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Introduction

Parenting is one of the toughest jobs there is. It is a role blanketed in responsibility as well as snuggles, discipline as well as smirks, and stress as well as heart-to-hearts. Parenting is also a mirror reflecting who you are. When issues arise with your children, it’s an opportunity to look inward and process your own reactivity. Parenting is a life challenge that can catapult your personal growth even when you don’t realize it.

For coparents, parenting may mean something different. The fact that you are reading this book means you either:


	Are separated or divorced with children and you need tools to effectively parent with your ex-spouse.

	Are no longer involved in a relationship with the person you have children with and need to figure out how to effectively parent with each other.

	You and a friend and/or partner have electively decided to have a child together and share in the responsibilities in effectively raising a child.



Regardless of the circumstances, you all have one thing in common: You want to raise your children to the best of your abilities and you have the wisdom to discern that your coparent has to be a part of the equation in some capacity. This is a book for those who recognize that their intimate relationship may no longer work with their parent partner but they have a strong intention to parent well together because it’s in the best interest of their child.

This book is a toolbox of discussion topics to consider and plan for when coparenting. You may be reading this book from the perspective that conscious coparenting is solely your responsibility. Conscious coparenting is a mindset and a practice. As you journey through this book, you will enhance your own journey with consciousness. You will increase your knowledge about the developmental stages of your child, about how to be a secure connector, and how to create a successful coparenting relationship. You will read real-life stories of coparents who are pursuing conscious coparenting practices in their homes. Divorce or separation is hard enough on children. Conscious coparenting is the opportunity to rise above the old story of the hurt and pain and create a new story that focuses on raising children with their best interests in mind and consciously working together to achieve this goal. It is my hope that this book brings awareness and healing into your life, and that your family will be touched in powerful and practical ways for the better.


Chapter 1

Conscious Parenting

Being a conscious parent is all about building strong, sustainable bonds with your children through mindful living and awareness. Traditional power-based parenting techniques that promote compliance and obedience can disconnect you from your children. Conscious parenting, on the other hand, helps you develop a positive emotional connection with your child. You acknowledge your child’s unique self and attempt to empathize with his way of viewing the world. Through empathetic understanding and tolerance, you create a safe environment where you truly hear your child’s ideas and concerns. When you find yourself in a stressful situation with your child, rather than reacting with anger or sarcasm, conscious parenting reminds you to take a step back, reflect, and look for a peaceful solution—one that honors your child’s individuality and motivations. This approach benefits all children, especially children raised by conscious coparents. Conscious coparents have the challenge of raising securely attached children in two different homes. Conscious coparents understand that even though the intimate relationship between partners was not able to endure, the nurturing and raising of their child, or children, takes precedence.

What Is Conscious Coparenting?

Conscious coparenting is when a coparent consciously chooses awareness and attunement to their child’s needs first and collaborates as consciously and effectively as possible with their coparent to raise their child with a secure connection in mind. Both parents desire a secure connection with their child or children, and they understand that the coparenting relationship’s primary task is to consider the child’s needs and development first before the emotional needs of each parent.

Research on secure attachment shows that children who know how to attach well are happier, more resilient, and physically healthier.




Conscious parenting isn’t a set of rules or regulations that you must follow, but rather it is a system of beliefs. Conscious parents engage and connect with their children, using mindful and positive discipline rather than punishment. They try to be present when they’re spending time with their children, avoiding distractions like TV and social media. Conscious parents respect their children and accept them as they are. The most important part of conscious parenting is building an emotional connection with your child so you can understand the underlying reasons for behavior.

Conscious parenting is about listening with full attention and embracing a nonjudgmental acceptance of yourself and your child. As you engage in the act of becoming a conscious coparent, you will discover a heightened sense of emotional awareness of yourself and your child; gain a clearer approach to self-regulation in the parenting relationship; and feel a greater compassion for yourself and your child.




Regardless of the circumstances of how you have arrived at coparenting, conscious coparenting supports putting aside all past grievances in order to focus on the main goal, which is to raise a healthy child who is securely attached to both parents. You can pursue this goal and embrace conscious coparenting practices even if your coparent is not in alignment with this practice.

If Your Ex Is Not on Board

After separation or divorce, you may discover a divide in one parent’s way of parenting versus the other parent’s way of parenting. When this occurs, it can be confusing for the child because the parenting in each of the homes is so different. There are also other challenges such as a lack of consistency or the child getting away with certain things at one parent’s house versus the other. As a result, the child may feel caught in the middle, or conversely the parents may find themselves manipulated by the child.

