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INTRODUCTION

Peaceful Parenting

“Smile, breathe, and go slowly.”

—THICH NHAT HANH

You all know that’s easier said than done, but you’ve come to this book because you’re ready to make a change. You want a better, more relaxed life for your family—especially your kids.

This book’s mission is to give you the tools that you need to help your children self-soothe, help your children manage the stress and anxiety that comes along with twenty-first-century life, help your children sleep more peacefully—and most important, help your children believe in themselves.

The aim of this book is to offer you parenting solutions to everyday stressors. These solutions will empower you and your children to actively participate in creating your own stress-free moments; think of them as a collection of moments that result in the freedom to live more peacefully. It’s possible, and it only requires awareness and the willingness to integrate some simple relaxation techniques into your daily routine.

Your Go-To Tools: Breathing and Positive Statements

You were born breathing so it is already available to you—it’s effortless and involuntary. If you watch a relaxed baby breathe, their little bellies rise up and down with each inhalation and exhalation. This is how you are designed to breathe and it’s also how you naturally took in air—that is, before you began to experience stress.

Diaphragmatic—or belly—breathing is an easy, effective tool to teach your children. In fact, little ones embrace this method of breathing with less effort than adults. It’s probably because children still remember their baby-breathing days. In this book, you’ll discover how to pass on this valuable stress-reduction technique to your children.

Like belly breathing, positive statements can dramatically minimize the negative effects of stress. Consider this: Self-talk can reduce anxiety or increase it in mere seconds. The talking committee in your head can beat you down with criticism or lift you up with praise. Children, tweens, teens, and adults are all experts at self-criticism. Ask anyone to make a list of their shortcomings versus their assets and you will get a much longer list of self-criticisms. We are so hard on ourselves. This causes stress and undermines our self-value.

However, children are less embarrassed than adults to show themselves love through positive statements. You can likely close your eyes and hear an entire classroom of children shouting, “I LOVE myself!” But it’s much harder to picture a roomful of adults enthusiastically proclaiming the same thing. You may try to adopt a positive point of view, but a negative tone unconsciously tinges your affirmations. For example, instead of saying, “I will NOT yell today,” you can bump up the positivity factor by saying, “Today, I will respond with a calm voice.” Even reading those two statements should feel different to you. Try saying them quietly to yourself and out loud. Notice which way affects you at the deepest level. How enlightening it is to know which way works for you. It’s truly that easy.

Both of these techniques help you to feel good and reduce stress on the spot. Immediate gratification. Children feel the effect right away; they recognize it feels good and want to do it again. Voilà! Stress-free moments created.

It is never too soon for a child to reap the benefits of relaxation and stress management. There are reports that state that stress levels during pregnancy can affect an unborn child. I used deep breathing throughout my last pregnancy and I believe that my newborn was easier to soothe because of this. In general, age 4 is when a child can start to participate in relaxation exercises, but I have seen children as young as 18 months copy breathing and positive statements. Little exposures and creating a familiarity around relaxation can begin at any age.

Imagine …

… children counteracting the stress and trauma of today’s world.

Today’s children are exposed to unprecedented types of stress. Children are aware of events like terrorism, kidnappings, natural disasters, and many have family members or a parent deployed. Stress-related conditions are considered to be a national epidemic and bullying tactics have reached new heights. Incidents of child and teen suicide have seen record numbers.

Achievement-oriented parenting has placed extra demands on our children. Today’s children are running a stressful race that never ends. Pressure to excel at home, school, sports, and extracurricular activities creates a constant high-stress environment with no downtime. We think the child that manages the most activities while completing homework and maintaining high grades wins. But what do our children win at the end of the race?

Stress has been attributed to health issues ranging from high blood pressure to depression. The range of stress children experience can be as simple as arriving at school to find a substitute teacher for the day or as complex as being exposed to a violent image or experience. Stress-related symptoms in children can include—but are not limited to—unusual clingy behavior, sleep disturbances, physical complaints of headaches and stomachaches, and of course, rapid, shallow breathing. All of the resources and solutions have been focused on adults, but what about the children? There are scores of books designed to help adults manage their stress through relaxation and meditation. For the first time, we as a society are acknowledging that children are vulnerable to stress. The same techniques that have helped adults are now available to help children unwind, de-stress, and sleep peacefully. How different could your child’s life be if he was aware of the power of breathing and knew how to turn negative thoughts into positive ones?

Imagine …

… reading a book to your child that shows him how to manage his range of emotions and grow his self-esteem.

