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Introduction

Being a conscious parent involves more that just being a caregiver to your son. It is a nurturing and educational process that allows you to forge strong bonds with your boy and help him grow from a helpless infant to an independent, self-reliant adult.

Few things in life are as important as raising a child. You may have dreamt of the birth of your baby, read stacks of books and magazine articles, attended classes, and talked eagerly with other parents. Then your baby—a real, flesh-and-blood boy—arrives. Suddenly nothing is as clear and simple as it once seemed.

The realities of raising a boy take even the most loving, committed, educated parents by surprise. At first, the challenges are fairly straightforward: You want him to eat, sleep, and, occasionally, give you a moment’s peace. Soon he develops a personality of his own. He finds interesting new ways to explore his world. And sometimes he proves not to be exactly what (or who) you expected.

In addition to understanding just how your son’s gender affects his development and behavior, you must learn how to connect with him on an emotional level so that you can make mindful choices regarding his upbringing. Boys learn differently than girls and have different strengths; they sometimes need different things from parents.

No one will ever know your boy like you do. You must decide what you want for your son and be willing to follow through every day of your lives together. You most certainly love your son, but love is not always enough to raise a kind and well-adjusted man. You must learn to mix love with wisdom, good judgment, understanding, and self-control. Conscious parents learn to rely on both their heads and their hearts, ask for help when they need it, and are willing to learn from their own mistakes.

The Conscious Parent’s Guide to Raising Boys offers you information and suggestions and can—with your own wisdom and experience—help you raise a successful, capable, and happy young man.





Chapter 1

Conscious Parenting

Being a conscious parent is based on 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 your child feels that his ideas and concerns are truly being heard. When you find yourself in a stressful situation with your child, rather than reacting with anger or sarcasm, conscious parenting reminds you to instead take a step back, reflect, and find a peaceful solution—one that honors your child’s individuality and motivations. This approach benefits all children, especially boys. There are some distinct biological differences between boys and girls that affect their behavior and development, and understanding just how his gender impacts the choices that your child makes can help you to be an effective parent. Adopting the conscious parenting 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, helps him to develop positive behavior patterns.

The Benefits of Conscious Parenting

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 his 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, you will discover a heightened sense of emotional awareness of yourself and your child, a clearer self-regulation in the parenting relationship, and a greater compassion for yourself and your child.


Conscious parenting brings with it a number of benefits, including improved communication, stronger relationships, and the feeling of greater happiness and satisfaction with life. Some of these benefits appear more immediately, while others take some time to emerge. The benefits of conscious parenting and mindfulness are a result of making 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.

Well-Being

Conscious parents understand that everything they do and say over the course of each day matters. It is a sense of the now, being in the present without regard or worry for the past or future. When you become more mindful, you may find that you become more accepting of the things in life that you can’t change and experience less stress. The net result is greater satisfaction with and enjoyment of whatever each day has to offer. This sense of well-being offers a satisfaction and contentment in knowing that we are who we are intended to be, doing precisely what we 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 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 the values and lessons that are important to you, regardless of your beliefs. Having an awareness of how your son’s gender influences his behavior will only help you to appreciate the world from his point of view.

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 expended on raising, counseling, and disciplining your child in ways that he will understand. It is also important for you to reinforce your love and appreciation of his gifts and talents.

Are Boys Different from Girls?

Psychologist Elaine Aron, PhD, tells the story of an informal experiment regarding gender. A young infant was left in a park with an attendant who claimed to have agreed to sit with the baby for a few minutes, not knowing if it was a boy or a girl. Many people stopped to admire the infant, and every one of them was upset about not knowing the baby’s gender. Several even volunteered to undress the baby to find out.

Gender turns out to be one of the earliest expectations parents have for their children. Some parents pray for a son; others hope for a daughter. Why? Are boys and girls really that different?

Until recently, even researchers were reluctant to talk much about gender differences. In the world of women’s liberation and political correctness, there was something suspicious about saying that girls and boys might be inherently different. Parents were encouraged to avoid gender bias and were discouraged from teaching stereotypes to their sons and daughters. Little girls should not be restricted to dolls, this reasoning went; instead, they should be encouraged to become police officers and doctors, not “just mommies.”