If you and your ex do not agree on parenting methods, there are a few options. One of the more popular books on coparenting suggests treating the coparenting relationship as a business. Raising the child together is a business transaction with each other, and taking the emotionality out of the discussion about the child will help the parent coparent more effectively. There is absolute value to this directive for those parents who have very difficult relationships with their ex-spouses. Additionally, there is another approach that may require more emotional work, but it is much more rewarding. It requires the modeling of secure connecting to your child, and gives your child permission to feel connected to both parents.

The Benefits of Conscious Parenting

Adopting the conscious parent philosophy can relieve your stress and improve your child’s self-image. The strong bond built between you and your child, along with your own calm respectful attitude, can help him develop positive behavior patterns. Divorce or separation can have adverse effects on a child’s self-esteem, but a conscious coparenting approach can buffer the potential negative effects based on your emotional availability as a parent. Your child will take his cue on how to manage his pain about the transition of family life based on how you are handling your emotions.

Conscious parenting brings with it a number of benefits, including improved communication, stronger relationships, and the feeling of greater happiness and satisfaction in life. Some of these benefits appear more immediately, while others take some time to emerge. The benefits of conscious parenting and mindfulness manifest when you make it a part of your daily life. With practice, conscious parenting becomes an integral part of who and how you are in the world and will in turn become a central part of who your child is as well.

Self-Awareness and Self-Control

One of the initial benefits of conscious parenting that you (and your child) will notice is a heightened awareness of yourself and your inner life, including your emotions, thoughts, and feelings. As you become more aware of these various forces stirring within you, you can begin to watch them rise without being at their mercy. For example, when you are aware that you are becoming angry, you have a choice about whether to act from that anger or attend to that feeling directly. You will start to notice the things that tend to set you off, your “triggers,” and you will anticipate your emotions before they have a hold on you.

Mindfulness is the practice of being attentive in every moment and noticing what is taking place inside and outside of you without judgment. It is the practice of purposefully seeing your thoughts, emotions, experiences, and surroundings as they arise. Simply put, mindfulness is the act of paying attention.




As you become more skilled at noticing the thoughts and feelings that arise, you will begin to notice them more quickly, even before they start to affect your actions. This awareness is a powerful tool. It opens up the possibility of saying, “Hey, I’m pretty mad right now . . .” as opposed to yelling at somebody you care about because you were upset about something else. It can do exactly the same thing for your child, helping her to learn to communicate about her feelings rather than just reacting from that place of emotion. As with most things, children learn this best by seeing it modeled by the adults in their lives.

Take Time to Notice

Often, you may notice that your emotions carry with them a sense of urgency. As you feel the impulse to act out arise within you, you will be able to see the forces driving that sense of “I need to do something.” They could be, for example, the thoughts that come up as you watch a three-year-old put on her shoes. Your mind might be buzzing with impatience, and the thought “I need to put her shoes on for her because she’s taking forever” arises. When you notice this thought, instead of immediately acting on it, you have some room to check in with yourself and act intentionally, instead of just reacting. This practice of noticing creates a certain amount of mental space where you can deal with the thought or feeling itself rather than acting on it.

Well-Being

Conscious parents understand that all they do and say over the course of each day matters. It is a sense of the now, being present in the moment without regard or worry for the past or future. When you become more mindful, you may find you become more accepting of the things in life that you can’t change and experience less stress. The net result is greater satisfaction and enjoyment of whatever each day has to offer. This sense of well-being offers a satisfaction and contentment in knowing that you are who you are intended to be, doing precisely what you are designed for in the moment.

As human beings, we each possess the tools for contributing something of value. Assess your gifts and talents—those personality traits and skills that make you unique—and determine how to employ them to enhance your parenting. If you take a full accounting of yourself—good, bad, and indifferent—and own the sum total of your individual experience, you are taking the first step toward conscious parenting.




Empathy

The awareness you gain as a conscious parent has the practical purpose of redefining your perception of yourself and your compassionate understanding of your child. When you understand how your child experiences the world and how she learns, you can communicate in ways that really reach her. This largely happens through modeling, or teaching through example. Doing so allows you to pass on the values and lessons that are important to you, regardless of your beliefs. Conscious coparenting strives to honor what both coparents have to teach their child and supports the strengthening of the bonds with both parents.

Acceptance and Validation

Your child relies upon you and your family to provide a solid foundation of self-esteem. Equipped with a strong sense of self-worth, your child will be better prepared to enter into a life that will likely present many challenges. Much of your time and energy will be spent raising, counseling, and disciplining your child in ways she will understand. It is important to try to equalize those occasions by reinforcing your love and appreciation of her gifts and talents.

