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Mindfulness


The simple act of giving nonjudgmental attention, moment by moment, to one’s internal and external environment and experience.




Introduction


BEING A PARENT IS one of the most important jobs a person can take on. Parents shape the future of the world as they shape their children, and to say it’s demanding is a massive understatement. Unlike almost every other job on the planet, you don’t get breaks. You don’t get days off. You don’t receive training. You often don’t even get a full night’s sleep. As a parent you are always on, which can be (and often is) completely exhausting and overwhelming.


When your child cries for no apparent reason, turns in disgust from the dinner you have prepared, behaves inappropriately, or ignores your repeated warnings or instructions, it is only natural to get frustrated (and even angry). This book has two significant tools to offer you:


First, there is a wealth of information here to help you better understand your child. Neuroscience and child development can help you gain insight into the why of your child’s behavior. When you are aware of how his physical, cognitive, and social-emotional development affect what he is doing, it can be much easier to respond skillfully rather than to react emotionally.


Second, this book will help you teach your child to live a more mindful life, and will raise your self-awareness and show you different ways to deal directly with thoughts and feelings that emerge from your role as a parent. Mindfulness helps you to practice being present within your life, just as it is, and hopefully be more intentional about what you do as a result. As you learn new ways to pay attention, you can be more the parent you want to be.


These tools can help you have more positive and effective interactions with your child, but that is still only half the story. When you understand how your child experiences the world and how he learns, you can communicate in ways that really reach him. This largely happens through modeling, or teaching through example. Doing so allows you to pass on whatever values and lessons are important to you, regardless of your beliefs. By teaching your children to be mindful, you can help them develop the character and qualities that you want to see in them.


For example, the practice of paying attention is an important skill your children can use for the rest of their lives. Many children (and adults) get into trouble because they are not paying attention to the details of what is going on, both around them and inside them. Mindfulness is a powerful way to learn presence and awareness. More than that, it is a practical tool for working with thoughts or feeling instead of ignoring them or getting swept away by them.


In addition, mindfulness practice brings with it a host of other benefits. It has been a hot topic in scientific research for a number of years, and evidence continues to mount demonstrating that mindfulness does much more than simply help you to deal with stress and negative emotions. Research shows that it has very real impacts on the brain, including:




	Strengthening nerve cells


	Increasing overall gray matter density


	Improving connections throughout and across the brain


	Cooling the emotional centers of the brain


	Improving cognitive and executive functioning skills





No matter what goals you have for yourself or your children, having a mindfulness practice can improve how you navigate the landscape of life and relationships.


This book will give you a basic understanding of the brain and child development, the resources you need to begin practicing mindfulness in your life right now, and perhaps even more importantly, practical tools for teaching mindfulness to your children.


For parents, mindfulness can be a powerful tool in improving a family’s communication, behavior management strategies, and appreciation of one another. In this way, the art of paying attention can actually strengthen your relationships. The more you practice mindfulness, the more open you will become to embracing every moment of experience as it comes without needing to control it.


So what are you waiting for? There’s no time but the present.




CHAPTER 1
An Introduction to Mindfulness


Mindfulness is the practice of being attentive in every moment, and noticing what is taking place both 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. This may seem easy, but the truth is, this is a difficult task for anyone, especially children. After all, there is so much to learn about this world for a child! But instilling mindful behavior in your children will give them the tools for emotional, academic, and social success now and in the future.


Being mindful cultivates awareness and concentration, two incredibly important traits for people of any age. The word mindful draws from three overlapping spheres: the physical, the emotional, and the environmental. These three areas are each processed in the same place, your mind. Together, they create the full realm of human experience. It is important to understand the basic parts of mindfulness, and how they can help both your child and yourself, before taking up this practice yourself or trying to teach it to your children.


Give Your Brain Something to Do!


You have been blessed with a fantastically powerful machine that resides between your ears. In fact, your brain is just about the most sophisticated, adaptable, and powerful machine ever developed. Not only does it control your body, interpret your senses, store your memories, and allow you to communicate through language, it can also learn new things and use what it already knows to create totally new ideas. The tricky thing about this machine is that it is always on and, if not attended to carefully, can easily run amok.
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Your brain has no off switch. No matter what you do, it keeps going. Sure, you can distract yourself in all sorts of ways, but your brain just keeps going. It is a biological Energizer Bunny. Even while you sleep, your brain remains busy.










