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Advance Praise for Mindful with Me


“Mindful with Me offers proven, practical, and fun practices for integrating mindfulness into our family lives. Another wonderful and unique addition to family practice.” —Chris Willard, PsyD, Harvard Medical School faculty, author of Growing Up Mindful: Essential Practices to Help Children, Teens, and Families Find Balance, Calm, and Resilience


“Mindful with Me is packed with practical techniques and playful activities that empower children and their grown-ups to find calm and regulation by embracing the present. This easy-to-use book offers parents, teachers, and caregivers invaluable tools to nurture children’s emotional and mental health. Everyday moments become mindful opportunities, building a foundation for a lifetime of well-being.” —Kira Willey, musician and author of Breathe Like a Bear: 30 Mindful Moments for Kids to Feel Calm and Focused Anytime, Anywhere


“As parents, we all want to be connected with our children. We all want to notice and savor the beautiful moments. In Mindful with Me, Sarah Dennehy makes connecting not just possible, but easy and fun. Packed with dozens of evidence-based, kid-friendly practices, Mindful with Me shows us how to deeply enhance our own lives and those of our children with mindfulness.” —Shonda Moralis, MSW, LCSW, author of Breathe, Mama, Breathe: 5-Minute Mindfulness for Busy Moms


“From the opening meditation, Mindful with Me immediately calmed my mind and opened my heart. What followed was a gentle and easy-to-read education on mindfulness and practical activities for connecting with my children in ways that they loved.” —Kate Janeski, MSW


“Mindful with Me is a perfect road map for parents and children to share a mindfulness practice that celebrates life’s small moments and opportunities to connect. Through the skills and strategies outlined in Mindful with Me, families can learn what works best for them and savor the powerful change in their lives that mindfulness can bring.” —Georgia Bomgardner, PhD, Nationally Certified School Psychologist
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For Jack and Isla











I invite you to pause …
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Soften your shoulders, your jaw, and the space between your eyebrows.
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Feel the support of the chair or ground beneath you.
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Breathe in slowly … and breathe out even more slowly.


And just be for a moment.
















INTRODUCTION





Welcome.


I wrote Mindful with Me to help parents and children connect through mindfulness. Whether you already have a mindfulness practice or you’re brand new to the concept, you’re in the right place, and I’m so glad you’re here.


In my years working with families as a behavioral consultant, I have witnessed firsthand how many parents and children rush through their days, trying to do everything on their schedule, yet frequently too busy and exhausted to spend (much-needed) quality time together. These families—who are just trying to keep up with the daily demands of life—are often stressed out, feel overwhelmed, and wish they had more time to connect with each other. When I later became certified to teach children’s mindfulness, it became clear to me that mindfulness is an effective and enjoyable bridge for families—a simple way to help parents and children connect. At the same time, mindfulness offers a range of practical and health benefits, including teaching valuable behavioral, physical, mental, and emotional skills.


I developed the framework of Mindful with Me as a way for you (and caregivers, teachers, or anyone who lives or works with children) to teach mindfulness strategies and skills to your child. Practicing mindfulness together just minutes a day can help your child better self-regulate and work through big feelings. In these intentional moments, you can also develop your own mindfulness skills and self-awareness—all while building deep connections with your child.


To help you integrate mindfulness seamlessly into your day, this book contains fun activities and inspiring practice ideas, laid out in a simple, easy-to-follow manner.




What Is Mindfulness, Exactly?


As a children’s mindfulness teacher, I often get blank stares when I tell people what I do. And I get it—the concept of mindfulness can be a bit ambiguous.


Years ago, when I began my meditation practice, I’d heard the word mindfulness, but didn’t quite know what it meant. I assumed it was interchangeable with the word meditation. It wasn’t until a few years later, when I decided to pursue a children’s yoga and mindfulness certification, that I discovered that mindfulness is more than just sitting in stillness.