Little boys faced an even more difficult challenge. You may agree that it is good for girls to explore their strengths, but is it really all right for boys to explore their sensitivities? The same parent who chuckles as his son tumbles around the playground, shaking his head and saying with a smile, “Boys will be boys,” may feel a small stab of worry when that same little boy picks up his sister’s doll and contentedly settles down to play.

Researchers Rebecca Parlakian and Claire Lerner found that parents of toddlers react more positively to children in gender-traditional play, such as girls playing with dolls, and more negatively to children engaged in nontraditional play, such as boys playing with dolls. This undoubtedly reflects cultural beliefs about gender roles and shows how early these beliefs are communicated to children.


Much of what you have learned about boys and girls comes from generations of assumptions, your own parents, your friends, and the world around you. For example, you may believe that boys are strong while girls are weaker. Boys are brave; girls are more timid. Girls are allowed to cry; boys had better not cry in public.

Society allows girls to be giddy and silly; boys must demonstrate that they know how to be manly. Even in this liberated world, working women still bear the bulk of the responsibility for childcare, keeping a home, cooking, and cleaning. Why? Well, our culture still assumes that those jobs are women’s work. Many mothers never train their sons to do these tasks.

As you hold your own precious son in your arms or watch him begin to explore the world around him, you may find yourself wondering exactly what it means to raise a son. What is masculinity, anyway? What do you need to know to raise a healthy, happy boy, one who grows up to be a healthy, happy man?

Conscious Parenting and Boys

Your son’s gender is just one of the many traits that make up his personality. Making an effort to explore each of these unique traits, including his gender, will help you to relate to him on a deeper level.

The extent to which your son’s gender influences his personality and behaviors will vary, based on quite a few factors. For example, two children may share a common interest in basketball. They both spend time playing the game and thinking about it. The first boy grows up with an appreciation for the game, which influences his decision to become a physical education teacher, and he later ends up coaching his local middle school team. The second boy dedicates himself to building his skills as a basketball player. Also influenced by his love of the game, he accepts a basketball scholarship from a university and graduates with a degree in communications, later becoming a sports writer. Both boys had something in common. How this commonality influenced their life paths was based on their unique personalities and a myriad of outside factors.

Think of the traits that make your child unique. Does he have a particular interest or ability that stands out? Your child’s individual gifts and experiences make up his whole self. Gender is just one of the many factors to consider when making parenting decisions regarding your child.


Your appreciation of your child’s uniqueness will make your home and family a place where he is unconditionally loved and understood. Many parents of boys have successfully implemented the conscious parenting philosophy in their family lives, and it has had a tremendous effect on their son’s happiness.

What Is a Typical Boy?

Take a moment to think: Suppose someone asked you to describe a typical boy. What would you say? You might describe a rough-and-tumble kid who loves to run and climb, play baseball or soccer, and get dirty building fortresses in the backyard. You might describe a young person who is courteous, respectful, kind, reliable, strong, and able to take care of himself—at least most of the time. You might talk about a boy with holes in the knees of his jeans, untied shoelaces, and a face smeared with jelly, one with worms in his pockets and a reluctance to show weakness. Perhaps your typical boy would be stoic, courageous in the face of danger, and fearless when faced with a challenge.

But is that an accurate description of a real boy? More importantly, is it an accurate description of your own son? Sometimes flesh-and-blood boys don’t match their parents’ expectations, with consequences that are troubling for everyone.

Exploring Your Own Expectations

What you believe about boys in general and your own son in particular will have a powerful influence on the child, the young man, and the adult he becomes. As his parent, you shape the world your son inhabits, teaching him by your example about the things that truly matter in life. You will teach him—often without realizing you are doing so—about men, women, love, life, and success. Your son will begin his life by seeing himself through your eyes. If you’re thinking that this is a heavy responsibility, you’re correct.

What if you want very much for your son to follow in your footsteps, but he refuses? People generally respond better to invitations than they do to commands. You can teach your son about what you enjoy and share it with him, but you cannot force him to become something he is not. He will be healthiest and happiest when he is free to explore his own path—with your guidance and support.


All parents have hopes and dreams for their children; you will, too. But part of being a mindful and loving parent is balancing your own expectations for your son with a realistic understanding of who your son truly is—heart and soul.

