This state is the combination of mobilization 
along with  shutdown. Freeze occurs when 
you are immobilized while in fight /flight 
usually by force. This could be through 
traumatic events or from more routine events 
like surgeries. This state may become frozen 
into the body and is at the heart of  PTSD. 
The frozen body has less access to the safety 
pathways. Building the strength of the safety 
system is important in thawing the freeze 
mixed state resulting in the individual’s 
window of tolerance growing larger.

Stillness safe & social + shutdown 

In this combination, you are immobilized 
while in safety. The ability to be still while safe 
is imperative for basic life functioning like● 
sitting in silence, practicing self-reflection, 
and sleeping. For traumatized individuals 
and those who are stuck in a more flight/fight 
defensive state may experience feelings of 
danger when still. For them, being immobilized 
in stillness is simply unsafe. The safety 
pathways are not active enough to settle into a 
calm stillness. 

Learn more here

Learn more here

Learn more here

Learn more here

Learn more here

Learn more here

https://0cb7fc2f-bb94-4634-8cb2-0d2eb2051d24.filesusr.com/ugd/2d354d_69465691b40a493eb108db978e7581be.pdf
https://0cb7fc2f-bb94-4634-8cb2-0d2eb2051d24.filesusr.com/ugd/2d354d_537a48e2c0c94fea909044880b29dfd8.pdf
https://0cb7fc2f-bb94-4634-8cb2-0d2eb2051d24.filesusr.com/ugd/2d354d_2492c421a6814dfe87722fd215db5e36.pdf
https://0cb7fc2f-bb94-4634-8cb2-0d2eb2051d24.filesusr.com/ugd/2d354d_54651f7bcaa34b43822404138dcdf2c4.pdf
https://0cb7fc2f-bb94-4634-8cb2-0d2eb2051d24.filesusr.com/ugd/2d354d_bbdfc775d12a4a29a5f9b6b8383abcb4.pdf
https://www.justinlmft.com/polyvagal101
https://www.justinlmft.com/polyvagal101
https://www.justinlmft.com/polyvagal101
https://www.justinlmft.com/polyvagal101
https://www.justinlmft.com/polyvagal101
https://www.justinlmft.com/polyvagal101
https://0cb7fc2f-bb94-4634-8cb2-0d2eb2051d24.filesusr.com/ugd/2d354d_514aa150fe2a43a1bd2fc14ea45ce3b2.pdf
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The vagus nerve is part of the ANS and wanders through the 
body to each organ. This nerve is the longest cranial nerve and 
runs all the way from the brain stem to part of the colon. The 
sensory functions of the vagus nerve are divided into sensations 
felt on your skin/muscles and sensations felt in your organs.

The vagus nerve stimulates certain muscles in the heart that 
activate the slowing of the heart rate for a relaxation response. 
This part of the vagus nerve is connected to nerves that control 
the face, head, throat, and inner ear. As the heart rate slows 
for relaxation, there is an increased ability to make social 
connection. This happens through an enhanced capacity to 
make expressions, hear human sounds, and speak pleasantly.

Learn more 

THE VAGUS NERVE

https://www.healthline.com/human-body-maps/vagus-nerve#diagram
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Nervous system dysregulation is a new term to describe the 
clinical symptoms that result from repeated activation or 
extended conditions of stress on the nervous system.  

Artist, therapist, educator, and visual translator Lindsay Braman, 
MACP is working to help make mental health education 
accessible to everyone. She explains that continuous stress 
depletes the body’s ability to re-balance over time.

Learn more

“ In essence, you may have an autonomic nervous 
system that’s stuck in a defensive state. This leaves 
you with less access to your ventral vagal biological 
pathways. The world is experienced as dangerous, 
whether it actually is dangerous or not. “

- Justin Sunseri
#stucknotbroken

NERVOUS SYSTEM DYSREGULATION

https://lindsaybraman.com/allostatic-load-chronic-stress/
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the gunas

SATTVARAJASTAMAS

groundedness/inertia balance/claritypassion/activity

In yogic philoshopy everything is made up of these three qualities/
attributes qualities of natural phenomena, everything in the 
universe exhibits these three qualities in varying degrees. Tamas 
is the lowest form of energy slow and hidden. The there is Rajas 
which is energy released chaotic and scattered and last Sattva 
which is balanced energy.