Mindfulness is paying attention to the present moment with curiosity and kindness. It sounds straightforward enough—you’re paying attention and you’re doing it through a lens of compassion. But what does that really mean? Are we supposed to be present each and every waking moment? What does mindfulness actually look like day to day?


Here’s what mindfulness means to me:


Mindfulness is pausing to notice the cozy feeling of being indoors on a snowy day. It’s the feeling of gratitude as you admire the colors of a sunset. It’s recognizing your own physical or mental pain and allowing it to be without letting it dictate your next move. It’s the sensation of warm water running over your hands and the scent of the soap as you wash a pan after dinner. It’s how you treat others and how you respond to difficult situations. It’s taking the time to really listen to a friend with an open heart and mind, not just waiting for your turn to speak. It’s an awareness of the beauty of simple moments and small joys that are scattered throughout each day, like sunlight patterns on the wall or a deep belly laugh.


In practicing mindfulness with your child, you’ll discover your own paths and meanings, along with increased awareness of the joys in day-to-day life.









How Would You Like to Spend Your Days?


Writer Annie Dillard said, “How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.” Many of us are stuck in an ongoing to-do list. There’s so much out there competing for our attention that we easily get caught up in the race and tend to forget that our lives are happening right now. We have little control over most things, but we do have control over how we spend our time and where we choose to place our attention.


Mindfulness helps you be intentional about how you spend your days.


When you’re spending time with your child and you’re fully present, you form deeper connections. In these moments, your child will feel seen, valued, and safe. They know that no matter how they’re feeling or what they’re experiencing, they can come to you for support and understanding. These mindful connections help support your child’s development as a compassionate, self-aware, authentic person.







How to Use This Book


You may be asking yourself if it’s possible to not only get your child to sit still long enough to practice mindfulness, but also to want to do it every day. (And it’s okay if you don’t do it every day. Just aim to do it as consistently as you can.) Establishing an ongoing mindfulness practice with your child may be easier than you think, and this book will walk you through it step by step.


To kick off, the first two chapters will help you establish a foundation and space for your practice. Chapter 1 helps you explore why you would want a mindfulness practice in the first place and how it’s beneficial for both you and your child. In chapter 2, I introduce the connection corner: the physical space that you and your child will create and use for your daily practice.


Once your foundation is established (and this is important in building a sustainable practice), it’s time to dive into the activities, or what you’ll be doing in the connection corner. The activities are divided among six chapters: Breathe, Focus, Feel, Care, Rest, and Go.






Each of these chapters features four types of activities:
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Let’s Pause


Breathing exercises and other activities you can do together either seated or lying down
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Let’s Connect


Games and activities designed to foster discussion and closeness
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Let’s Move


Movement-based activities to either energize you or help you wind down, whichever is needed most
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Let’s Create


Mindful crafts and activities designed to inspire creative minds











Most of the activities (with the exception of some in the Let’s Create category) can be completed in five minutes or less.


Chapter 9 will help you put it all together. You’ll find suggestions to help you set up your own routines for the connection corner and throughout your whole day.


Over time, as you become more familiar with the activities and strategies covered in this book, you’ll find that the connection corner will become portable as well. You’ll be able to both practice mindfulness in this space at home and weave a more informal practice throughout your day, no matter where you are.












Personalize Your Practice


Although the activities in this book are suggested for ages four to eight, they can all be easily modified based on your child’s age and maturity level. Most of the activities can be done with more than one child at a time and will work just as well in a classroom setting or a therapist’s office.


Experiment with the different mindfulness practices to find activities that are meaningful to you and your child. As you work your way through the activities chapters together, I invite you to bookmark or dog-ear pages, write in the margins, star your favorite activities, and make them your own. Within the activities, you’ll be invited to sit, stand, dance, or walk. If you or your child has a physical limitation, feel free to modify activities or choose the ones that are most comfortable for you.


As you begin practicing mindfulness with your child, I encourage you to stay curious and present—and above all, have fun.




Let’s go!
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