Visualize the wave of tranquility that spreads through your family. Envision your feeling of satisfaction as you watch your child’s self-esteem grow as he practices his affirmations. You will be inspired to see how easy it is for your child to apply breathing, visualizations, affirmations, and muscle relaxation to his life. Children have the ability to be active participants in creating their own healthy, peaceful lives. Children want to feel calm and in control of their minds and bodies. Children want to feel good!

Imagine …

… weaving a web of mindful moments that encourage your children to counteract stress, anxiety, and anger.

Today’s children are overstimulated by technology, media, and even noise. Our children are making their way in a world that has dramatically changed. More than kids of days past, today’s children are spending more time in school, in front of screens, and in structured settings such as daycare. Their fast-processing, multidimensional minds and bodies are expected to sit still and be excited by methods of teaching that need updating. The media bombards them with complicated, and potentially traumatizing images. Without complete vigilance to a media blackout, children soak in these messages. It has become necessary to counteract this by teaching our children stress- and anxiety-management techniques.

Imagine …

… a generation of children living longer, healthier, calmer lives than us, their parents.

My own stressful life journey sent me in search of ways to first help myself, and then my children. I learned that by simply adding deep belly breathing, affirmations, progressive muscle relaxation, and visualizations to my life, I could counteract the harmful effects stress was having on my body and mind. These techniques worked so well for me I wondered how my children would respond. I began to develop stories designed to entertain my children while at the same time introduce them to lifelong stress-management skills. I watched my young son follow along with A Boy and a Bear (Indigo Dreams CD) as he put his hands on his belly and learned diaphragmatic breathing. My daughter’s night terrors disappeared as she repeated positive statements with the animals of the forest in The Affirmation Web (Indigo Dreams CD). The myriad benefits my family experienced by integrating stress-management techniques into our lives inspired me to continue creating stories to assist other parents looking for a way to help their children. How different could your child’s life be if he knew how to slow down, relax, and see things more clearly?

That’s exactly what you’ll discover in the pages of this book.



PART I
THE STRESS CONNECTION

“For fast-acting relief, try slowing down.”

—LILY TOMLIN



CHAPTER 1
Relaxed Parents = Relaxed Kids

“In the happiest of our childhood memories, our parents were happy, too.”

—ROBERT BRAULT
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I became very sick from stress while I was raising my young children. My son was hyperactive and it took me two hours every single night to get him to fall sleep. At the same time my daughter developed stress-related night terrors. This created a tremendous amount of stress for my entire family. My husband and I were fighting about who was going to put our son to bed, and nobody was getting any sleep. Fortunately, this experience was the catalyst for me to find solutions for my own stress and inspired me to write stress-management stories to help my own children.





Helping your kids reduce stress in their lives begins with a stress-free you. Parents who practice stress-management techniques send a positive, calming ripple effect throughout the family. The first step entails looking at your stress levels and working to minimize them.




Imagine …

Close your eyes, take a deep breath, and imagine what it would feel like to be a peaceful parent.





Secure Your Own Serenity First

Parenting is one of the hardest roles to play. When coupled with jobs, household responsibilities, and the pressure to “keep up” or “keep it together,” it’s no wonder you feel like you’re carrying a mountain of stress along with you as you move through your days! These stressors take a toll even on the best of parents, in fact, just trying to be a “perfect” parent can leave you feeling wound tight and short on patience—as opposed to open and relaxed—which can lead to knee-jerk reactivity or saying things in the home that don’t contribute to creating the loving, carefree environment you desire. Unfortunately, your children absorb your stress; they are affected by how you respond when you’re in a constrictive state. They learn how to respond to life by modeling how you respond. When you learn how to implement a pause, you start to shift from reacting to responding.

—Relax FAQ—

Q: Will my own stress affect my kids? How can I handle that?

A: Stress is contagious. If one person in the house is stressed-out it will affect everybody. The good news is relaxation and calm are also contagious. If you are stressed-out and you are seeing that it’s affecting your children, the best thing you can do is acknowledge that you are stressed-out—be a good example! Tell your children, “I am feeling too stressed right now. I am just going to take a minute for myself to sit down and do my breathing.” Your child can sit next to you and do some deep breathing with you. It is such a gift to be able to identify your stress, acknowledge it, and then share with your children that you can manage it, you can take it down a notch, you can make yourself feel good again, you can control yourself … Breathe in, 2, 3, 4, and out, 2, 3, 4. Children see you changing your energy and they want to experience it along with you.