Everyone has experienced this at one point or another: maybe you can’t seem to shake a weird feeling, you can’t get yourself to stop thinking an unpleasant thought, you can’t stop daydreaming about the weekend or what you are going to have for dinner and do once out of work. Some of these thoughts are pleasant, and some of them can be downright scary. You never know what is going to pop into your head when you don’t pay attention to what you are doing with your brain, and this is one of the keys to mindfulness.


Using Your Brain for Mindfulness


Mindfulness is the practice of paying attention to how you use and direct your brain. Think of your brain as a child with a toolbox. The tools give it enormous power to do useful and productive things, but if used improperly it can cause a lot of problems. You would never leave an unsupervised child to play with a bunch of tools, and this is exactly the attitude you need to take with your brain. Just like a child, your brain will wander and jump from thought to thought, even when you have given it something specific to focus on. You need to keep an eye on your brain and practice keeping it on task, lest you be at the mercy of its wanderings and storytelling. It might be helpful to understand mindfulness as the practice of making intentional choices about what you do with your brain, and taking responsibility for the power it has.


Mindfulness and Meditation


Mindfulness and meditation are two different (although complementary) things. Mindfulness is a state of paying attention to your inner and outer environments, which is something you can practice throughout each day and in the midst of any activity. Meditation is a special practice, a time you set aside to just sit still, breathe, and notice the activity of your mind. One way to think about it is that mindfulness is meditation in motion.


You do not need to meditate in order to practice mindfulness; however, it can help enormously to anchor and deepen your practice. When practicing meditation, you create a simplified environment that is ideally free from the distractions and busyness of life. This makes it much easier to focus and develop mindfulness skills, such as concentration and awareness, which you will need to use back in the chaos of the real world. Think of meditation practice as “going to the gym” for your mind. The foundation and intention that is cultivated during meditation is something you can carry with you everywhere and use in any situation, no matter how stressful.


Getting Started


Meditation is actually one of the simplest things in the world. It really is nothing more than sitting still and paying attention, but people can make it much more complicated than it needs to be. You might find yourself creating artificial roadblocks and barriers to meditation by saying that you need to set up a space first, then decorate it, buy some cushions, get a new pair of comfy pants to sit in, probably read a few books about meditation, maybe take a class . . . and only then, if you can “find the time,” will you actually sit. In reality, you don’t need any of those things to practice meditation. You can do it right now. Don’t be shy, give it a shot! Here’s how:




	First you need a quiet room and a good chair. Choose a room that is comfortable and peaceful for you. The less clutter the better. Any old chair will do, but you will probably find that kitchen-type chairs work better than recliners. You need something supportive in which you can sit up straight.


	Okay, do you have your room and your chair? Good. Now, before you sit down, stretch your body a little by reaching toward your toes and then reaching for the ceiling. Shake out your limbs just a bit to get the blood flowing. This helps get your circulation going before sitting down.


	After moving a little, sit down in your chair. Put your feet flat on the ground, with your hands resting on top of your thighs. Now, imagine a string coming out of the top of your head. To find the proper posture, imagine the string pulling you up into position and holding you there. Your shoulders should be relaxed and lined up above your hips.


	Relax your eyes and let them rest comfortably on a point on the floor a few feet in front of you. (Some people enjoy lighting a small candle to place on the floor, but it is not at all necessary). Don’t stare or focus, just let your eyes relax. It is okay if they droop a little, but keep them ever so slightly open so that you stay awake.


	Take a deep breath in through your nose. Pull the air down into your belly, filling up your lungs with fresh air. Gently but firmly, blow the breath out through your mouth. Good. Do this twice more.


	After you take three deep abdominal breaths, relax and breathe normally through your nose, in and out. Keep your mind on your breath, counting silently in your mind with each inhalation and exhalation: “In, one,” “Out, one,” “In, two,” “Out, two.” Stop after ten breaths. You’re done. Congratulations! You just did your first meditation!
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There are dozens of different ways to practice meditation. No one way is better than any other; the important thing is to find a form that works for you and meets your needs. If you are a physically active person and need to move, yoga or tai chi might work for you. If you like to sing, chanting meditation might be a good fit. Find what works for you!










Believe it or not, that’s it. Meditation really is one of the simplest things in the world, but deceptively so. In reality, there is a lot happening! Reflect for a moment on the experience you just had: How do you feel? What did you notice? What (if any) thoughts or feelings came up while you were counting your breaths? Is anything different after meditating?