Think for a moment about your own childhood. What was the mood in the home you grew up in? Did you feel good enough just as you were, or were your parents critical and demanding? What do you think your parents believed about your siblings? Were you loved more, or less? Did you feel a sense of belonging and worth, or did you constantly have to work harder to earn your parents’ approval? What impact do you think your childhood has had on your adult life?

All children are born hardwired to connect to their parents, and all children crave their parents’ love, approval, and support. As the years pass, you will undoubtedly discover that your son’s task in life is to become himself. He will match your expectations in some ways and surprise you in many others.

What Do You Want for Your Son?

Imagine for a moment that someone has handed you the keys to a beautiful, high-powered new car. Let’s say that you don’t check the tires, the gas, or the oil. You don’t decide on a destination or get out a map. You don’t pack a lunch or water to drink. You just jump behind the wheel, turn on the ignition, and stomp on the accelerator. What do you suppose will happen?

Sometimes parents approach raising a child just that impulsively; each day becomes its own crisis. You must help your son to sleep through the night, crawl, walk, use the toilet, and, eventually, go off to school. He must learn to do his homework and his chores, drive, and come home on time. It can be tempting to look no further ahead than today’s challenges, and there will certainly be many of those as you parent your growing boy. Short-range parenting may work for today, but it may not be the best approach for your son’s long-range health and happiness—or yours.

Long-Range Parenting

Here’s a suggestion: Imagine that thirty years have gone by and your son is now an adult. What sort of life do you want him to have? What character qualities are important to you? What skills do you believe he will need to be successful? When he is grown, what kind of man do you want him to be? Take the time to sit down with your son’s other parent, or on your own if you are single, and write down the answers to these questions. Most parents discover that they have never really thought about parenting in this way before.

You may find that you want your son to be responsible, compassionate, confident, and kind. You may want him to be successful, educated, spiritual, and independent. You may wish for him to have stable relationships, a happy marriage, and healthy children of his own someday.

Roots and Wings

Post your list of skills and character qualities that you want your son to develop where you will see it often. Then, as you and your son travel through life together, use your list as a map to your final destination. The spilled juice, the temper tantrum, and the chores left undone—all are opportunities to learn and to teach your son what he needs to know to be successful and to build a relationship that will last both of you a lifetime.

A wise person once said that a parent’s job is to give a child both roots and wings—roots so they always know that they can return home for love and comfort, and wings so they can soar. Learning to know the fascinating person your boy really is will help you give him the foundation and the joy he needs to soar through life.

Important Points to Consider

There are some distinct differences between raising boys and raising girls. As you develop a conscious parenting plan for your son, consider the following points:


	Gender is just one of the many characteristics that make your son unique. If an approach works well for one child, it might not necessarily be a good fit for another.

	Boys need love, touch, and unconditional support from their parents, just as girls do.

	Consider your own expectations for raising a boy and take the time to write out a document that outlines what you want for him.







Chapter 2

Preparing Yourself for Parenting

Your son’s journey toward adulthood is influenced by the traits and qualities he was born with, but it is also shaped by your personality, who you are, and what you bring to the process of parenting. As a parent, learning to be open and accepting of your son’s unique self will help him grow with confidence—and there is no better way to do that than through conscious parenting.

Your Experiences Affect Your Child

How do we become who we are? Here’s a simple explanation: A child is born with a certain set of traits and genetic tendencies. He may be short or tall, blond or dark-haired; he may have physical strength and coordination or an inborn gift for music and creativity. He may be naturally optimistic or a bit negative. He will have to use the abilities he was born with to make sense of his surroundings, and to decide how to thrive—or how to survive.

Humans have a need to attach meaning to everything they experience. We create meaning—in other words, we make unconscious decisions—about everything in our lives, from whether or not we’re loved and wanted to whether we’re smart or cute or athletic. Researchers call these early decisions adaptations and say that they make up much of our adult personalities. Not surprisingly, parents have a significant impact on the adaptations their children make.

The experiences you encountered and the decisions you made growing up have shaped the way your brain responds to relationships—including your relationship with your son. Exploring, understanding, and accepting your childhood experiences will help you understand and connect with your son as he grows.


