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Abstract

Yoga has emerged as one of the most widely practised complementary mind–body

interventions for promoting physical, psychological, cognitive, and social well-being among

children. While extensive research has documented the benefits of yoga in countries such as

India, the United States, Australia, and the United Kingdom, evidence from Malaysia remains

comparatively limited despite growing public interest and increasing concerns regarding

childhood stress, sedentary lifestyles, obesity, and mental health. This explorative review

critically synthesises the current evidence regarding yoga among children in Malaysia while

integrating international findings to provide a comprehensive understanding of its effectiveness,

implementation challenges, and future research priorities. A narrative review methodology was

employed through systematic searches of Scopus, PubMed, Web of Science, ScienceDirect,

ERIC, PsycINFO, Google Scholar, and relevant government publications. Studies published

primarily between 2015 and 2026 were examined together with seminal theoretical literature.

The review demonstrates that yoga contributes positively to children's physical fitness, flexibility,

balance, emotional regulation, attention, executive functioning, self-esteem, resilience, classroom

behaviour, and social competence. Malaysian evidence, although limited, suggests that yoga may

reduce stress and anxiety while enhancing children's psychological well-being. However, several

barriers continue to hinder broader implementation, including limited school-based programmes,

insufficient teacher training, lack of nationally standardised curricula, cultural misconceptions,

and a shortage of high-quality longitudinal research. The review concludes that yoga represents a

feasible and culturally adaptable complementary intervention that can support holistic child

development in Malaysia. Future research should prioritise multicentre intervention studies,

culturally appropriate programme development, and policy initiatives to facilitate the integration

of yoga into school health and educational programmes. Existing reviews also recommend
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stronger Malaysian evidence and suggest that appropriately designed school-based yoga

programmes could benefit students' mental health and well-being.

Keywords: Yoga Children, School-Based Yoga, Mental Health, Child Development, Physical

Activity, Well-being

Introduction

Children's health and well-being have become major public health priorities worldwide.

Rapid urbanisation, technological advancement, increased academic demands, reduced physical

activity, and excessive screen exposure have significantly influenced children's physical,

psychological, and social development. These changes have contributed to increasing rates of

childhood obesity, emotional distress, anxiety, behavioural problems, sleep disturbances, and

reduced physical fitness. International organisations such as the World Health Organization have

emphasised the importance of adopting holistic health promotion strategies that encourage

regular physical activity, emotional resilience, and healthy lifestyle behaviours from early

childhood.

Malaysia has experienced similar challenges over the past two decades. The country's rapid

socioeconomic development has improved educational opportunities and healthcare services;

however, it has also been accompanied by increasingly sedentary lifestyles among children.

Many Malaysian children spend considerable time engaged in digital learning, mobile devices,

television viewing, and other sedentary activities while participating less frequently in outdoor

recreation and structured physical exercise. Consequently, concerns regarding childhood obesity,

stress, anxiety, and reduced psychosocial well-being have increased among healthcare

professionals, educators, and policymakers. These trends have prompted interest in

complementary interventions that promote holistic child development while remaining feasible

for implementation within schools and communities.
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Yoga has attracted growing international attention as one such intervention. Originating in

ancient India, yoga combines physical postures (asanas), breathing techniques (pranayama),

meditation (dhyana), relaxation, and mindfulness practices to promote harmony between body

and mind. Unlike many conventional exercise programmes, yoga integrates physical fitness with

emotional regulation, self-awareness, concentration, and behavioural self-control. This

multidimensional approach aligns closely with contemporary concepts of holistic education and

child development.

Research conducted over the past two decades has demonstrated that yoga may improve

flexibility, muscular strength, balance, posture, respiratory efficiency, emotional regulation,

attention, executive functioning, classroom behaviour, resilience, and overall quality of life

among children. School-based yoga programmes have also shown promise in reducing stress,

anxiety, depressive symptoms, and behavioural difficulties while enhancing social-emotional

learning and academic engagement. Nevertheless, many published studies originate from India,

North America, and Europe, whereas comparatively few have investigated yoga among

Malaysian children.

Within Malaysia, yoga has become increasingly popular through community organisations,

wellness centres, universities, private educational institutions, and non-governmental

organisations. However, school-based implementation remains limited and is not incorporated

systematically into the national curriculum. The most comprehensive Malaysian review to date

concluded that yoga appears to be an effective approach for helping school children cope with

stress and anxiety and recommended that Malaysian schools consider incorporating yoga within

physical education programmes. At the same time, the review emphasised the need for larger,

methodologically rigorous studies to strengthen the national evidence base.
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Malaysia's multicultural society also requires careful consideration of cultural and religious

diversity when implementing yoga programmes. Contemporary educational practice generally

presents yoga as a secular, evidence-based health intervention that emphasises breathing,

movement, relaxation, and mindfulness rather than religious practice. Such an approach has

facilitated broader acceptance while respecting the country's diverse cultural landscape.