The Thoughts Haven’t Stopped; Am I Doing It Wrong?


One of the biggest misconceptions about meditation is that when you meditate, your mind magically clears and you stop thinking. Ridiculous! Thinking is what the brain does. As long as you are alive, you will have thoughts. In fact, death is actually medically defined as the end of brain activity, so please don’t stop thinking.


What is different about meditation practice is how you manage your thoughts. Normally, thoughts begin in the mind as individual neurological “sparks” that suddenly flash to life. You notice these flashes and, where they catch your interest or attention, you begin to think them, expanding out from that initial flash. You time-walk forward and backward with your thoughts; you make associations and jump around; you make predictions about the future, judgments about the past, set goals, make to-do lists, and so much more. As all of this happens, you are drawn away from the actual world and surroundings you are in and into a world created by your mind.


In meditation, this is the kind of mental activity that you will learn to redirect back to the present moment. Thoughts will continue to arise naturally with no effort on your part, even if you try not to think. This is not a problem. Going along with your thoughts or getting pulled by your thoughts is normal; the difference is that in meditation, you commit yourself to noticing these thoughts as they come up and then consciously returning to your breath.


Opening Up the House


A useful metaphor for meditation practice is that of a house with all the doors and windows wide open, allowing anyone or anything to come and go as it pleases. When practicing meditation, your mind is this house. You want to imagine that you, the host, are sitting quietly in your living room and noticing all the things that come and go. As a new guest arrives, you greet and acknowledge it, but nothing more. Then you return to sitting, breathing, and noticing. Your guests are all well acquainted with the house and will find their own way around, and their own way back out. You just greet and acknowledge each one as it arrives, notice what it does and how you feel in response, and come back to your breath.


Make Time to Meditate


Meditation works best when you practice it every day, but it can be awfully tricky to fit it in with all of the other demands on your time. You need to have a plan if you are going to fit it in. Here are some tips to help you make it happen.




	Start small: Dogen, the most revered Japanese Zen master of all time, recommended that practitioners meditate for five minutes each day. That is a great place to start. The key is to make your meditation practice manageable, something you can do easily, maybe even something so easy to do that it becomes hard not to do it.


	Pick a consistent time: If at all possible, meditate at the same time every day. This helps to establish a routine.


	Mornings work best: Meditating in the morning is usually easier than meditating later in the day. In the morning, your brain hasn’t gotten up to full speed yet and you generally aren’t as distracted as later in the day. That being said, if it is most convenient to meditate in the middle of the day or in the evening, do it. The time of day you choose is less important than your commitment to sit for five minutes each day.  


	Do something physical first: A few minutes of exercise or light stretching before meditation can help you to focus. Not only does it feel better to get your blood moving, but exercise actually helps improve concentration. Give yourself a boost, and warm up before you sit.


	Pick a spot: Most us don’t have the space to designate as a “meditation room,” and the truth is, you don’t need to. It does, however, help to have a consistent space to use. You will find you develop a relationship with this space over time, so you want it to be comfortable, quiet, tidy, and easy to maintain.


	Chairs are fine: Meditation in a chair is just as good as meditation cross-legged on the floor. No need to buy fancy cushions and contort your body into a pretzel-like yoga pose. Just choose a sturdy chair, sit down, and count your breaths.





Meditating with Children


You can teach a child of almost any age how to meditate. The trick is keeping realistic expectations and tailoring the practice to your child. If you have your own meditation practice, your child has likely noticed. This can be a great starting point for a conversation. There is a natural curiosity about what parents do and a desire to participate in activities with parents, particularly with younger children.


When meditating with children, it is necessary to simplify the practice to make it accessible. Try to encourage your child’s innate curiosity and invite her to turn this inward. What does she notice when she holds still? Guide your child to pay attention to her breath, the sensations of her body, and the activity of her mind. With children, it is particularly important to engage in dialogue about the practice. Always spend some time debriefing with your child after a sitting. Ask her what she noticed and what she experienced. Be supportive throughout. Remember, there is no such thing as doing it wrong!


Time


When meditating with children, you have to adjust the amount of time that you practice. Even five minutes might seem like an eternity to a child, so start small. Invite your child to sit still with you for one minute, breathing and listening. Keep it short and positive, even if your child moves around or breaks the silence.


Meditating with Very Young Children


If your child is an infant or toddler, it is not very realistic to try to get her to meditate on her own. However, it is totally appropriate to share your meditation with them: Simply hold your child in your lap while you practice your meditation. She will be comforted by the stillness and by the presence of your body.