One of the most valuable things you can do as a parent is to spend time understanding your own experiences and what you have decided about yourself and others as a result. Daniel J. Siegel, MD, and Mary Hartzell, MEd, suggest some questions to ponder in their thought-provoking look at neurobiology and parenting, Parenting from the Inside Out. Take a moment to think about these questions and write down your answers.


	Who was in your family when you were growing up?

	What was your relationship with your mother like? Your father? Do you ever try to be like (or different from) one of your parents?

	How did your parents discipline you? How do you feel that affects your role as a parent now?

	How did your parents communicate with you when you were happy and excited? When you were angry or unhappy, what would happen? Did your father and mother respond differently to you during emotional times? How?

	What impact do you think your childhood has had on your adult life in general, including the way you think of yourself as a parent and the way you relate to your own children? If you could change something about the way you relate to your son, what would it be?



You may not think your own attitude and experiences have anything to do with how you raise your son, but the fascinating field of attachment parenting teaches us otherwise. Parents who have come to terms with their own past and who feel confident about their ability to raise a child, and their child’s ability to grow into a good person, are better prepared to have healthy parental relationships.

Learn from Your Past

Your answer to the questions about your childhood probably stirred up some old memories. Perhaps some were happy; others may have made you feel sad or even angry. Take the time to reflect on your memories and notice whether or not it’s easy to tell your own story. If you can start at the beginning of your life and relate your autobiography smoothly, without large gaps, and without feelings of trauma or distress, chances are that you have a coherent narrative.

Stories—our own and those of others—are how we make sense of our lives. Researchers tell us that what happens to us is not as important as what we decide about what happens to us. In other words, the meaning you have attached to your early experience, and if you have learned to accept your unique self, is more important than the facts of what happened to you.

Your parents influenced your early experiences, for better or worse. You are now influencing your son’s. Taking the time to understand where you came from (and decide where you want to go) will help you be an understanding and caring parent.

The Power of Attachment

Not long ago, even experts believed that the human brain had a solitary existence within a single human skull. New technology, however, has allowed scientists to peer within the living brain, and what they have discovered is both exciting and sobering. Your brain is a highly social organ. It is designed to connect with other brains, and it literally changes its structure and function over your life span. The most powerful element in creating these changes is relationships with family, friends, and other significant people in your life.

When children have a predictable and repeatable experience of being cared for, it creates what is called a secure attachment. Security gives children the sense of well-being necessary to explore their world and develop in healthy ways. Understanding yourself and creating a secure bond with your son is crucial for getting him off to a good start in life.


Secure Attachment

About half of all people have a secure attachment. This means that they have enjoyed responsive care and communication with a parent or other caregiver and have felt supported at times of emotional stress. Other people have not been so fortunate. Their parents were not able to offer them a secure attachment, and their ability to have strong, healthy relationships was affected.

As Siegel and Hartzell point out in Parenting from the Inside Out, how you respond to your son’s emotions is vital. Imagine that your excited little boy brings you a beetle. You might say, “Wow, look at how green his wings are! Thank you for showing him to me.” Or you might say, “Get that thing out of the house right now!” Your responses over time will help determine how connected and understood your son feels with you.

Building Attachment

You may have had a secure attachment with your own parents and now find it easy to be perceptive, supportive, and responsive with your son (at least most of the time). Research tells us, however, that when a parent is unwilling or unable to respond to a child consistently, the child will adapt by avoiding closeness to the parent, or by becoming anxious about the relationship.

Children who were abused or neglected often fail to develop the ability to reason well, regulate emotions, or connect well with others. Attachment, it turns out, is a powerful predictor of the relationships we have later in life.


Parents who had an insecure attachment to their own parents are often emotionally unavailable, unresponsive, overly intrusive, or rejecting with their own children. They may lack empathy and find it difficult to deal with their children’s emotions or to offer love and nurturing. The good news, however, is that we are not doomed to repeat mistakes made in the past.

Here are some suggestions for building a secure attachment with your infant son:


	Understand that each baby is truly unique. Some babies are calm and mellow; others are fussy. Avoid the temptation to compare your son with other babies; learn his individual mannerisms and cues.

	Pay close attention to your son’s facial expressions, body movements, and noises. They provide clues to understanding what he needs, including his signals for sleep or food.

	Be sensitive to your son’s response to touch and physical pressure so you understand how to hold him in a way that invites closeness and trust.