In order to help your child enjoy the benefits of a relaxed life, you first have to find ways to cope with your own stress levels and minimize your reaction to them. And here’s the good news: It’s NEVER too late to make a positive change. You can’t change the past, so it’s no use expending energy on worry or regret. And the future has not yet arrived, so planning how you’ll act differently does nothing to impact your life at this moment. Now—this present moment—is the only thing that matters! Now is the time you can make life dramatically better for yourself and your kids. All of your power is now. Not yesterday, not tomorrow, only now.

Are you ready to take a look at your stress? Take this quick quiz:


	Are you cramming more activities than you are comfortable with into a day?

	Are you saying “yes” to requests you wish you hadn’t?

	Are you sleeping less?

	Do you find yourself yelling at your kids more?

	Are you forgetting things and misplacing your keys?

	Are you spending more money that you want to?

	Is there a change in your routine?

	Do you feel like you are living mostly out of your car?

	Are fast food restaurants your primary source of meals?

	Are you getting sick more often?



A “yes” answer to any of the above questions indicates an increase in stress. If you are experiencing an increase in stress then so are your children. An article published by the American Academy of Pediatrics points out that “many parents believe that their school-age children are unaware of the stresses around them and are somehow immune to them.”




Parent’s POV

On Raising Happy, Stress-Free Kids

“I hear you basically saying that in order for our kids to be stress-free, parents have to be stress free first. When I stress, it stresses my kids, even at 8, 11, and 14. The only difference when they are older is that they tell you that you are stressing them! Breathe deep. Relax. Enjoy. Pray. When I can step out of the stress, my kids step out of it too.” —Janis





The Effects of Stress

Stress has reached epidemic levels. Unchecked, it manifests as “dis-ease” or imbalance, with detrimental effects on your mind, body, and spirit. Some less noticeable symptoms might be:


	Mood swings

	Inability to sleep

	Feelings of depression and powerlessness

	Inability to concentrate

	Poor self-esteem

	Anxiety and feeling overwhelmed



Stress shows up in two primary ways: as chronic or acute but short-lived stress. Research suggests short-lived, high-level stress may actually be good for helping your brain produce new neurons. Neurons affect a part of the brain responsible for improving memory and mental performance.

On the other hand, chronic stress for extended periods of time can put you at risk of developing a multitude of health problems. It suppresses new nerve cell growth and inhibits memory. Recent findings also indicate that persistent stress can cause irreversible harm to the body’s organs and major systems, including the digestive system, nervous system, reproductive system, respiratory system, cardiovascular system, immune system, and musculoskeletal system.

While all of this might seem alarming, keeping chronic stress at bay is possible and you should feel motivated to work toward a solution! Of course, feeling negative more often than not increases your stress levels. By adopting some of the techniques in this book, you and your family can implement more positive, stress-busting habits.

Stress-Reduction RX

There’s no quick-fix approach to minimizing stress, but stress recovery is possible. It begins with awareness. Just by reading this book, you have set your intention to awareness. The more “aha!” moments you notice as you travel on this journey, the more success you’ll have in reducing your stress responses. (Try it, take a deep breath in and exhale with a loud “aha!” and you will release stress.) Don’t worry! It takes time to develop that skill. However, if your plate is chock-full and you don’t see any immediate way of changing that, it’s most important to strive for balance. The deep diaphragmatic breathing, visualizations, affirmations, and muscle relaxation techniques you’ll explore later in this book are proven antidotes for stress, but here are some other tools you can use throughout a busy day to help minimize the effects of chronic stress. These include:


	Exercise—moving your body daily helps you burn off steam, while instilling a healthy habit that not only helps mitigate stress, but also benefits your brain, heart—and waistline.

	Reframes—repositioning a seemingly negative occurrence in a more positive light may not come naturally to you, but with a little practice, you’ll be able to find the silver lining in any situation, and this glass-half-full mentality is a great stress buffer.

	Simplifying—getting rid of all that no longer serves you (whether it’s physical objects or obligations you dread) can help minimize the feeling of clutter in your life and contribute to a more peaceful existence.

	Scheduled downtime—a mentor once called this “hammock time”! Giving yourself permission to laze about for half an hour a day can be one of the best gifts you can give your overworked nervous system.

	Developing an attitude of gratitude—it is impossible to feel stress and gratitude in the same moment, so cultivating a daily practice of expressing gratitude for all that you have can go a long way towards reclaiming your happiness.



Handling Work Stress

The constant juggling act between work and home can take a toll on your personal health, and chip away at your family unity. Stress depletes your mental and physical energy—key elements needed to maintain a productive work level and cohesive family. Relaxation revives and rejuvenates, empowering you to face your duties with clarity and enthusiasm. While completely unplugging during the workday is not an option for most of us, there are small steps you can take during the day to nurture yourself. Try listening to relaxing music, focusing on your breathing, reading an inspirational passage, or allowing yourself to drift away on a happy thought for a few minutes.

