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The Anatomy of a Mindful Family



They come into this world . . . looking cute and adorable

Parenting



They start growing up . . . and bring immense joy

Parenting



Most children 
listen to their 
parents, and 
follow their 
lead, but . . . 



. . . but some 
have a mind of 
their own, and 
their behavior 
does not fit 
current social 
norms

They are strong -
willed and want 
to experience 
life on their own 
terms



Other children 
may have a 
disease, deficit, 
or disorder that 
can manifest as 
maladaptive 
behavior

These children 
may need 
specialized 
treatment



Parents as Therapists

·Parents seek the help of 
professionals who teach 
them effective ways of 
caring for their children

·Professionalsðdoctors, 
therapists, and 
teachersðcan provide 
guidance

·Medication for the child

·Behavioral training for 
parents

·Bibliotherapy for parents

¹ Touchpoints: Three to Six 
(Brazelton & Sparrow, 
2001)

¹ Parenting the Strong -
Willed Child          
(Forehand & Long, 2002)

·Mindfulness -based 
parent training 



Mindfulness The Middle Way

·Mindfulness offers an 
alternative to current 
therapies

·It is transformative ðin 
that it changes the way 
we relate to thoughts, 
feelings, emotions, and 
actions

Mindfulness



Mindfulness

·Approaches to being 
mindful

·Tyranny of thought

· What is moving?

·What is mindfulness?

·Mindfulness is about 
training the mind 



What is Mindfulness?

·Mindfulness is ñthe clear and 
single-minded awareness of 
what actually happens to us 
and in us, at successive 
moments of perception . . .ò 
(Nyanaponika Thera, 1992)

· It is the awareness and 
nonjudgmental acceptance by a 
clear, calm mind of oneôs 
moment-to-moment experience 
without either pursuing the 
experience or pushing it away

· It is being fully present in the 
here and now



Training the Mind

·Typically includes one or more of the following:

·A personal meditation practice based on 
concentration and/or contemplative meditation

·Behavioral practices (e.g., loving kindness, 
compassion, and generosity)

·Cognitive strategies (e.g., reflection on the transitory 
nature of events and the emptiness of self), and

·Empathic strategies (e.g., the alternate giving of 
happiness and taking of suffering [tonglen practice]) 



Our Mindfulness -Based Training for Parents

·A personal history of our approach

·The critical question:  What would happen if we 
focused on the parent rather than on the child?

·Intensive study of one parent at a time

·Developed a 12-week course based on our previous 
work with staff and teacher training in mindfulness

·Used a trained therapist with a personal practice

·Used behavioral methodology to assess effectiveness



The Anatomy of  a Mindful Family

·Assisting parents of 
children with Autism

·Enabling parents of 
children with intellectual 
disabilities

·Helping parents of 
children with ADHD and 
the children themselves 
to be more mindful

·Assessing if care staff can 
transfer their 
mindfulness -based skills 
to interactions with their 
own children

·Empowering parents of 
children with Prader -
Willi Syndrome to 
implement a 
mindfulness -based 
health wellness program 



Mindful Parenting Course

· Twelve-week training with an 
experienced mindfulness 
practitioner

· General introduction to mindfulness 
parent training program

· Knowing your mind

· Focused attention

· Focused attention on arousal states

· Being in the present moment

· Beginnerôs mind

· Being your child

· Nonjudgmental acceptance

· Letting go

· Loving kindness

· Problem solving

· Using mindfulness in daily interactions

· General introduction to 
mindfulness parent training 
program
¹ Discussion of mother-child positive and 

negative interactions

¹ Discussion of parent and/or child training 
programs that mother has previously 
participated in

¹ Motherôs experiences with previous 
parent training programs

¹ Discussion of motherôs expected 
outcomes from a parent training program

¹ Discussion of the aims of the mindfulness 
parent training program 

¹ Review of program requirements: 
reading, meditation practice, application 
of mindfulness, and data collection

¹ Maintaining a practice journal

¹ Set homework tasks



Parents of 
Children with 
Autism (2006)

3 mother-child dyads

Children aged  4-6 yrs

Mothers aged 24-33 yrs

Aggression decreased 
81-89%

Noncompliance 
decreased 68-79%

Self-injury decreased 
60%

Other collateral changes 
in both parents and 
children
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Parents of 
Children with 
Autism (2006)

Increased satisfaction 
in parenting

Increased positive 
parent-child 
interactions

Increased use of 
mindfulness by parents
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Parents of 
Children with 
Intellectual 
Disabilities 
(2007)

4 mother-child dyads

Children aged 4-6 yrs

Mothers aged 23-31 yrs

Aggression decreased 
92-95% 

Sibling interactions:

Positive increased 85%

Negative decreased 75%
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Parents of 
Children with 
Intellectual 
Disabilities 
(2010)
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Parents of 
Children with 
Intellectual 
Disabilities 
(2010)

Increased satisfaction 
in parenting

Increased positive 
parent-child 
interactions

Increased use of 
mindfulness by parents
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Parents of 
Children with 
ADHD (2010)

2 mother-child dyads

Children aged 10, 12 yrs

Mothers aged 34, 36 yrs

Mother trained first, 
followed by child, and 
follow up for 24 wks

Compliance increased:

Child 1ðfrom 14 to 92%

Child 2ðfrom 13 to 91%

Childrenôs physicians 
discontinued their 
medication
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Transfer of Training: Staff to Parenting

·Taught direct care staff to look after individuals with 
profound and multiple disabilities using a 
mindfulness-based approach (2004)

·Tested if personal transformation in the staff took 
place by assessing unprogrammed effects in their 
interactions with their own children

·Noncompliance observed in their children as an 
index of change