	Talk, laugh, and play with your baby boy often, and when you do, give him your complete attention. No, you might not get all the household chores done, but you are building a lifelong relationship with your son.



Remember that understanding and interpreting your baby’s movements and signals will get easier with practice and familiarity.

Finding Balance

Your son deserves the best you can give him. He needs your time, energy, commitment, patience, and love. But take a moment to think: If you always put yourself last on your list of priorities, what will happen to your own physical, spiritual, and emotional health? What will your son decide about his place in the world? About you? The long-term results of always putting your son first and neglecting your own needs may not be what you intend—or what you want. After all, conscious parenting is about being aware of not just your child’s needs but your own as well. As any grounded parent knows, you must take care of yourself in order to be truly present for your child.

Caring for Yourself

Remember, your son is watching you constantly for clues about what matters most in life. He will learn to respect you when you respect yourself; he will learn to value and appreciate life when you show him how. And he will learn to be demanding and self-centered if your actions teach him that he should always get what he wants the moment he wants it. Raising a healthy son requires that you be a healthy parent.

Keep Yourself Physically Healthy

Exercise is a powerful antidepressant and antianxiety remedy; it also strengthens your heart and mind. Take time on a regular basis to attend a yoga class, go for a run, play a sport, or take a vigorous walk with a friend. Eat a healthy diet and do your best to get enough sleep. You will have more energy and patience (and less illness) if you take care of your body.

Keep Yourself Mentally Alert

More than one parent of a young child has found himself cutting a friend’s meat at dinner or babbling about toilet training. Don’t forget to be a grownup on occasion. You can take a class once a week, take time to read a good book, or enjoy other stimulating activities. (No, it isn’t selfish, and it won’t harm your son.) You will tolerate the routines and repetition of parenting far better when you have something of your own to look forward to.

Keep Yourself Emotionally Connected

As much as you undoubtedly love your son, you are still an adult, and you need adult support and connection. Do your best to make time for your friendships; a telephone call to a friend can help you through the most difficult moments of life with a little one. Get together with other parents of children your son’s age and share stories and experiences. It helps a great deal to know you’re not alone.

Keep Yourself Spiritually Strong

You may find strength and comfort in church, synagogue, mosque, or other place of worship, or you may nurture yourself spiritually with work for the environment or a cause you believe in. Whatever it is that you are passionate about, be sure you make time for it in your daily life. Your son will learn best from your example, and the values you cherish can be something you share for a lifetime.

Wisdom, Not Selfishness

You may believe it is selfish to do things for yourself when you are a parent, and it is true that spending time with your son and time as a family are important. But taking care of yourself is not selfishness; it is wisdom. Imagine that the energy you possess is like water in a crystal pitcher. Every time you do something for someone else, deal with a crisis, or make a decision, you pour water out of your pitcher. What will happen when the pitcher is empty? Finding ways to keep your own pitcher full—by taking time to be physically, mentally, and spiritually healthy—is one of the most important aspects of being a wise and loving parent.

Take Time for Your Relationship

If you are a single parent, you face your own joys and challenges. If you are parenting with a partner, however, you need to take a moment to consider the impact of parenthood on your relationship. You might think that having a child would bring a couple closer together. After all, there is the joy of birth and the delight parents share in watching their youngster grow, learn, and explore his world. But while that is all true, it isn’t always easy.

John Gottman, PhD, of the University of Washington has spent years studying marriage. He has found that 40–70 percent of all couples experience stress, conflict, and a drop in satisfaction with their relationship when a baby comes home.

Why? Well, moms often provide most of the hands-on care for infants, including nursing the baby, walking the floor when he cries, and getting up several times during the night. A new mother may experience postpartum depression and may have little energy for fun with Dad. Fathers, on the other hand, often report feeling excluded by the mother-and-baby duo and may find other ways of occupying themselves while their child is young. Sometimes the patterns that form during a child’s early years are difficult to change as that child grows. When their son leaves home for good, what will remain of his parents’ relationship?

Researchers at Ohio State University have found that couples who had a good relationship with each other when their child was an infant, but who disagreed about parenting, were more likely to have a poor relationship by the time their child was three years old. How you and your partner decide to co-parent your son influences your relationship with each other.
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