Despite growing public interest, no recent comprehensive review has synthesised the

available evidence concerning yoga among Malaysian children. Most published reviews either

focus on adult populations or examine international studies without considering Malaysia's

educational, cultural, and policy context. Addressing this gap is important because evidence-

based recommendations can assist educators, healthcare professionals, researchers, and

policymakers in designing culturally appropriate interventions that support children's holistic

development.

Therefore, this review aims to critically examine current evidence regarding yoga among

children in Malaysia by integrating Malaysian and international literature. Specifically, the

review explores the physical, psychological, cognitive, educational, and social benefits

associated with yoga participation; examines current implementation challenges; identifies

research gaps; and proposes future directions for educational practice, health promotion, and

policy development within Malaysia.

Methodology

Review Design

This study adopted an explorative narrative review design to synthesise the current evidence

regarding yoga among children in Malaysia. A narrative review was considered appropriate

because the Malaysian literature remains limited, diverse in methodology, and insufficient for
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quantitative meta-analysis. Unlike systematic reviews that focus exclusively on highly

comparable intervention studies, an explorative review enables the integration of empirical

studies, systematic reviews, scoping reviews, government reports, educational policies, and

theoretical literature to provide a comprehensive understanding of an emerging research area

(Baumeister & Leary, 1997; Page et al., 2021).

The review was guided by the principles of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic

Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) to enhance transparency in the identification,

screening, eligibility assessment, and selection of relevant literature (Page et al., 2021). Although

this review does not present a formal meta-analysis, the PRISMA framework informed the

search and reporting process. A comprehensive literature search was conducted using

internationally recognised electronic databases to identify peer-reviewed studies examining yoga

among children. The following databases were searched:-

Scopus

PubMed

Web of Science

ScienceDirect

ERIC

PsycINFO

Google Scholar

To complement the academic literature, policy documents and reports from the following

organisations were also reviewed:-

Ministry of Health Malaysia

Ministry of Education Malaysia
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World Health Organization (WHO)

United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF)

Ministry of AYUSH (India)

The search covered studies published between January 2015 and June 2026, while seminal

publications published before 2015 were included where necessary to provide theoretical and

historical context. The following keywords and Boolean operators were used:

"Yoga"

"Children"

"School children"

"Malaysia"

"School-based yoga"

"Mental health"

"Physical health"

"Education"

"Mindfulness"

"Child development"

Inclusion Criteria

Studies were included if they met the following criteria:

Published in peer-reviewed journals.

Written in English.

Focused on children or adolescents aged 5–18 years.

Investigated yoga interventions involving physical postures, breathing exercises, meditation, or

mindfulness.
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Reported outcomes related to physical health, psychological well-being, cognitive functioning,

academic performance, behaviour, or social development.

Included Malaysian studies where available, supplemented by international literature relevant

to child populations.

Published between 2015 and 2026, with seminal references included where appropriate.

Exclusion Criteria

The following publications were excluded:

Studies focusing exclusively on adults.

Editorials, commentaries, and opinion papers without empirical data.

Conference abstracts lacking full-text publications.

Studies examining meditation alone without a yoga component.

Duplicate publications.

Non-English articles.

Data Extraction and Synthesis

Information extracted from each study included:

Author(s)

Publication year

Country

Study design

Sample characteristics

Age of participants

Type of yoga intervention

Duration and frequency of practice
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Outcome measures

Principal findings

Study limitations

Given the heterogeneity of study designs, intervention protocols, and outcome measures,

findings were synthesised narratively rather than statistically. Evidence was organised into

thematic categories covering physical health, psychological well-being, cognitive development,

academic performance, social development, implementation challenges, and future research

priorities.

Quality of the Evidence

Priority was given to high-quality sources, including:

Systematic reviews

Meta-analyses

Randomised controlled trials

Scoping reviews

Longitudinal studies

Government policy documents

Scopus- and PubMed-indexed publications

However, the review also identified several methodological limitations within the existing

literature. Many studies involved relatively small sample sizes, short intervention periods,

inconsistent yoga protocols, and limited long-term follow-up. These limitations reduce the

strength of causal inferences and highlight the need for more rigorous research, particularly

within the Malaysian context.