More tricks of the trade include:


	
Get Out of the Kitchen. If you are a WAHM (work-at-home mom) or corporate mom, meet other working moms for lunch or attend networking events. By speaking with others, you get out of your own head and gain valuable insight. You might realize that your professional achievements are even more impressive than you thought.

	
Surround Yourself with Dream Keepers. Spend your time and share your ideas with friends and relatives who believe in you. A positive attitude supported by positive people will help manifest positive results.

	
Outsource. Realize you cannot be an expert in every area. Hire help on an as-needed basis, or consider what tasks you can delegate at work. Even one hour a week of offloading or outsourcing can free up precious time you can use to revitalize your soul.

	
Be Prepared. When you have an important deadline or task at work, carve the necessary time out of your day to be prepared. Passion coupled with preparedness reduces worries and pays off at work—and at home.

	
Dress for Success. Whether you are a WAHM or SAHM (stay-at-home mom), save the pajamas for a mental health/wellness day by yourself or with your family. When you look successful and pulled together, you will feel more positive and upbeat. Dress for success or plain old happiness. Colors can chase the doldrums away. Even a simple change of color in your wardrobe can improve your outlook for the day.

	
Speak from Your Heart. When you speak from your heart, people listen. When you are truly heard, miscommunication is far less likely to occur—decreasing the potential for the stress caused by misunderstandings or untruths.

	
Visualize. Use the power of visualization for both career success and work-life balance. Close your eyes, take a deep breath, and imagine what it would feel like to receive the job offer of your dreams, or picture yourself leaving your job for the day satisfied with the work you’ve completed and ready to enjoy the rest of your day with your family.

	
Rally Your Family. Involve your children. Let them share and participate in your professional aspirations, whether that’s listening to you practice for a presentation or helping you select an outfit for your first day at a new job. Share the stress antidote of hope and enthusiasm.
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MINDFUL MANTRA

Just for today, I know that I have done everything I can possibly do for this day.

STRESS-LESS ACTIVITY: TAKE TIME OUT FOR YOU

Arrange for your husband or friend to take the kids to a movie or an activity that leaves you alone in your own space, house, or apartment for a couple of hours. Instead of doing laundry, working, or running out to do errands, enjoy staying in your own space and do something for you. Take a luxurious bath using lavender infused bath salts or decadent Dead Sea bath salts. Treat yourself to a bubble bath instead of your usual shower and nurture your inner child. Surround yourself with candles and take your time knowing the kids won’t be yelling “Mom!” Enjoy the quiet or crank up tunes from your high school days. Believe that you are worth it.

Schedule 20–30 minutes of downtime each day so both you and your kids can take a break from each other and recharge. This doesn’t have to equate to “nap time,” but carving out time to wind down is an effective way to diffuse stress and overstimulation:


	Go to the library for some peace and quiet.

	Shut off your cell phone for a few hours or an entire day.

	Take yourself out to lunch at a non-kid-friendly restaurant.

	Enjoy a movie at the movie theater sans kids.

	Go for a bike ride with just your thoughts.

	Sign up for an art class or pursue a hobby you always dreamed of.

	Take a nap and don’t feel guilty about it.

	Catch up on phone calls when you can’t be interrupted.

	Spend time outside listening to the sounds of nature. Be sure to look up as the very act of looking up can lift your mood.






Parent’s POV

On Introducing Mindfulness to Kids

“I am a disabled vet who suffers from chronic severe pain. Among the non-drug treatments I use are meditation and mindfulness to help me get through the breakthrough pain. My daughter saw me meditating one evening and wanted to know more about it (which thrilled me). I saw this as an opportunity to introduce her to some useful life tools. She loves guided visualization and positive affirmations, and she asks me to listen to one of them with her each night at bedtime. She is enjoying this first step and is ready for more!” —John





Monkey See, Monkey Do

As touched on earlier, an anxious family member affects the entire family. If you demonstrate healthy ways to manage and reduce anxiety your children will follow. Schedule downtime, watch what your children are being exposed to on TV, and give them boundaries. Handle situations with composure and give your children the tools to counteract stress, anger, and anxiety. Your children can become active participants in creating their own peaceful, calm, healthy lives. By demonstrating self-care, self-love, and self-respect, you become a healthy model for your children. Focus on integrating relaxation and stress management into your family’s life. Be the calm you wish your children to be.
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MINDFUL MANTRA

