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Introduction

Being a conscious parent requires more than just offering caregiving. Conscious parenting is a nurturing and educational process that allows you to build strong bonds and help your child develop from a completely dependent infant to an independent, self-confident adult. Nurturing is a matter of expressing love. Education is a matter of training. Balanced parents offer a healthy mix of love and training. Providing one or the other is not enough.

As a parent, discipline is your responsibility. Your job involves helping your child develop appropriate beliefs and behaviors as a result of your example and guidance. The definition of right and wrong in your family depends on the values that you carry into parenthood from your own background and experiences. No two families are the same when it comes to beliefs and standards.

Becoming a first-time parent can be a humbling experience. It’s easy to feel overwhelmed and think that you don’t have what it takes to raise a child. The truth is, children teach you how to parent as they grow. Chances are, you know more than you think you do. Here are six “As” that most children want from their parents as they grow up.


	Attention—active listening and noticing

	Acceptance—understanding and acknowledgment

	Approval—valuing and praise

	Appreciation—recognition and thanks

	Affection—love through telling and through touch

	Authority—rules and guidelines for living



Take a deep breath, believe in yourself, deliver these, and you’ll do just fine.


Chapter 1

Conscious Parenting

Conscious parenting is all about building strong bonds with your children through mindfulness, positivity, and awareness. Traditional authoritarian techniques cause diminished confidence and frequent conflict. Conscious parenting, however, promotes a positive emotional connection with your child. By acknowledging your child’s uniqueness, you have the power to create a safe environment where she feels understood and heard. Conscious parenting focuses on positive discipline, active modeling, and the search for peaceful solutions. This approach benefits all children, especially those who are easily frustrated or often feel they have little control over their own behavior. Adopting the conscious parent philosophy can also relieve your stress and improve your child’s confidence. Building a strong bond and mutual respect will encourage positive behavior patterns.

The Benefits of Conscious Parenting

Conscious parenting isn’t a set of rules or regulations that you must follow, but rather a belief system. Conscious parents engage and connect with their children, using mindful and positive discipline rather than punishment. Your complete presence, without distraction, builds a child’s confidence and promotes mutual understanding. The most important component of conscious parenting is the establishment of a deep emotional connection with your child so you can understand the underlying reasons for behavior.

Conscious parenting is about active listening and embracing a nonjudgmental acceptance of yourself and your child. As you engage in the act of becoming, you will discover a heightened sense of emotional awareness of yourself and your child and a greater compassion for yourself and your child.


The benefits of conscious parenting include improved communication, a stronger bond with your child, and peaceful resolutions. Some of these benefits appear immediately, while others take time to emerge. The benefits of conscious parenting and mindfulness are a result of making this philosophy a part of your daily life. With practice, conscious parenting becomes an integral part of who you are, and can then become a central part of who your child is as well.

Self-Awareness and Self-Control

Through conscious parenting you will develop a heightened awareness of yourself and your inner being, including your emotions, thoughts, and behaviors. As you become more aware of these influencing forces, you can begin to acknowledge them without being at their mercy. For example, when you are aware that you are becoming angry, you have a choice to act or to acknowledge that feeling directly. You will begin to notice the things that tend to set you off—your triggers—and be able to anticipate your emotions before they take hold of you. Your child will witness your behavior and be likely to emulate it.

Mindfulness is the practice of being attentive in every moment, and noticing what is taking place both inside and outside of you without passing judgment. It is the practice of purposefully acknowledging your thoughts, emotions, experiences, and surroundings as they arise.


As you become more skilled at acknowledging your thoughts and feelings, you will begin to notice them more quickly, and allow them to have less control over your actions. Self-awareness is a powerful tool. It opens up the possibility of saying, “Hey, I’m pretty mad right now . . .” as opposed to screaming at somebody you care about because you were upset about something else. It can provide the same benefit for your child, helping him to communicate his feelings rather than react from a place of emotion. As with most things, children learn this best by seeing it modeled by the adults in their lives.

Well-Being

Conscious parents understand that all they do and say over the course of each day matters. As you become more mindful, you might find that you become more accepting of those things in life that you can’t change. 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.

Everyone possesses 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 account 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 he learns, you can communicate in ways that really reach him. Conscious parenting encourages you to view your behavior through your child’s point of view and to mold your reactions to meet his needs. This largely happens through modeling, or teaching by positive example. Doing so allows you to pass on the values that are important to you.

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 face life’s challenges. Much of your time and energy will be expended in raising, counseling, and disciplining your child in ways that he will understand. It is important to equalize those occasions by reinforcing your love and appreciation of his gifts and talents.

Giving Your Child Your Full Attention

All too often parents 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 that you are responsible for. Although it is a common approach to managing a busy day, it divides your attention and distracts your mind.

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), practice engaged listening when you are with your family. This means minimizing distractions, making eye contact, and giving the speaker (in this case, your child) your full attention.

Even if you set down what you are doing and are looking at your child, you might not be fully engaged. Is your mind focused on what she 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 multitask, you are actually rapidly switching between tasks. Each time you do so, you lose efficiency and concentration. Do one thing at a time so you can use your whole brain.