Historical Development of Yoga in Malaysia
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Yoga originated in ancient India more than 5,000 years ago and has evolved into one of the

world's most widely practised complementary health interventions. Traditionally associated with

spiritual and philosophical traditions, contemporary yoga is increasingly recognised as a

scientifically supported mind–body practice that promotes physical fitness, emotional regulation,

stress reduction, and psychological well-being.

In Malaysia, yoga was initially introduced through the Indian community during the late

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Early practice was largely confined to Hindu cultural

and religious settings. However, over the past four decades, yoga has expanded beyond its

traditional roots and has become popular among Malaysians from diverse ethnic and religious

backgrounds. Today, yoga is widely offered in wellness centres, fitness clubs, hospitals,

universities, rehabilitation centres, and community organisations, particularly within urban areas

such as Kuala Lumpur, Penang, Johor Bahru, and Ipoh.

The Malaysian public increasingly views yoga as a health-promoting activity rather than a

religious practice. Many yoga programmes focus on physical exercise, breathing techniques,

relaxation, and mindfulness while avoiding religious or spiritual instruction. This health-oriented

approach has facilitated broader acceptance among educators, healthcare professionals, and

parents.

Interest in yoga among children has grown steadily during the past decade. Several

community organisations, including the Malaysia Yoga Society, have introduced school-based

yoga classes, holiday camps, teacher workshops, and outreach programmes aimed at promoting

healthy lifestyles among children. Reports from these initiatives indicate improvements in

students' concentration, classroom behaviour, emotional regulation, and interpersonal

relationships, although most evidence remains descriptive rather than experimental.
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Despite increasing community interest, Malaysia has yet to implement a national school-

based yoga curriculum. Unlike India, where yoga forms part of broader educational and health

initiatives, Malaysian schools generally incorporate yoga only through individual projects,

extracurricular activities, or collaborations with non-governmental organisations. Consequently,

access to yoga remains uneven across regions and school types.

The available Malaysian research is also limited. Nanthakumar (2018) reviewed the use of

yoga for managing stress and anxiety among school children and concluded that yoga appears to

improve emotional well-being while recommending greater integration into school physical

education. Nevertheless, the review emphasised that larger, well-designed intervention studies

are required before firm conclusions can be drawn regarding effectiveness in Malaysian school

settings.

Overall, yoga in Malaysia is transitioning from a predominantly recreational adult activity to

a broader health promotion strategy with potential applications in child development, education,

and preventive healthcare. Continued collaboration among educational institutions, healthcare

providers, researchers, and policymakers will be essential to establish evidence-based

programmes that are culturally appropriate and accessible to children from all backgrounds.

Theoretical Framework

Introduction

The benefits of yoga among children can be understood through several complementary

theories in psychology, education, and health sciences. Unlike conventional physical exercise,

yoga simultaneously influences physical functioning, emotional regulation, cognitive

performance, behavioural development, and social relationships. Therefore, its effects extend

beyond physical fitness and contribute to holistic child development. This review adopts three
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well-established theoretical perspectives that best explain the multidimensional effects of yoga

among children: Holistic Child Development Theory, Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems

Theory, and Positive Psychology Theory.

Holistic Child Development Theory

Holistic Child Development Theory proposes that children's growth occurs through the

integration of physical, cognitive, emotional, social, and moral development (Miller, 2007).

Rather than viewing these developmental domains independently, the theory argues that

improvement in one area positively influences functioning in others.

Yoga aligns closely with this perspective because it combines physical movement (asanas),

breathing exercises (pranayama), relaxation, meditation, and mindfulness within a single

intervention. Regular participation encourages children to develop physical strength and

flexibility while simultaneously enhancing emotional regulation, concentration, self-awareness,

and interpersonal skills.

For Malaysian children, this holistic approach is particularly relevant because current

educational reforms increasingly emphasise balanced development alongside academic

achievement. Integrating yoga into educational settings therefore has the potential to complement

existing initiatives promoting student well-being and social-emotional learning.

Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory

Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory (1979) explains child development as the result

of continuous interactions between children and the multiple environments in which they live.

The theory identifies five interconnected environmental systems:

Microsystem: Family, school, peers

Mesosystem: Relationships between family and school
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Exosystem: Community and parental workplace

Macrosystem: Cultural beliefs, educational policies, religion

Chronosystem: Development across time

Yoga influences development across several of these systems. Within the microsystem, yoga

promotes positive interactions among children, teachers, and family members through improved

emotional regulation and behaviour. At the mesosystem level, collaboration between schools and

parents can reinforce healthy lifestyle practices. The macrosystem is particularly important in

Malaysia, where multicultural and multireligious contexts require culturally sensitive

implementation of yoga programmes. Presenting yoga as a secular, health-promoting activity

rather than a religious practice can facilitate wider acceptance and participation.