Just for today, I am honoring my need for quiet time.
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Each day brings numerous opportunities for you to incorporate stress management and healthy solutions. Breathing can be done almost anywhere, anytime. Focus on breathing when you are standing on line, taking a walk, going to bed, or even while you are sitting in the car for school pickups. When you practice breathing at home, invite your child to sit beside you or climb onto your lap. You can place your infant on your belly or hold her close to your chest so that she can feel your breathing. A toddler can put her hands on your belly to feel your belly go up and down. If breathing is your go-to tool, it will become your child’s. Demonstrating is always the most powerful teaching tool. If something feels good to a child she’s more likely to want to experience it again.





Stress: The New Norm

Although they might not have the words to express this, children want happy parents who aren’t stressed-out. Studies show that kids know when their parents are stressed-out and it makes them feel sad. Kids are most happy when they feel like their parents are balanced and happy with life.

But these days the overall message children receive is that everybody’s stressed-out, especially their parents. And this is normal. The next message they take in is how you handle stress. Do you turn to anger, binge eating, or drinking? Do you become angry and fly off the handle? Do you shut down and feel depressed? If so, it’s important to become aware of your habits and get help in overcoming them so that you can show your children a healthy alternative. As parents, it’s your responsibility to expose your children to coping skills they can use throughout their lives.

For example, in lieu of turning to reality TV to zone out when the stress becomes too hard to handle, you could instead rely on your newly acquired stress-reduction techniques. Imagine the effect on your child if you model this behavior by saying, “I’m stressed. I’m going to sit down and breathe deeply.” Or, instead of having a short fuse during a homework session (as a result of chronic stress), you say, “I don’t remember how to do this math, but let’s figure it out together.” Modeling behavior and demonstrating to your children ways in which they can show up in the world without succumbing to stress equips them with invaluable tools to cope. You can learn to respond instead of reacting. Taking a deep breath allows this response to develop.

If children learn to manage stress, they are better off later on in life. Case in point: Studies show children who practice relaxation techniques experience fewer visits to the doctor’s office.

Children copy what they see and feel. Stress, anxiety, and anger are easily mimicked. It’s very common for parents to unknowingly contribute to their child’s stress. One stressed-out family member can increase the stress levels for the whole family. Anxious parents usually have anxious children. Mean parents usually have mean children and on it goes. But the good news is that one calm family member can affect the family in the same way.

You are in such a great position to model using relaxation techniques to counteract stress. You will learn many of these techniques as you work through this book, but it boils down to this:


	Demonstrate self-care, self-love, and self-respect.

	Focus on integrating relaxation and stress management into your family’s life.

	Avoid overscheduling.

	Use self-esteem-building statements in regard to yourself and your children.

	Trust your parenting intuition.

	Surround yourself with dream keepers (people who support your dreams).

	Participate in healthy relationships.

	And most important: Lead by example.




SANITY SAVER    You can’t always make things perfect. Constantly rethinking the past and critiquing how you could have, should have, or would have done it differently causes guilt and stress. If your “should”ers ache, it could be from using these words. Make imperfect your new perfect.






Parent’s POV

On Overparenting

“I think I may suffer from this! I think time for yourself is important when parenting in general as well as not expecting too much of yourself. Easier said than done!” —Naomi





Shift Overparenting to Soulful Parenting

Overparenting, also called helicopter parenting, can cause undue stress. This usually comes from a place of fear. You may be afraid your children will get their feelings hurt, or make a less-than-perfect choice, or bump their knees. Parents often worry about their child falling “on their watch,” which can result in treating their child as if he needs to be in bubble wrap. Fear-based parenting creates anxiety for parents and children. The perfectionist, type-A personalities of some working moms have the potential to translate into helicopter parenting at home. This makes sense when you consider that moms in the workforce prior to having kids had to be persistent, aggressive, and in control at their jobs. It’s common to transfer that approach to being a parent.

When you relax, you can begin to parent from a place of calm and knowing. You gain access to a parenting soul that allows you to trust yourself, your knowledge, and your ability to parent. You begin to realize that childhood is filled with bumps and bruises. You see these as teaching moments when your children gain access to the coping skills they will need for the rest of their lives. By overprotecting your children you rob them of experiences that shape them. When you wrap them in bubble wrap and refuse to let go of the back of their bike you send them the message that you don’t believe in them. But when you let go and watch them right their wheels, you let your children know that they are capable. When my daughter rode her bike alone for the first time, she exclaimed … “I think I am dreaming …”
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