History of Meditation


Meditation practices can be found in almost all of the world’s spiritual traditions. In each, the instructions vary somewhat and the explanation of what is going on is different, but every religion from Hinduism to Christianity to Islam has at least one form of meditation.
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Mother Teresa, the famous Christian nun and activist, used to describe her prayer practice as listening to God. When asked if God ever spoke to her, she said, “No, he just listens too.” When asked by the interviewer to explain further, she replied, “If you don’t understand that, I can’t explain it to you.”










Regardless of the form of the practice or its religious context, all meditation is about working directly with the human mind. What’s more, you don’t need any religious context at all if you don’t want it. Some people come to meditation seeking spiritual guidance, while others come for the many benefits meditation can bring to the body and mind. Whatever draws you to meditation and whatever your goals, there is sure to be a good fit for you out there.


Is Mindfulness Meditation Religious?


Simply put, no. Mindfulness meditation is a secular practice that anyone can do without accepting any spiritual values or beliefs. It has been designed as such to make it accessible to as many people as possible. However, if you are a spiritual person, you can certainly practice in that way if you choose to.


Where Does Mindfulness Meditation Come From?


Mindfulness as it is taught today draws heavily from the Buddhist tradition. In traditional Buddhism, meditation is taught in two ways: mindfulness and concentration.
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Buddhism is arguably the most diverse of all the world’s religions. As it spread across Asia, it evolved into many different schools and sects as it encountered different cultures and was influenced by native beliefs. Today there are literally dozens of different sects, each with its own teachings, practices, and observances.










In concentration meditation, you focus your mind intently on one thing, traditionally a small clay disc, to the exclusion of all else. In mindfulness meditation, you open your awareness and watch the activity of your mind as it notices different things and different thoughts and emotions arise, moment by moment.


Who Was the Buddha?


The Buddha was born some 2,500 years ago as Siddhartha Gautama. As a prince of a northern-Indian village, he was raised in isolation from the rest of the world, as his father required him to remain within the walls surrounding the royal palace. The King wished to protect the young Siddhartha from the suffering of human existence and provided for his every want, wish, and desire.


As he grew in to a man, Siddhartha became discontented with his life within the palace and became more curious about the world beyond its walls. After many attempts, he eventually convinced his father to allow him out of the palace to see the city, and Siddhartha was taken on a tour of the city in a chariot. Of course, before the royal chariot made its rounds, an army of soldiers and janitors went along the chariot’s route, clearing away all the trash, the old, and the sick. Despite these efforts, Siddhartha saw four things on his tour of the city: an old man, a sick person, a corpse, and finally an ascetic (a religious seeker living a life of poverty and austerity). These four things left an indelible impression on the young prince. It gradually dawned on Siddhartha that not only was everyone he loved subject to sickness, old age, and death, but so was he.


Siddhartha resolved to flee the palace one night, renouncing his throne and taking up with a group of ascetics and seeking release from suffering. For years, Siddhartha practiced the most extreme austerities, living out of doors and in total poverty, renouncing all comfort and pleasure, fasting and meditating. Siddhartha learned well what the ascetics taught him and he practiced their ways with great vigor and intensity, but he remained unsatisfied and unfulfilled: his mind continued to be consumed with doubt, confronted with the inevitability of his own death. Eventually Siddhartha left the ascetics and set out on his own, continuing to practice alone. He pushed his body to its very limits, starving himself and spending almost all of his waking hours practicing the austerities he had learned. But still, he suffered and despaired for his inability to overcome this suffering. One evening, a young girl stumbled upon Siddhartha, starved and near death. The prince was so frail that the girl mistook him for a ghost and made him an offering of milk and porridge. Siddhartha was deeply moved by the girl’s compassion and, abandoning his austerities, consumed her offering and felt his strength return. Defeating his despair, he sat down beneath a near-by tree and resolved not to move from that spot until he achieved some insight into the suffering that seems to touch every aspect of human existence. He sat in deep meditation for days, eventually achieving his goal. From then on Buddha, or Enlightened One, would spend the rest of his life teaching his great realization to all who would listen.