Positive Psychology Theory

Positive Psychology focuses on enhancing human strengths, resilience, optimism, and well-

being rather than solely treating illness (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Within

educational settings, positive psychology emphasises helping children flourish emotionally,

socially, and academically.

Yoga complements this approach by encouraging mindfulness, self-confidence, emotional

balance, gratitude, and resilience. Numerous studies have shown that children who participate in

yoga programmes report lower stress and anxiety levels, improved self-esteem, and greater

emotional stability. These psychological strengths may also contribute to better classroom

engagement, improved peer relationships, and enhanced overall quality of life.

The integration of Positive Psychology with yoga is particularly valuable for Malaysian

schools seeking preventive approaches to support children's mental health and well-being.

Conceptual Framework
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Based on the reviewed literature, the following conceptual framework illustrates how yoga

contributes to holistic child development.

Inputs

School-based yoga programmes

Family and community support

Qualified yoga instructors

Child participation

↓

Yoga Components

Physical postures (Asanas)

Breathing exercises (Pranayama)

Relaxation techniques

Meditation

Mindfulness

↓

Immediate Outcomes

Improved flexibility and balance

Better respiratory function

Reduced physiological stress

Enhanced attention and concentration

Improved emotional regulation

↓
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Intermediate Outcomes

Increased self-esteem

Better classroom behaviour

Improved executive functioning

Stronger peer relationships

Greater resilience

↓

Long-Term Outcomes

Holistic child development

Improved academic performance

Better mental health

Healthy lifestyle behaviours

Enhanced social competence

This framework suggests that yoga operates through interconnected physical, psychological,

cognitive, and social pathways, ultimately supporting children's overall development.

Current Evidence on Yoga Among Children

Physical Health Benefits

One of the most consistently reported outcomes of yoga among children is the improvement

of physical health. Although yoga is often perceived primarily as a relaxation technique, research

demonstrates that regular practice enhances several components of physical fitness, including
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flexibility, muscular strength, balance, posture, coordination, respiratory function, and overall

physical endurance.

School-based intervention studies have consistently shown that children participating in yoga

exhibit significantly greater flexibility than those receiving standard physical education alone.

Improved flexibility reduces the risk of musculoskeletal injuries and contributes to better posture

and movement efficiency during daily activities. Enhanced muscular strength, particularly of the

core and lower limbs, also supports healthy growth and physical functioning.

Balance and coordination are additional areas in which yoga appears beneficial. Many yoga

postures require controlled body movements and sustained postural stability, which stimulate the

vestibular and proprioceptive systems. These improvements are particularly important during

childhood, when motor skills continue to develop.

Breathing exercises (pranayama) have also demonstrated positive effects on respiratory

health. Slow, controlled breathing improves lung capacity, respiratory efficiency, and oxygen

utilisation while reducing physiological stress responses. Such benefits may be especially

valuable for children with sedentary lifestyles or mild respiratory difficulties.

International evidence further suggests that yoga may contribute to healthy weight

management by increasing physical activity, promoting body awareness, and encouraging

healthier lifestyle behaviours. Although yoga alone is unlikely to replace moderate-to-vigorous

physical activity, it can complement existing physical education programmes by improving

functional fitness and promoting lifelong exercise habits.

Within the Malaysian context, childhood overweight and obesity have become significant

public health concerns. National surveys indicate increasing rates of overweight among school-

aged children, largely attributed to reduced physical activity, unhealthy dietary habits, and
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prolonged screen exposure. Integrating age-appropriate yoga into school health promotion

initiatives may therefore represent an additional strategy to encourage regular movement while

remaining accessible to children with varying fitness levels.

Evidence also indicates that yoga is generally safe for children when delivered by

appropriately trained instructors using age-appropriate practices. Reported adverse events are

rare, and most programmes demonstrate high participation rates and positive acceptance among

students.

Overall, the current literature supports yoga as an effective complementary activity that

enhances children's physical fitness while promoting body awareness, healthy movement

patterns, and long-term health behaviours. However, more large-scale intervention studies

involving Malaysian children are required to confirm these findings within local educational and

cultural settings.

