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Yoga for mothers and babies, 
NCT-style
By Julie Clayton

“Breathing exercises, visualisation and relaxation 
very much helped with preparation for labour and 
gave valuable rest time for body and mind.”
(Mother attending NCT Yoga for Pregnancy)

A photographic exhibition titled ‘A Mother’s Gaze’ in Stroud1 is drawing visitors 
to 12 stunning photos of mothers in yoga poses, first during pregnancy and 
then again with their babies when they are just a few weeks or months old. 
Side by side, the images show the powerful emotional bond that the mothers 
share with their babies.

It’s an exhibition that aims to raise awareness of the NCT ‘Hidden Half’ 
mental health campaign, about the often unseen anguish that mothers can 
go through before and after the birth of their babies. NCT antenatal teacher 
and yoga practitioner Gillian Holmes first had the idea during a conversation 
with photographer and artist Emilie Marsden. Emilie had practised yoga and 
hypnobirthing during her pregnancies and found it very beneficial.
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The exhibition highlights the value of yoga for all mothers during pregnancy 
and postnatally with their babies. NCT specialises in training practitioners to 
lead yoga classes for mothers during pregnancy and beyond birth, with that 
special ‘added value’ that NCT is so good at – helping mothers to connect 
with each other and make friends.

“They feel better for coming – they really benefit from the breathing and 
being able to get into comfortable positions, and they feel less stressed,” says 
Gillian. She also sees mothers benefit from the “shared sisterhood element” 
of the classes, in which they bond through being with other mothers going 
through the same experience at the same time. “They know there’ll be 
someone else in that group who feels exactly the same way as they do,”  
she says.

Gillian encourages this by ensuring that there is time at the end of each class 
for mothers to have refreshments, chat, share experiences and give each 
other practical hints and tips.

NCT currently has 57 practitioners running a total of 81 NCT Yoga classes 
each week around the country. These are a mixture of Yoga for Pregnancy  
(43 classes) and Mother & Baby Yoga (38 classes). Many of the practitioners 
run both types of classes giving them the opportunity to work with women 
from early pregnancy right through to when their babies are crawling.

“I found it friendly, useful and supportive. A great space to relax and just be 
with you and your baby. Gillian is lovely and you always feel welcome.”

“Your classes were amazing. I loved them and will miss going.”

(Mothers attending NCT Relax, Stretch and Breath yoga classes)

What training does NCT offer?
For the past 10 years NCT has provided ‘top-up’ training for already-qualified 
antenatal teachers and postnatal leaders to be able to teach Yoga for 
Pregnancy. But two years ago a new Yoga Foundation Module was included 
in NCT’s Birth and Beyond degree programme at the University of Worcester 
(in the second year, at Level 5). This gives new students grounding in yoga 
training so that they can go on to take 15-credit modules and specialise in 
either Yoga for Pregnancy, or Mother and Baby Yoga, or both.

The four-day Yoga Foundation module covers the history and philosophy of 
yoga, the evidence for its practice, and its benefits. Students are encouraged 
to attend their own yoga classes, and have to produce a short video about 
one of the Eight Limbs of Yoga to share with their peers. There is a focus on 
the female anatomy and how it relates to the yoga postures and breathing. 
Students are assessed on how they teach a sample session, including both 
yoga poses and breathing and hand gestures. Students also learn about the 
different types of ailments that pregnant mothers may have and to adapt 
postures accordingly, and how to structure a session around the needs  
of mothers.
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For Mother and Baby Yoga, the emphasis is on how yoga can be inclusive, and 
keep babies entertained. Poses are done with babies, and accompanied by 
singing and rhymes to promote communication between mother and baby. 
In 2016 a total of 18 practitioners qualified as teachers of the two NCT yoga 
courses, and in 2017 there were 19 newly-qualified teachers.

Once qualified, NCT yoga teachers manage their own bookings. Yoga 
for Pregnancy is a rolling class for mothers at all stages of pregnancy. 
Practitioners may see mums at anywhere from 12 to 42 weeks’ gestation 
and so have the opportunity to build longer relationships. They encourage 
mothers to come back and share their birth stories too. 

The education and training around working with parents during pregnancy 
and in the first two years of a child’s life helps to set NCT yoga teachers apart, 
according to Charlotte Whitehead, NCT practitioner and tutor who leads the 
Yoga Foundation module.

‘We like to say that what NCT offers is a fusion of yoga with the NCT bit that 
we do really well: getting women to make friends,’ she says. ‘We do circle 
time, sharing, and the social element at the end which helps mothers make 
friends. And we have a huge amount of knowledge and experience of working 
with women during pregnancy and postnatally.’

*A Mother’s Gaze is on at the Stroud Subscription Rooms from 3-10 March 
2018. For further information see http://bit.ly/2BWuk5u 

For more information
NCT Relax, Stretch and Breath/Yoga for Pregnancy classes 
http://bit.ly/2nHz7Ur 

NCT Yoga for Pregnancy teacher training 
http://bit.ly/2E1Ygza

NCT Mother and Baby Yoga practitioner training  
http://bit.ly/2EFHZB0
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