Modern Mindfulness


The roots of the modern interest in mindfulness go back to the late nineteenth century. The first major contact Westerners had with Buddhism was at the Parliament of World Religions in 1893. Although this meeting had been planned to showcase the superiority of Western ideas and religions, the large Buddhist contingent stole the show. People were thoroughly impressed by speeches from great Buddhist teachers including Anagarika Dhamapala, Shoyen Saku, and D. T. Suzuki. This interest grew over the years as Westerners continued to find the ideas of Buddhism both intriguing and generally compatible with (if not complimentary to) modern scientific ideas.


Over the course of the twentieth century, this interest grew, particularly among psychologists who found Buddhist models of psychology and of the mind both rich and practical. Buddhism grew in popular culture in the West and meditation practices became more and more common. Starting in the 1970s, psychologists began research on the effects of meditation on the brain and found that there were real and substantial effects. One of these researchers, John Kabat-Zinn, wanted to separate the practices of mindfulness and meditation from their religious roots in order to make the practices more accessible to the general public. In 1979, he founded the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Clinic at University of Massachusetts Medical Center in Worcester, MA and began teaching a secularized model of mindfulness practice. In more recent years, as meditation has become more popular, academic research about its beneficial effects has continued to mount, and mindfulness programs have spread broadly, including in the business world and in schools.




CHAPTER 2
The Benefits of Mindfulness


Practicing mindfulness brings with it a number of benefits including positive impacts on the brain and emotional health, 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. Regardless, all of these benefits of mindfulness are a result of making it a part of your, or your child’s, daily life. With practice, mindfulness 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.


Impact of Mindfulness on the Brain


In recent years, there has been a wealth of scientific research on the effects of mindfulness on the brain. This research has shown the systemic impact that practicing mindfulness has on the brain, and specific benefits to both mental health and cognitive functioning. Mindfulness is particularly effective when working with anxiety and depression, and also has a positive impact on attention and executive functioning. Research has also shown that the brain is affected both structurally as well as functionally, meaning that mindfulness can actually stimulate further growth in existing brain cells in specific areas as well as enhance their existing functionality.


Mood and Emotional Regulation


One of the most powerful impacts of mindfulness practice is on mood. Your mood is influenced by a number of factors, including the amount of certain neurotransmitters circulating through your brain (particularly serotonin), as well as by patterns of brain activity. Much of the brain’s serotonin is produced in the brain stem just above the spinal cord. A joint study by Britta Holzel and colleagues at University of Massachusetts Medical Center, Massachusetts General Hospital, and the Justus Liebig University in Germany showed that mindfulness meditation stimulates serotonin synthesis and release in the raphe nuclei. Seratonin has many functions in the body, but it is closely associated with mood and feelings of happiness and well-being. This may explain one of the ways in which mindfulness practice can enhance overall mood and well-being.


Another critical component of mood is the balance of activity between the right and left hemispheres in the region called the prefrontal cortex (PFC for short). Generally speaking, higher activity on the right side of the PFC is associated with stronger and more frequent negative emotions and a tendency toward avoidance and withdrawal. Conversely, high levels of activity on the left side of the PFC are associated with more positive emotional states and higher levels of flexibility. These patterns apply both to reactions to events and to baseline emotional states. A study by Richard Davidson and colleagues at the University of Wisconsin found that eight weeks of mindfulness training shifted activity in the prefrontal cortex toward the left side of the brain, both as a baseline and in response to stimuli. Participants in the study observed an overall reduction in anxiety, stress, and negative moods. Remarkably, this shift was maintained even when the participants were not actively meditating.


In the same study, Davidson also observed that mindfulness practice enhanced the ability of practitioners to cool down their emotions when they got stirred up. This is because the prefrontal cortex functions as the conscious control center of the brain, and has the ability to affect functioning in many other parts of the brain. The increase in emotional self-control observed by participants in Davidson’s study was a result of a cooling of activity in the amygdala, a structure in the limbic system whose activity is closely correlated with negative emotions.


Mindfulness also has a strong impact on rumination, one of the most common and difficult to treat symptoms of depression. Clinically speaking, rumination is dwelling on negative emotions, thoughts, and memories. It is a passive mental task, one that occurs in the background of the mind and has a tendency to color a person’s experiences, putting a negative slant on basically everything that happens. This often appears as withdrawal, where the person who cannot stop ruminating is loath to do much of anything. In a study released in January of 2012, Philip Keune and his team of researchers at Eberhard Karls University in Germany found that mindfulness is a powerful tool against rumination. It can help reduce rumination over time while also increasing the person’s overall activity, which leads to an increased engagement in his life.