Psychological and Emotional Benefits of Yoga Among Children

The psychological and emotional benefits of yoga have received increasing attention over the

past decade as childhood mental health problems continue to rise globally. Anxiety, stress,

emotional dysregulation, depression, behavioural problems, and low self-esteem have become

increasingly common among school-aged children due to academic demands, family stressors,

peer pressure, excessive screen time, and reduced opportunities for physical activity. Within

Malaysia, growing concern regarding children's mental health has encouraged educators and

healthcare professionals to explore complementary interventions that promote emotional

resilience and psychological well-being.

Yoga is recognised as a mind–body intervention that combines physical movement,

controlled breathing, relaxation, and mindfulness. These components work together to regulate
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the autonomic nervous system by decreasing sympathetic ("fight-or-flight") activity and

enhancing parasympathetic ("rest-and-digest") activity. Physiologically, this process lowers heart

rate, reduces cortisol secretion, improves respiratory control, and promotes emotional calmness.

Consequently, children who practise yoga regularly often demonstrate better emotional

regulation, improved coping skills, and reduced physiological responses to stress.

Stress and Anxiety Reduction

One of the most consistent findings across the literature is yoga's effectiveness in reducing

stress and anxiety among children. School-based intervention studies have reported significant

reductions in perceived stress following yoga programmes lasting between 8 and 16 weeks.

Breathing exercises (pranayama) and mindfulness practices help children become more aware of

their emotions and provide practical strategies for managing stressful situations.

In the Malaysian context, Nanthakumar (2018) reviewed available evidence and concluded

that yoga may be an effective complementary strategy for reducing stress and anxiety among

school children. The review recommended considering yoga within school physical education

while acknowledging the need for larger, well-designed intervention studies to strengthen the

Malaysian evidence base.

Emotional Regulation

Emotional regulation refers to the ability to recognise, understand, and manage emotions

appropriately. This skill is fundamental to children's social relationships, academic success, and

mental health. Yoga encourages emotional awareness through mindful movement and breathing,

enabling children to respond more calmly to challenging situations. Studies have shown that

children participating in yoga demonstrate:

Improved emotional self-control.
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Reduced impulsive behaviour.

Greater patience and tolerance.

Better frustration management.

Enhanced resilience when facing academic and interpersonal challenges.

These improvements may contribute to more positive classroom behaviour and healthier peer

relationships.

Self-Esteem and Self-Confidence

Yoga has also been associated with improvements in self-esteem and self-confidence. Unlike

competitive sports, yoga emphasises personal progress rather than comparison with others.

Children are encouraged to focus on their own abilities, set realistic goals, and appreciate gradual

improvement. This supportive environment can foster positive self-perception and intrinsic

motivation. Several studies have reported that children who regularly participate in yoga

programmes exhibit greater confidence in their physical abilities, improved body image, and

increased willingness to engage in classroom and social activities.

Depression and Mood

Although research on depression among children is less extensive than studies on anxiety,

available evidence suggests that yoga may improve mood and reduce symptoms of mild

depression. Mindfulness and relaxation techniques encourage positive emotional experiences and

reduce rumination, while physical activity contributes to the release of endorphins that enhance

mood. For children experiencing emotional distress, yoga may therefore serve as a valuable

complementary intervention alongside school counselling and psychological support.

Sleep Quality
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Adequate sleep is essential for healthy physical growth, cognitive development, emotional

regulation, and academic performance. Increasing use of digital devices and heightened

academic pressures have contributed to sleep disturbances among many children. Yoga has

demonstrated positive effects on sleep quality by reducing physiological arousal and promoting

relaxation before bedtime. Improved sleep may subsequently enhance concentration, emotional

stability, and daytime functioning.

Implications for Malaysian Children

Mental health concerns among Malaysian children have become increasingly recognised in

recent years. Academic expectations, examination pressure, urban lifestyles, and increased

screen exposure contribute to stress and emotional challenges. Yoga offers a practical, low-cost,

and non-pharmacological approach that can be integrated into schools or community settings to

support children's psychological well-being. However, culturally appropriate programme design

and trained instructors remain essential for successful implementation.

Overall, the available evidence indicates that yoga may help Malaysian children develop

healthier coping strategies, improve emotional resilience, and enhance overall psychological

well-being.

Cognitive and Academic Benefits of Yoga Among Children

Beyond its physical and psychological effects, yoga has demonstrated considerable potential

to enhance children's cognitive functioning and academic performance. Contemporary

educational research increasingly recognises that learning depends not only on intellectual ability

but also on attention, memory, executive functioning, emotional regulation, and self-discipline.