Giving Your Child Full Attention

All too often people multitask their way through the day. This is a coping mechanism you have probably developed as a means of juggling the many projects, tasks, errands, and obligations you are responsible for. Although it is a common approach to managing the multiple things you have to do, it splits your attention in ways that distract your mind and actually lessens the quality of your attention. In reality, heavy multitasking causes your work and social interactions to suffer because of how it divides your focus. To avoid this becoming an issue between you and your child (and to make sure you’re modeling the kind of focus and engagement you want your child to use as well), make sure to practice engaged listening when you are at home with your family. This means setting aside other distractions, making eye contact, and giving the speaker (in this case, your child) your full attention. Even if you put down what you are doing and look at your child, check in with yourself. Is your mind focusing on what he is saying, or is it still planning, scheduling, remembering, projecting, or worrying? It is very easy to only half-listen, and this can be especially true when it comes to listening to children.

Multitasking is neurologically impossible. When you try to multitask, you actually rapidly switch between tasks. Each time you do so, you lose efficiency and concentration, so stop trying! Do one thing at a time so you can do it with your whole brain, then move on to the next.




The stories your child tells are not always relevant or very interesting to your adult life. The idea behind active listening is not that you suddenly care about what everyone else brought to school for Show and Tell today, it’s that you care about your child, and he wants to tell you the funny, strange, or interesting things that he experienced that day. The important part of this interaction is that your child wants to share his joy, curiosity, and interests with you. He wants to interact with you and share parts of himself and his life with you, and this is one of the ways he can do that. Don’t miss out on this gift, even if the subject itself bores you. The interest you may develop in these things as you listen to your child talk may surprise you. When a person you love cares about something, it becomes easier to see that “something” through his eyes and come to appreciate it even more.

Important Points to Consider

You want your child to have the best relationship she can have with both parents, and conscious coparenting can provide a secure base to foster secure connections. Here are a few ideas for further reflection:


	Empathetic understanding and tolerance create a safe environment where your child feels you are truly hearing her ideas and concerns.

	The most important part of conscious parenting is building an emotional connection with your child so you can understand the underlying reasons for her behavior.

	When you are at home with your family, engaged listening means setting aside other distractions, making eye contact, and giving your child your full attention.




Chapter 2

What Is Conscious Coparenting?

Parents who are coparenting arrive at this practice from a wide array of life experiences. While divorced couples make up the vast majority of coparents, other avenues may lead people to coparenting. Couples who lived together and had children and then decide their relationships no longer align may decide to coparent. There are also elective coparents who find partners to coparent with via friendships and websites because one individual wants to have a child and hasn’t found a life partner. Gay and lesbian couples may decide to coparent. Perhaps a couple who is dating discovers the woman is pregnant and decides to coparent the child. Whatever your reason for choosing coparenting, there are a variety of challenges and rewards that go along with this practice.

Challenges of Coparents

Coparenting can present a wide array of challenges. For example, the first challenge for divorced coparents is the realization that they couldn’t come to an agreement on certain issues and found that divorcing was the only way to solve the problem. Many challenges often focus around the theme of difference. Different parenting styles, value systems, finances, the ability to spend time with children, how to spend time with children, and expectations can create immense frustrations and disconnects between coparents. In fact, it may be fair to say that when coparents struggle with one another, it may be more about the parent’s own issues than what is actually best for the child. When a parent focuses on his or her own needs, it is difficult to remain attuned to the true needs of the child.

Another challenge for coparents can be the prior history they have together that can color their coparenting experiences. If you have negative past associations in your prior relationship, then more than likely you are expecting more of the same behaviors in your coparenting relationship. You may have developed certain habits on how to deal with your coparent. This results in making assumptions that leave little room for change. Typically, once you view a person in a certain way, it is hard to change your perception. This is often why coparents, who have extensive histories of not resolving conflict, continue to struggle, escalating their disputes by using their child as leverage.

The Strengths of Conscious Coparenting

Regardless of how you arrived at coparenting, you have an important choice in how you behave as a coparent. This is where conscious coparenting can help you transform your state of mind of who you want to be and how you want to act. It is ideal if two parents practice conscious coparenting, but one parent can practice it and have effective results. The results are demonstrated in the thriving relationship you have with your child and how emotionally healthy your child thinks, feels, and acts.

Conscious coparenting has added strengths too. For example, when parenting in two different homes, you can potentially set aside a more concentrated time to focus on your child. For parents who have their children full time, it is easier to get caught up in the busyness of home life and take time with their children for granted. Conscious coparents who share the work of parenting can use their nonsupervision time to replenish their inner resources so that when they do spend time with their children, they will feel present and focused. Children who have parents who are physically and emotionally available feel more connected to their parents, have a better understanding of themselves, and have stronger relationships with others.