The stories your child tells are not always relevant to your adult concerns. The idea behind active listening is not to suddenly care about what everyone else brought to school for Show and Tell today; it’s about understanding what’s important to your child and acknowledging her experiences. Active discussions build strong bonds. When a person you love cares about something, it becomes easier to see that “something” through her eyes and come to appreciate it all the more.

Understanding Behavior

Conscious parenting is about viewing behavior from a standpoint of “why.” When you understand the reasoning behind the behavior, it is easier to react in a way that will benefit your child.

Many times, a child’s behavior is the result of a deep-rooted emotional concern. Being present with your child will help you to identify the reasons for specific behaviors and sense triggers. By encouraging your child to express his emotions verbally, rather than react through inappropriate behavior, you are teaching your child valuable self-regulation methods that will help him to be a well-functioning, confident, and empathetic adult.

Understanding your child’s behavior is not a process that happens overnight. Getting to the root of a behavior involves active, engaged listening. Discussing problem behaviors in the heat of the moment will accomplish little. Teaching coping strategies that will allow for peaceful resolution and, later, conversation about the feelings surrounding a specific behavior is a key strategy in conscious parenting.

Important Points to Consider

As you develop conscious parenting skills, you will see a transformation in the relationship between you and your child. As you enhance your parenting techniques, keep the following things in mind:


	Act deliberately. Take the time to really think before acting. What am I modeling by reacting the way that I do?

	Speak and listen from your heart. Don’t half-listen to your child. Be engaged and seek out information that will help you understand her better.

	Be a positive example. Model the behavior that you’d like your child to emulate. Share your values through positive leadership.

	Acknowledge your emotions and encourage your child to do the same. Recognize and accept the internal factors that result in behavior, both positive and negative.




Chapter 2

The Basics of Discipline

Children are born totally dependent on the adults who care for them. Your job as a parent is to provide consistent support and nurturing love, and to create a foundation of beliefs and behavior that your child can live by. It is through positive discipline that you will create this foundation. For the conscious parent, discipline requires more than just getting your child to adhere to behavior norms; it means understanding and addressing the feelings underlying undesirable behaviors.

Conscious versus Unconscious Discipline

Discipline is the ongoing process of instruction and correction through which your children are taught to act within family rules and according to family values. Unconscious discipline focuses on the negative, and the desire to immediately correct that behavior. What it fails to consider is the root cause of a behavior. Conscious discipline does not simply address a behavior, but also the thoughts and feelings that led to that behavior.

The most powerful way for parents to encourage positive behavior is to model that behavior and reward compliance with thoughtful appreciation, approval, or praise. A simple smile or hug can do wonders for reinforcing positive behavior.


Athletic trainers know how to focus on conscious, positive discipline. For a champion athlete to remain a champion, he has to stay focused on what he’s doing right. Certainly the athlete wants to know when he’s doing something wrong, so he can fix it. But fixating on the negative is a great mistake. Have you ever been shouted at or humiliated by a coach? You may not even remember why, but you can certainly remember the negative feelings. Positive discipline focuses on what is going right and keeps a consistent focus on what needs to be continued. Conscious discipline incorporates the “why” that led to the positive. If targeted stretching or practice drills led to increased performance, these activities are acknowledged and encouraged. The same principle applies when it comes to parents training their child.

How Discipline Affects Your Relationship

Consider your own behavior. How often do you give rewards versus punishment? Children are pleasure-seeking, so they tend to repeat behaviors that are rewarded. Even a small amount of praise will increase the likelihood that a behavior is repeated in the future. Children are also pain-avoiding, so they’re not likely to repeat a behavior that is appropriately punished. Does your child continue to repeat a behavior that you’ve consistently punished? If you’re providing attention, even the negative kind, you might be inadvertently rewarding a behavior by not acknowledging the root cause. Also consider that your frustration can lead to inappropriate responses. When you provide discipline, are you responding to your child’s behavior, or your feelings?

Influence over Time

Initially, rewards and punishments seem equally influential. Over time, repeated use of both methods will reveal significant differences in the influence they have on a child. The stronger the bond is between parent and child, the more likely cooperation is to happen. When a relationship becomes negative, resentment can occur, leading to decreased compliance. When punishment is expected, the desire to try is taken away.

Positive or negative discipline treatment from parents deeply affects how children learn to view themselves. Children who are praised often, and not judged harshly for their feelings, are more likely to grow up to be self-affirming, confident adults, but heavily criticized children often grow into negative, unconfident adults.


If you want your discipline to work well, make sure you consistently affirm a relationship that your child really values. Rely on instruction rather than correction, on affirmation rather than punishment, and on being positive rather than being negative.

Classical Conditioning in a Nutshell

Many parents are familiar with the concept of classical conditioning. When a reward is paired with a certain behavioral response, and this pattern is repeated consistently, the behavior becomes habit. If you give a child ten dollars each time he aces a test, soon he will consistently get stellar test grades. The flaw in this technique is that when the stimulus—in this case, the ten bucks—is suddenly removed, that positive behavior might cease.