Attention and Concentration
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One of the most frequently reported cognitive benefits of yoga is improved attention. Many

yoga practices require children to maintain focus on body posture, breathing patterns, and

movement sequences while minimising distractions. This sustained attention strengthens

children's capacity to concentrate during classroom activities. Several school-based studies have

reported improvements in:

Sustained attention.

Selective attention.

Classroom concentration.

Reduced distractibility.

These improvements are particularly valuable for children experiencing learning difficulties

or attention-related challenges.

Executive Functioning

Executive functions include planning, working memory, inhibitory control, cognitive

flexibility, and decision-making. These higher-order cognitive processes play a crucial role in

academic achievement and everyday problem-solving.

Mindfulness-based components of yoga encourage children to pause before reacting

impulsively, regulate behaviour, and make thoughtful decisions. Improvements in executive

functioning have been associated with better classroom participation and more effective learning

strategies.

Memory and Learning

Research suggests that yoga may positively influence working memory and information

processing by reducing stress and improving attentional control. Lower stress levels allow

greater cognitive resources to be allocated to learning and memory consolidation.
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Some intervention studies have demonstrated improvements in short-term memory and

academic engagement among children participating in regular yoga sessions. Although findings

regarding direct effects on academic achievement remain mixed, improved attention, behaviour,

and emotional regulation are likely to contribute indirectly to better educational outcomes.

Academic Performance

Evidence regarding direct improvements in examination performance is less consistent.

Academic achievement is influenced by numerous factors, including teaching quality,

socioeconomic status, family support, and individual learning abilities. Nevertheless, children

participating in yoga often demonstrate:

Better classroom engagement.

Increased motivation to learn.

Improved attendance.

Enhanced self-discipline.

More positive teacher–student interactions.

These behavioural improvements create favourable conditions for academic success, even if

direct effects on examination scores vary across studies.

Implications for Malaysian Education

Malaysia's education system places considerable emphasis on academic excellence.

Consequently, many children experience examination-related stress from an early age.

Incorporating yoga into school wellness programmes may help students develop emotional

balance, concentration, and resilience while complementing existing educational initiatives

aimed at supporting holistic student development.

Social Development and Behavioural Outcomes
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Children's social development is a fundamental aspect of healthy growth, influencing

interpersonal relationships, communication, emotional intelligence, and overall quality of life.

Social competence acquired during childhood is associated with improved academic

performance, stronger peer relationships, reduced behavioural problems, and better mental health

throughout adolescence and adulthood. Consequently, interventions that strengthen social and

emotional skills have become increasingly important within educational settings.

Yoga contributes to social development by promoting self-awareness, empathy, emotional

regulation, cooperation, patience, and respect for others. Unlike competitive sports, yoga

emphasises personal growth rather than competition. Children learn to appreciate individual

progress while respecting the abilities and differences of their peers. This supportive learning

environment encourages positive interpersonal interactions and reduces social comparison.

School-based yoga programmes frequently incorporate group activities, partner poses,

breathing exercises, and mindfulness practices that foster communication and collaboration.

These experiences help children develop stronger peer relationships and improve classroom

cohesion. Teachers have reported that students participating in yoga demonstrate greater

cooperation during group work, increased willingness to help classmates, and improved conflict-

resolution skills.

Behavioural Improvements

Behavioural regulation represents another important outcome associated with yoga

participation. Several intervention studies have reported reductions in disruptive classroom

behaviour, impulsivity, aggression, and emotional outbursts following regular yoga practice.

These improvements are thought to result from enhanced self-control, better stress management,

and increased awareness of emotional responses. Teachers have observed improvements in:
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Classroom discipline.

Respect for teachers and peers.

Reduced aggression.

Better listening skills.

Greater compliance with classroom rules.

Increased patience and tolerance.

Such behavioural changes contribute to more positive classroom environments and facilitate

effective teaching and learning.

Emotional Intelligence and Empathy

Yoga also supports the development of emotional intelligence by encouraging children to

recognise and manage their own emotions while understanding the feelings of others.

Mindfulness practices cultivate empathy, compassion, and kindness, qualities that strengthen

friendships and reduce bullying behaviours. These outcomes align with contemporary

educational approaches emphasising social-emotional learning as an integral component of child

development.

Implications for Malaysia

Malaysia's multicultural society requires children to interact respectfully with peers from

diverse ethnic, cultural, and religious backgrounds. Yoga programmes that emphasise inclusivity,

cooperation, and mutual respect may therefore contribute to social harmony within schools. By

promoting empathy and emotional regulation, yoga has the potential to complement national

initiatives that encourage unity, respect, and positive citizenship among young people. Overall,

existing evidence suggests that yoga can positively influence children's social competence and
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behaviour, although further Malaysian research is needed to evaluate these outcomes within local

educational settings.