Increased Connectivity and Attention


In a study done by UCLA’s Lisa Kilpatrick, she and her colleagues found that mindfulness meditation brought about measurable increases in brain connectivity, particularly in the auditory and visual networks of the brain. Participants who learned mindfulness improved their ability to maintain focus and block out distractions.


One of the strongest effects of mindfulness that Kilpatrick’s study found was that not only does mindfulness help you to be less prone to distraction, it actually enhances your ability to focus on what you choose to give your attention to. This also correlates with improved cognitive functioning and perceptual learning, meaning that mindfulness can help you to be clearer, sharper, and more focused. When the brain can block out distractions and concentrate more steadfastly on what it is doing, it processes information much more efficiently. Imagine how your child could benefit from these effects.


Increased Gray Matter Density


“Gray matter” is composed of neuronal cell bodies, and is one of the two “traditional” components of the brain. Its counterpart, “white matter,” is largely composed of the fatty sheath around nerve cell axons called myelin. In the joint study of Massachusetts General Hospital, University of Massachusetts Medical, and Justus Liebig University mentioned earlier, it was found that mindfulness meditation increases overall gray matter density in the brain. Areas most affected included the hippocampus, tempo-parietal junction, brainstem, and cerebellum. Another Massachusetts General Hospital study by Sara Lazar also found that mindfulness increases the thickness of the cortex, which is the outermost layer of the brain.


This research has numerous implications. First, the thickening of the cortex and increased gray matter density occurs not from the growth of new brain cells, but rather from stronger, more robust existing cells. We know that the relative size of gray matter correlates with its overall health and functionality, so it is fair to say that healthier gray matter leads to healthier and more functional brains.


Next, the specific areas of the brain most affected by mindfulness practice are the ones involved in a variety of functions that heavily influence mood, emotional regulation, learning, and memory. The hippocampus, part of the limbic system closely associated with emotional regulation, is known to decrease in both volume and density in people who suffer from posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and serious depression. It is reasonable to infer that any activity that increases the density of the hippocampus will have a positive impact in these areas as well.


Another area that exhibited strong increases in gray matter density was the tempo-parietal (TP) junction, where the temporal lobe and parietal lobe of the cortex meet. This area of the brain is primarily associated with consciousness and social cognition. Your sense of where you are and how you are connected to your body are affected by the TP junction, and this is the area that gets most confused during out-of-body experiences. Even more interestingly, in terms of mindfulness, this is an area of the brain strongly associated with social cognition, that is, your ability to infer the feelings, desires, and intentions of others. An increase in gray matter density within the TP junction thus aids in a person’s ability to “read” and empathize with others. This is a very important tool for your children to learn.


Surprisingly, this study also found a significant increase in gray matter density in the cerebellum, a part of the brain generally understood to be responsible for physical coordination. It was found that two specific subregions, which have recently been associated with emotional modulation and regulating the appropriateness of emotional responses, were most affected.
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Does mindfulness meditation have an impact on the deterioration of the brain as we age?

Studies have shown that mindfulness meditation has a positive impact on age-related decreases in brain density. As we age, brain cells (much like other cells in our body) begin to lose mass and wither. This effect is closely correlated with diseases such as Alzheimer’s and dementia. Mindfulness meditation may serve as a tool to decrease these effects over time.










Stress and Health


Stress is not just something we experience in our minds; it is a chemical and physiological reality, for both you and your children. Medical research has documented many effects of long-term chronic stress including decreases in memory and cognitive functioning; increased heart rate, blood pressure, and cortisol levels; increased susceptibility to overeating, obesity, alcoholism, and drug abuse; and ultimately a decreased life span.


Stress results from a combination of both physical and mental factors that increase levels of certain hormones in our body. Because one of the brain’s primary roles is regulating the hormones in our body, stress can be reduced if you target the brain. When the mind is calm and soothed by a practice such as mindfulness, the production of cortisol and other stress hormones is reduced measurably. At the same time, mindfulness meditation has been proven to increase the activity of other hormones and neurotransmitters that reduce stress and promote feelings of relaxation. The net effect is an overall decrease in stress and an increase in feelings of well-being, happiness, and ease.


Imagine your child is nervous about a test. She notices that the anxiety she is having is a sign of stress, and instead of believing the thoughts about how badly she is going to do, she stops and takes a moment to breathe. She recognizes her stress as just thoughts, just something that is happening. Her brain calms and the stress cools and she is able to concentrate on the test despite her anxiety. Children and students who are able to self-soothe in this way are at a definite advantage when managing their stress inside or out of school.