Conscious coparents can also benefit by having another parent observe the child in a different environment. Sometimes parents who live together begin to defer to one parent’s opinion. When the child has two homes, the observations of the child from two different conscious coparents can help the parents understand the child better.

Conscious coparenting is not about being the better parent or the more loved parent by your child. No child wins when only one parent has a connected relationship. If you are truly looking to meet the true emotional needs of your child, then supporting yourself and your coparent’s ability to connect with your child is a priority.




In conscious coparenting, awareness of your child happens more organically when you can observe objectively instead of judging your child’s behavior in relation to yourself. Your child’s behavior is not always about you. All parents can be sensitive to this train of thought because we are often told that children are a reflection of their parents. For coparents, an extra layer of guilt can be created because you are raising your child in two different homes. When this kind of analyzing of your child is happening, conscious awareness is lost because it becomes more about the parent than about the child.

The same is true of analyzing your coparent. If you judge your coparent for character flaws or areas in the prior relationship that still trigger you, this past history and opinion will preoccupy your mind and leave little space for a more evolved relationship. Unprocessed history with your coparent can also be projected onto your relationship with your child and results in decreasing your present awareness.

Putting Your Child’s Needs First

Imagine a parenting relationship where both parents are able to put the needs of their child first and collaborate on how to meet those needs to the best of their abilities. As parents, we all have ideas about the best way to parent a child. Conscious coparenting asks the parent to put aside one’s own agenda and become lovingly curious about who your child is and what she needs to thrive. Coparents who work together with this intention in mind will have the most fulfillment in their coparenting partnership.

You may be reading this book and thinking this coparenting concept is too altruistic or idealistic. Before you indulge this thought further, think about the power of intentionality and conscious awareness itself. Setting an intention to focus one’s mind in a positive direction aids in accomplishing what you have set your mind to achieve. If you are intentional about having a thriving parenting relationship with your coparent, then you will move in that direction. It may not happen quickly but over time and with much repetition and practice, you can foster a coparenting partnership. Consciousness is about being actively aware of how you are behaving or feeling. The application for coparents, then, is setting the intention to practice mindfulness in your parenting and deciding how to approach your coparent with issues about your child. You can change a relationship just by how you choose to consciously interact.

Intentions are powerful statements that direct your thoughts toward something you desire to achieve. Write down the specific qualities you would like to exhibit in your relationship with your coparent. Once you have identified the qualities, post them somewhere you can see them every day, such as on your bathroom mirror, or set an alarm on your phone reminding you daily. For example, “My intention with _______ is to practice being patient, present, and kind with my words.” Daily intention setting reinforces in your brain where you want to put your focused attention.




Conscious coparenting will require more effort and repetition initially than parenting from other methods. This is because in conscious coparenting you are focusing on the quality of the relationship between you and your child, as well as on the quality of your relationship with your coparent in support of your child. Enhancing the quality of these relationships takes many repeated efforts to create a new habit. This is particularly so for the parents who are coparenting with ex-partners who were abusive physically, mentally, financially, and emotionally. You may have felt victimized in some capacity in the previous relationship, so to think of continuing a parenting partnership may seem impossible at this point. This may be true for your initial stage in the parenting partnership because you are adjusting to the changes of the relationship itself.

Give yourself permission to take some time to transition. There is no such thing as the “perfect parent.” You will most likely make some mistakes that are potentially hurtful. Rather, strive to be the “good enough parent.” As you read the rest of this book, you will learn tools to help develop your consciousness and move yourself to the change you are seeking. If you set the intention to be more conscious in how you want to parent your child, then you will create the relationship you are seeking. You will encounter the opportunities for growth that are necessary to heal, as well as the communicative tool set you need to work more effectively with your coparent.

When beginning a new habit, our neural networks in the brain typically need a lot of reinforcement. A research study from the University of London found it takes sixty-six days on average to form a new habit. The study also showed it could take as little as eighteen days, or as much as 256 days based on the context of the circumstances, the habit itself, and the individual. This means coparents should choose one action step in their coparenting they would like to focus on, set a strong intention, and then actively pursue the step daily so the intention becomes a habit.




Applying the Four S’s to Conscious Coparenting

The needs of children are very simple, and even the most well intentioned parents can miss moments to meet those needs. Every child’s connection needs typically fall under what neuropsychiatrist Dr. Dan Siegel coined the four S’s: safe, secure, seen, and soothed. Let’s look at how the four S’s apply to coparenting.
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