Yoga for Children with Special Educational Needs

Increasing attention has been directed towards the use of yoga as a complementary

intervention for children with special educational needs, including autism spectrum disorder

(ASD), attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), learning disabilities, intellectual

disabilities, and developmental coordination disorders.

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

Children with ASD frequently experience difficulties with communication, emotional

regulation, sensory processing, and social interaction. Several studies indicate that structured

yoga programmes may improve attention, emotional regulation, body awareness, and social

engagement among children with ASD. Breathing exercises and predictable movement

sequences can provide calming sensory input and reduce anxiety.

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)

Children with ADHD often struggle with impulsivity, hyperactivity, and sustained attention.

Yoga encourages focused attention, controlled breathing, and self-regulation, which may reduce

impulsive behaviour and improve concentration. Although yoga should not replace evidence-

based clinical interventions, it may serve as a valuable complementary strategy within

educational and therapeutic programmes.

Learning Disabilities
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Children with learning disabilities may experience difficulties with concentration, executive

functioning, and self-confidence. Yoga's emphasis on mindfulness and self-awareness can

support attention, working memory, and emotional resilience, thereby enhancing engagement in

learning activities.

Emotional and Behavioural Disorders

Children experiencing anxiety, behavioural challenges, or emotional dysregulation may also

benefit from yoga through improved coping strategies, relaxation, and enhanced self-control.

School-based yoga programmes have reported reductions in emotional outbursts and improved

classroom behaviour among vulnerable student populations.

Malaysian Perspective

Research examining yoga among Malaysian children with special educational needs remains

limited. However, increasing awareness of inclusive education and holistic intervention

approaches suggests considerable potential for future research and programme development.

Collaboration among educators, psychologists, occupational therapists, physiotherapists, and

yoga instructors may facilitate culturally appropriate interventions that complement existing

educational services.

Challenges and Future Directions

Despite growing international evidence supporting yoga among children, several challenges

continue to limit its wider implementation within Malaysia.

Limited Malaysian Research

One of the most significant challenges is the limited availability of high-quality Malaysian

studies. Existing research consists primarily of literature reviews, small pilot studies, and
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descriptive programme evaluations. Large randomised controlled trials and longitudinal studies

remain scarce, limiting confidence in the generalisability of findings.

Lack of Standardised School Programmes

Unlike countries such as India, Malaysia has not developed a nationally standardised school-

based yoga curriculum. Current implementation depends largely on individual schools,

community organisations, and private initiatives. As a result, programme quality, duration,

instructor qualifications, and teaching methods vary considerably.

Teacher Training

Successful implementation requires instructors with expertise in both yoga and child

development. At present, relatively few teacher training programmes specifically prepare

educators to deliver yoga safely and effectively within Malaysian schools. Professional

development and certification standards should therefore be strengthened.

Cultural and Religious Misconceptions

Malaysia's multicultural and multireligious society occasionally raises questions regarding

the cultural or religious interpretation of yoga. Educational programmes should clearly

communicate that school-based yoga is delivered as a secular health promotion activity focusing

on movement, breathing, relaxation, and mindfulness rather than religious practice. Transparent

communication with parents, teachers, and community leaders is essential to foster acceptance.

Resource Constraints

Limited funding, insufficient instructional time, and competing academic priorities may also

hinder implementation. Integrating short yoga sessions into existing physical education or well-

being programmes may represent a practical and cost-effective approach.

Discussion
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This review synthesised current evidence regarding the role of yoga in promoting the

physical, psychological, cognitive, and social well-being of children, with particular emphasis on

the Malaysian context. Although the Malaysian evidence base remains limited, the available

findings, together with extensive international literature, suggest that yoga is a promising

complementary intervention that supports holistic child development.

The findings consistently demonstrate that yoga extends beyond physical exercise by

integrating movement, breathing, relaxation, and mindfulness into a comprehensive approach to

health promotion. This multidimensional nature distinguishes yoga from conventional physical

education programmes, as it simultaneously targets physical fitness, emotional regulation,

executive functioning, and social competence. Such characteristics align closely with Malaysia's

aspiration to provide holistic education that nurtures balanced intellectual, emotional, physical,

and social development.

Physical Health

The literature indicates that yoga contributes to improvements in flexibility, muscular

strength, balance, posture, respiratory efficiency, and body awareness. These findings are

particularly relevant to Malaysia, where childhood obesity and sedentary lifestyles have become

increasing public health concerns. While yoga should not replace moderate-to-vigorous physical

activity, it represents a valuable complementary activity that can encourage lifelong healthy

movement patterns.