Being More the Person You Want to Be


One of the most profound benefits of mindfulness is that it can help you to be more the person you would like to be in the world. One of the first benefits of mindfulness that you (and your child) will see 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 moving 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. Ultimately, mindfulness practice gives you more choice about who and how you want to be.


Self-Awareness


The first thing you learn to pay attention to is yourself and the rise of different thoughts and feelings in your own mind. The simple act of noticing that a feeling is coming on or that a particular idea has come up can be a powerfully liberating experience.


When you are first starting out, you may not notice that a thought or feeling has taken hold of you until you are in the middle of acting (or after the fact). That is no problem at all. As you become more acquainted with the practice, you will find it easier to notice the movements of your mind as they happen, rather than catching yourself “red-handed” in the middle of an emotional reaction or outburst (or once it has already passed). You will also start to notice the things that tend to set you off, your triggers, and you will begin to be able to anticipate your emotions before they have a hold on you.
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Most people come to mindfulness practice because they want to change something in their lives. Often, particularly in the early stages of practice, things can seem to get worse as you turn your attention inward and begin to see yourself more clearly. This is a normal part of the process and is actually a good sign!










Self-Control


As you become more skilled at noticing the thoughts and feelings that arise, you will begin to notice them more quickly, maybe even before they start to affect your actions. This awareness is itself a powerful tool. It opens up the possibility to say, “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 children, helping them learn to communicate about their feelings rather than just react from that place of emotion. As with most things, children learn this best by seeing it modeled by adults.


Often, you may notice that your emotions carry with them a sense of urgency. As you feel the impulse to do something 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 your three-year-old put on his own shoes. Your mind might be buzzing with impatience, and the thought “I need to put his shoes on for him because he’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 in which you can deal with the thought or feeling itself rather than being moved to act by it.
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Mindfulness acts directly on the parts of the brain that are most involved in self-control. By helping to raise your awareness of your emotions and to alter how you react, you will begin to see greater opportunities to respond in the ways you want to.










Inevitably, as you look inward, you will have opinions about the things you notice about yourself. This is totally normal. Recognize that these opinions and judgments are just another type of thought, and try to work with them like any other. Recognize them as they arise, acknowledge them, and give them space to breathe. Just because a judging thought arises (such as “Wow, I’m messed up,” or “This is all my parents’ fault!”) does not mean it is true. Although you may not want to have these kinds of thoughts and tend to push them away, you cannot “let go” of these thoughts or force them to go away altogether. As they arise, acknowledge them for what they are (transient clouds passing across the sky of your mind), come back to your core practice, and these thoughts will let go of you when they are ready.


Choices


People who do not pay attention to their thoughts and feelings often react abruptly when a feeling takes hold of them. This is particularly true of children, whose prefrontal cortexes (the brain’s center of reason, planning ahead, risk assessment, impulse control and emotional regulation) are still developing


Through the practice of mindfulness, you and your child can strengthen your emotional awareness and give yourselves space to choose how you want to respond. Regardless of the outcome, your ability to choose how you respond in any given situation presents you with the opportunity to be the kind of person you really want to be. This sets a powerful example for children.


Communication


As you become more aware of yourself and how you are responding to your environment, it becomes possible to apply this awareness to your communication with others. Noticing how your thoughts and feelings affect your speech can allow you to express yourself more intentionally, which can lead to more successful and satisfying communication with others. When applied to what you notice about others, mindfulness in communication can help you to express your perceptions or observations before reacting negatively (e.g., asking “You look/sound upset, is everything okay?” before reacting based on an assumption).


Saying What You Mean


Your words and particularly your tone of voice are hugely impacted by your feelings in any given moment. Even sensations in your body can have an effect on how you speak. When you are aware of these thoughts, feelings, and sensations, you can be more skillful in how you communicate and express yourself to make sure it comes across in the way that you intend.


Through mindful awareness, it also becomes possible to communicate about your feelings directly. It is not always possible to recognize an intense feeling like anger and still communicate in a positive way. If you are in pain, you are in pain! It can be difficult to speak with the kindness and care you might like to. However, if you are aware of this pain, whether it is physical or psychological, you can at least communicate that fact to others who then may not take the edge in your voice quite so personally. Just imagine what this skill could do for your child during a playground argument.
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How can I communicate about a feeling when it really has a hold on me?