The most powerful reinforcement is actually an intermittent reward. In other words, from time to time, acknowledge your child’s positive behavior and reward it by giving a hug and saying thank you. Your child will begin to get the idea that this behavior is what you like to see.

Compassionate Instruction versus Correction

Each time your son or daughter breaks a rule, you are presented with an opportunity. Conscious parenting views discipline as a teaching process. Maybe your child doesn’t understand what is being asked of him. Maybe the behavior is a logical response to a feeling that he is experiencing. Responding with clear, compassionate instruction will help you to get your point across, while strengthening your relationship.

An example of this might be: “The reason I’ve asked you to not tell people that I’m not home over the phone is that I don’t want strangers to know you are here alone for a little while. Next time, please tell the person that I cannot come to the phone right now, and ask for a number I can call back.” Sometimes a negative behavior is intentional, and a corrective response is in order. Explain how a behavior has made you feel and why it needs to stop. When the behavior is severe enough to warrant a consequence, make sure that the response is appropriate, not too harsh or too lenient, and that you respond this way consistently.

Do not use correction with a child who is genuinely not aware of a rule. This can lead to feelings of betrayal and mistrust. When your child does something inappropriate, turn this into a teachable experience. Hold your child accountable only for following the rules that you’ve clearly communicated to him.


When you correct a child, you should follow the correction with instruction, so he knows how to do things differently the next time. It’s difficult for a child to correct a behavior when he doesn’t know how he is supposed to react. Give clear examples describing what he can do differently next time.

Understanding Instruction

So how do you teach rules and values? Providing concise instruction and explaining why a rule is so important to you will ensure that your child knows what’s expected of her.

Parents As Models

As a parent, you are a family leader. What you do greatly impacts a child’s view of the world. If you ask your child to stop doing something that you do consistently, you are sending a very confusing message. If you leave items lying around the house and then reprimand your child for not picking up her things, she will receive mixed messages. Hitting a child as a punishment for her hitting another child is simply not fair. This is teaching your child that it is her, and not the behavior, that you don’t like.

Setting Examples

Modeling requires more than just instruction. If you want your children to demonstrate patience, exhibit patience. If you want your children to listen to you, listen to them. If you want your children to control their tempers, then control your own. If you truly value patience, listening, and temper control, then promote these values by displaying them.

Bad Habits

You might have a bad habit that you’d rather your child not develop. Suppose, despite your best efforts, you are frequently late, and now one of your children is starting a habit of keeping other people waiting. Could this behavior be the result of anxiety, which results in a self-fulfilling prophecy? It’s completely acceptable to acknowledge this flaw, communicate it to your child, and work together to come up with a solution.

By acknowledging and accepting your shortcomings and striving to correct them, you can use your mistakes to teach your children how to deal with challenges. It’s okay that you’re not perfect, and children need to understand that this is okay for them too.


You have an enormous opportunity as a parent to teach by both instruction and modeling. Don’t expect perfection from yourself or your child.

Instructional Amnesia

Adults often forget that not all behavior comes naturally. It can be difficult to identify with a child who seems to not be picking up something as quickly as you’d like her to. Think of how you feel when you have to learn a new software program. You might make many mistakes (and get very frustrated) while mastering the skills required. How behind do you feel, compared to your more tech-savvy spouse (or younger coworker), who seems to pick it up in half the time? Well, this is the way your child feels a lot of the time in comparison to you.

Learning by Repeating

It’s easy to assume that children should learn something the first time it is taught, when this is usually not a realistic expectation. In most cases, children, like adults, are multiple-trial learners.

Reminding and repeating instruction is part of the parent’s role. It is also important in determining which instructional approach works best with your child. Some children learn directions best from being shown the steps or from seeing a description in written words (visual). Some children learn directions best from being told and hearing it explained out loud (auditory). Other children learn from hands-on activity, having some physical involvement to help them understand (kinesthetic). Many elementary teachers use all three approaches to get information across. They put a homework assignment on the chalkboard for children to see, they read the assignment out loud for students to hear, and they ask students to write down the assignment in their notebooks to give students something to do.

Learning requires repetition. This often means providing instruction in multiple ways. If you give instructions one way to your child, and she repeats the offending behavior, be sure to explain your expectations differently the next time you correct her.


Principles of Positive Correction

Correction should be reserved for deliberate misbehavior, and it should be given with care. When an unnecessary correction takes place, it can threaten a young child’s security and injure his self-esteem. Angry correction can cause your child to wonder if you are actually upset with him rather than the behavior.

The goal of correction is to get a positive behavior change from the child in a manner that addresses the root causes of this behavior.

Consider the five principles of correction.

	
Correct a child’s behavior, but never degrade a child’s person. Don’t say “You’re a bad boy!” When you tell him that his behavior is unacceptable, he still needs to know that he himself is accepted by you. A bad behavior is not the result of a bad child. Children should never worry that they are at risk of losing your acceptance.
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