Triguna Theory

This article from the National Center for Biotechnology 
Information explores how yoga therapy converges with PVT 
through the gunas. This link between contemporary science and 
the ancient yogic concept of the gunas is called Triguna theory. 
Like PVT, Triguna theory talks about three changing and evolving 
mind-body states that mix to create balance. Similar to the neural 
platforms described in PVT, the gunas provide the foundation 
from which behavioral, emotional and physical attributes emerge. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5835127/
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SAFE AND SOCIAL
ventral vagal branch of the ANS

FIGHT

PLAY

STILLNESS
meditation/sleep

asana/pranayama

sympathetic branch of the ANS

FREEZE

FLIGHT

SHUTDOWN
dorsal vagal branch of the ANS
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Adapted from Justin Sunseri’s PVT Ladder

The PVT Ladder is a concept from Deb Dana. It is a metaphor 
for how the ANS is organized. This model is reframed to also 
include each of the gunas. Sattva is reflected in the Stillness 
and Safe and Social State, Rajas is reflected in the Fight/Flight 
State, and Tamas is reflected in the Shutdown State.

Learn more

POLYVAGAL LADDER REFRAMED

https://www.justinlmft.com/polyvagal101
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YOGA DISRUPTS OUR STRESS RESPONSE

We can use yoga practices to activate the vagus nerve and 
promote the relaxation response as well as regulate the ANS 
to successfully navigate between the states restore balance and 
resilience. Current proposed frameworks of yoga-based practices 
focus on the integration of bottom-up mind-body and top-down 
mind tools. This means you can use practices that start in the mind 
and affect the body (top-down), or practices that use the body to 
affect the mind (bottom-up). These two frameworks highlight yoga’s 
ability to create self-regulation and resilience.  

Learn more

https://kripalu.org/resources/polyvagal-theory-and-gunas-qa-marlysa-sullivan
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Using postures or pranayama to affect the autonomic nervous system, 
which then affect the quality of thoughts and emotions. 

Bottom-up Approach
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Breath and Posture

Pranayama

Your heart rate increases every time you inhale and slows when 
you exhale. You can slow down your heart rate and calm the 
response of your nervous system when you make the exhale 
longer than the inhale. In turn, when you have a slow heart 
rate it’s easier to take fuller breaths.  Posture also plays a role 
in breathing. Stacking your bones in a way that you can extend 
your spine upwards helps you take full breaths. Yoga poses help 
you arrange your bones to support your body correctly. You can 
then take fuller breath and slow your heart rate.

Pranayama is breath work or the yoga of breathing. It slows the 
heart rate, reduces stress, anxiety, anger, confusion, increases 
blood flow, boosts the immune system, aids in sleep issues, and 
improves focus.

21 days of pranayama free course

https://yoganama.com/21-days-of-pranayama-free-course/
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Asana (Postures)

The physical practice of yoga stimulates areas of the 
body have a profound influence on the activity of the 
vagus nerve.  It trains the body to become progressively 
more responsive, malleable and expansive. During asana 
different parts of the body become stable as other parts 
become fluid. This balance ushers our awareness to 
drop deep inside by considering the body to be a vast 
landscape, or even a universe unto itself. 

Free or donation based online yoga classes

Practice Yoga Austin

Yoga with Adrienne 

Nourished Natasha Yoga

https://practiceyogaaustin.com/#schedule
https://www.youtube.com/user/yogawithadriene
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCdUTYl-nbID4t48nLp4kZ6A
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Top-down Approach
Using imagery, mantra, or some kind of meditation to affect the autonomic nervous 
system state, which would then affect the physiological systems of the body.
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Meditation and Mindfulness

These top-down practices of meta-cognition and 
being aware of awareness actually grow more gray 
matter in your brain. Gray matter gives you better 
emotion regulation. Paying attention to the present 
moment on purpose helps you to stop ruminating, 
enhances morality, decreases task effort, increases 
immune function, provides better fear modulation, 
less emotional reactivity, and increased information 
processing speed.

“Beholding the Self by the Self, one is satisfied in the Self” 

- Bhagavad Gita

Free meditation resource guide

https://choosemuse.com/blog/ultimate-list-of-free-meditation-resources/
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Community yoga guide

Connection and Community
Yoga fosters your relationship with yourself through mindfulness and self-
compassion. Practicing yoga turns you in the direction of kindness and gives you the 
tools to act in service to others. These selfless acts of service lead to self healing and 
cultivating relationships with others. A strong network of support leads to resilience, 
compassion, social connectedness, health and well-being.

“We are all just walking each other home”– Ram Dass

Yoga for Everyone by Dianne Bondy

accesibleyoga.org

https://www.yogaalliance.org/About_Yoga/Article_Archive/The_Ultimate_Guide_for_Community_Yoga_Classes
https://www.amazon.com/Yoga-Everyone-Poses-Every-Type/dp/1465480773/ref=asc_df_1465480773/?tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=312089933244&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=3051758728810462322&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9030458&hvtargid=pla-525398671883&psc=1
https://accessibleyoga.org/


DISQUE
DESIGN

Namasté
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