School-based yoga programmes may also benefit children who are less inclined to participate

in competitive sports because yoga emphasises personal progress rather than athletic

performance. This inclusive characteristic may improve participation among children with

varying physical abilities.
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Psychological Well-being

The strongest evidence identified in this review relates to yoga's positive effects on

psychological well-being. Numerous studies have reported reductions in stress, anxiety,

emotional dysregulation, and behavioural difficulties following regular yoga practice. These

findings are especially important given increasing concerns regarding childhood mental health

both globally and within Malaysia.

The combination of controlled breathing, mindfulness, and relaxation appears to reduce

physiological stress responses while enhancing children's capacity to regulate emotions and cope

with academic and social challenges. These outcomes support current educational priorities that

increasingly recognise the importance of mental health promotion alongside academic

achievement.

Cognitive and Academic Development

Evidence suggests that yoga positively influences attention, concentration, executive

functioning, working memory, and classroom engagement. Although improvements in

examination performance remain less consistently reported, enhanced attentional control and

emotional regulation create favourable conditions for learning.

Given the competitive educational environment experienced by many Malaysian children,

incorporating yoga into school wellness initiatives may help students develop healthier coping

strategies while supporting academic engagement and classroom behaviour.

Social Development

Yoga also contributes to children's interpersonal development by promoting empathy,

cooperation, patience, self-awareness, and respectful communication. Improvements in

classroom behaviour, peer relationships, and conflict resolution have been reported across
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multiple school-based programmes. Such findings are particularly valuable within Malaysia's

multicultural society, where social harmony and mutual respect represent important educational

objectives.

Malaysian Context

Despite encouraging findings, implementation within Malaysia remains relatively limited.

Current practice is primarily driven by community organisations, private institutions, and non-

governmental initiatives rather than national educational policy. The absence of a standardised

school-based yoga curriculum contributes to considerable variation in programme quality and

accessibility.

Another important consideration involves cultural sensitivity. Public perceptions regarding

yoga occasionally reflect religious or cultural concerns. The literature suggests that presenting

yoga as a secular, evidence-based health intervention focused on physical activity, breathing, and

mindfulness can facilitate broader acceptance while respecting Malaysia's cultural diversity.

Conclusion

This explorative review examined the current evidence concerning yoga among children in

Malaysia while integrating findings from the broader international literature. The review

demonstrates that yoga is a multidimensional intervention capable of promoting physical fitness,

psychological well-being, emotional regulation, cognitive functioning, behavioural self-control,

and social competence.

Although Malaysia has experienced growing interest in yoga through community

organisations, wellness centres, and selected educational programmes, research specifically

involving Malaysian children remains limited. Existing evidence suggests that yoga may reduce

stress and anxiety, improve concentration, enhance classroom behaviour, and contribute
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positively to children's overall development. These findings are consistent with international

research demonstrating the effectiveness of school-based yoga programmes across diverse

educational settings.

Several challenges continue to restrict wider implementation, including the absence of

nationally standardised school programmes, limited teacher training, methodological weaknesses

within existing research, and cultural misconceptions regarding yoga. Addressing these barriers

will require collaboration among educators, healthcare professionals, researchers, policymakers,

and community organisations.

Future research should prioritise large-scale multicentre intervention studies, culturally

appropriate programme development, longitudinal evaluations, and investigations involving

children with special educational needs. Establishing evidence-based teacher training standards

and integrating yoga into broader school health promotion initiatives may further strengthen

children's physical and psychological well-being.

In conclusion, yoga represents a feasible, low-cost, and culturally adaptable complementary

strategy that can support Malaysia's commitment to holistic child development. With appropriate

implementation and continued research, yoga has the potential to become an important

component of school-based health promotion and child well-being programmes.

Table 1. Summary of Current Evidence

Domain Key Findings Strength of Evidence

Physical Health Improved flexibility, balance,
strength, posture, respiratory
function

Strong

Psychological Well-being Reduced stress, anxiety, emotional
dysregulation; improved resilience

Strong

Cognitive Function Better attention, concentration,
executive functioning

Moderate–Strong
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Academic Outcomes Improved classroom engagement
and learning readiness

Moderate

Social Development Enhanced empathy, cooperation,
classroom behaviour

Moderate–Strong

Special Educational Needs Positive outcomes reported for
ASD, ADHD, and learning
difficulties

Emerging

Malaysian Evidence Promising but limited; more
intervention studies required

Limited
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