The simple answer is any way you can. Ideally, this would be something said with some restraint, like “I’m really mad right now,” but sometimes it is hard to even muster that much control. Do the best you can in the moment and remember to give yourself credit for noticing how your feelings are affecting you. You will become more skillful with practice.










Listening


Communicating with other people is extremely difficult. Despite your best intentions to express yourself clearly, how other people understand and interpret your words is ultimately up to them and is in many ways beyond your control. You can do things that point them in one direction or another, but you can probably remember plenty of times when you have tried your best to get a point across and were misunderstood anyway.


It is funny to notice how quickly people forget about this when they are listening to others. It is easy to react to another person’s words without checking with him about what he meant or intended. Through mindfulness, you can become aware of these reactions as they happen (and eventually before you react). In that awareness, you have the opportunity to check with the person you are talking to before taking offense or reacting negatively.
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Children are prone to leaving out important details in a story or exaggerating certain things. Like many adults, their stories are often loaded with emotion and can be confusing to hear. Whether you are listening to a child or an adult, it can be helpful to understand their words not as a description of what actually happened, but as their experience of what happened.










It is not always possible to talk to another person about how he is communicating or feeling, however. Sometimes the other person is not in the right frame of mind to be able to have that conversation, and sometimes it is just not the appropriate time or place to do so. You should be particularly sensitive to timing with children. Regardless, mindfulness can still be a powerful aid to you when listening to another person. When you notice yourself reacting to someone else’s words, you can consider why he might be speaking with that edge in his voice or why he is being so curt. Ultimately you will only be able to guess at the reasons for his tone and attitude (until you can actually discuss it together); however, you do not have to take someone else’s bad attitude personally. You should be particularly flexible about this with children, as they are much less aware of things like their tone of voice or body language and often convey emotions that they do not intend. Remember that children learn through experimentation and have a conversation with them about how you respond to their behavior. Mindful listening can be a helpful tool for practicing compassion, and may allow you to respond to rudeness with kindness instead of reacting with mirrored rudeness or insensitivity.


In short, you never have to take anyone else’s bad attitude personally, nor do you have to let their sourness ruin your mood. In fact, by responding with kindness, you might even have a positive effect on them. Keep in mind that responding with kindness is not about changing someone else’s bad mood; it’s about being the kind of person you want to be, regardless of the circumstances.


Relationships


Mindfulness practice can have a profound and positive impact on your relationships, not only with friends and family members, but also with total strangers. Through a heightened awareness of your own emotional state, you open up a multitude of options regarding how you navigate your interactions with others. This is equally true for your children. A mindful child is more likely to check-in and discuss a situation than react negatively to it.


Depersonalization


Mindfulness begins with looking at your feelings, thoughts, and emotions. As you begin to understand these forces better, you will come to see the many and often subtle ways in which they can affect your external behavior. The next extension of this lesson is to realize that all people are subject to the same forces, and that everyone’s behavior is affected by how he or she feels. This creates more common ground between people, even those whom you’ve never met before.


When you are on the receiving end of somebody else’s negative behavior, it is very easy to feel that it is personal or somehow about you. When practicing mindfulness, however, it is possible to realize that just as you are at the center of most of your own thoughts, the other person is likely at the center of most of her thoughts. Like you, her behavior is most often driven by her own feelings and experiences. What a person says or does almost never has anything to do with you; more often than not, it is about her. There is no need to take it personally. This is a great tool to teach your children, especially as they meet their peers at school or on the playground.


Empathy


The practice of mindfulness is an ongoing lesson in cause and effect. As you notice your own thoughts and feelings, moment by moment, you will come to better understand what gives rise to those feelings. Although there is rarely a concrete or simple answer as to why you feel a particular way, you will begin to understand the many complex factors that influence your feelings and your behavior. Because other people function much like you do, many of these lessons are readily transferable.


Any idea you have about why you (or anyone else for that matter) feels or acts a particular way is just that: an idea. Another way to think of our ideas is as stories. Some stories are simple, while others are considerably more involved and complex. When you notice that your thoughts about others are also stories, you can make the choice to tell a different story.
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Different stories can completely change our perspectives on other people’s actions. What story do you tell when someone cuts you off in traffic? Is he an inconsiderate jerk? How does that story make you feel? How do you treat others after telling yourself that story? What if that person was rushing to the hospital for some reason? How would you feel then? Both stories are equally true and equally false. Ultimately, the choice is yours.
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