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they were, I was pretty sure I wasn’t 
doing my job very well. 

Our lives settled down and we had 
one more child. It was a challenge but 
we were doing okay. My partner is 
calm, so the kids had a great dad, and 
I constantly tried to overlook the fact 
that I couldn’t keep my cool in quite 

the same way. I told myself that it was 
because I was at home with them all 
day and saw them more, so it made 
sense that I was a little more volatile. 

Two years later we had a beautiful 
and double surprise: identical twins. 
The stakes shot up. Our eldest was just 
six, our next one not yet in school, and 
our third was still in nappies. This time 
the wheels really started to come off. 

We still had many great days. I was 

C A N  P R A C T I S I N G  M I N D F U L N E S S  R E A L LY  H E L P  U S  CO N N E C T  M O R E  D E E P LY  TO 
O U R  K I D S ,  O R  I S  I T  J U S T  O N E  M O R E  T H I N G  TO  A D D  TO  T H E  TO - D O  L I S T ?

From meltdowns 
to mindfulness

Being a mum of five would give 
any woman a certain amount of 

parenting credibility, but counsellor 
and parent coach Shirley Pastiroff 
has one-upped that and is now also 
a published author on the subject.  
Shirley's book The Mindful Parent has 
received rave reviews for its no-fuss, 
science-based approach to 
staying sane and becoming 
a more connected parent. In 
this excerpt from her book, 
Shirley outlines her journey 
to mindful parenting.

HOW IT ALL BEGAN
My journey into parenting 
had started off quite well, 
with a first baby who ate 
and slept according to the 
manual. So we had another. 
With two very  close together 
and an international move, life became 
more challenging. I remember getting 
dressed one morning in our new rental 
home, and wondering if my baby and 
toddler could manage by themselves for 
a few years, or if I could loan them out for 
a while to someone who knew what they  
were doing. 

Deep down I thought I probably was 
the best person for the job, but because 
I was having as many meltdowns as 

a great parent when they were great 
kids. A simple equation: when they 
behaved, I behaved. When they didn’t,  
I didn’t. With five children, the number 
of windows of opportunity when all 
of them were ‘behaving’ declined 
sharply. It took only one child being 
challenging for me to feel anxious. 

Two was generally enough 
to tip me into stress. Three 
or more and we deteriorated 
into chaos. 

There were lots of days 
that I promised myself for 
the thousandth time that  
I would never yell at them 
like that again. I would see 
that face of fear looking 
back at me, and know I’d 
gone too far, and wish I 
could take back those last 
few minutes. Then I’d do it 

all over again. Some of you know what I 
mean, I’m sure. 

And so my children lived in this 
strange and slightly unsafe world.  
I gave them lots of love and attention, 
but if I couldn’t handle them I would get 
angry and emotional or I’d withdraw 
from them. 

Almost all of my chaotic reactions 
were in private. In public I was quite 
impressive. There’s nothing like 

“Two years later we had a beautiful 
and double surprise: identical twins. 
The stakes shot up. Our eldest was 

just six, our next one not yet in 
school, and our third was still in 

nappies. This time the wheels really 
started to come off.”
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leaving the house with five children 
who look mostly clean and happy, to 
get lots of compliments. I think it’s one 
of the reasons I love other parents so 
much. The mums – and it was mostly 
mums that I hung out with – were so 
generous, so quick to let me know they 
thought I was amazing, and how did  
I do it?

Even though I heard the nervous  
'I can’t even manage two' murmured 
following my reply, I enjoyed the 
attention. If only they knew what 
hovered just beneath the surface for 
me. Still, my kids seemed to be doing 
well so I wondered if parenting was 
just a rollercoaster and what I was 
experiencing was normal. 

However, I could also see similarities 
to patterns I had grown up with that  
I didn’t like. I wasn’t just out of my  
depth by being so outnumbered,  
I could also feel the influence of my 
own parents who, although they 
loved me dearly, had found parenting 
challenging. As a child I remember 

feeling that I had to be a good girl in 
order to be sure of their love, and how 
our home became unpredictable when 
things didn’t go according to plan. 

I knew my upbringing had influenced 
patterns of anxiety and self-criticism 
that I experienced, but I had always 
been determined to parent differently. 
I intended to be unconditional in my 
love. I wanted my children to feel fully 
accepted. And I planned to offer my 
kids a home full of fun and laughter, 
warmth and connection. 

These were great ideas in theory, but 
I discovered that they were completely 
impractical. When I was under pressure 
I could clearly see the same reactive 
patterns in myself that I’d seen in my 
home growing up. I was unwittingly 
repeating the same message all  
over again. 

I frantically searched for solutions, 
and tried a few different techniques 
and approaches that were supposed 
to help. There were sticker charts and 
other reward systems, time outs and 
‘natural’ consequences, more quality 
time with each child, more quality time 
for me, less sugar for them, less alcohol 
for me, less screen time for them, and 
more structured routines for all of us. 

Some of them worked for a while 
but, in the end, when I was triggered 
by my children’s behaviour, it all went 
downhill. In those moments, I couldn’t 
use any of the approaches kindly and 
calmly, which apparently was the 
right way to use them. At one of my 
lowest points I found myself trying 
unsuccessfully to take a sticker off my 
son’s sticker chart, as he had apparently 
‘un-earned’ it. For those of you who 
haven’t tried this, it’s remarkably hard 
to do. 

During those early years with my 
family, I also decided to retrain as  
a counsellor, just to add to my already 
fraught life. I’d always been fascinated 
by people – why they think and feel the 
way they do, and how they grow and 
change. Researching ideas of wellbeing 
and mental health was a wonderful 
distraction for me but, looking back, 
I was also on a journey to understand 
why I reacted to life the way I did, and 

"There are no 
parenting experts, so 
don’t be fooled, I am 

not one. However,  
I have stories to tell of 
how transformation is 
possible in our lives, 

and techniques to 
share that enable that 

to happen. And the 
result is that we get 

to launch our children 
into the world with 

firmer roots and 
stronger wings, and 

not lose our own lives 
while doing it."
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what would help me, as well as being 
interested in what would be beneficial 
for anyone else. 

My journey led me to a much wider 
exploration: to a new understanding 
of stress. It led me to mindfulness 
and to empathy. More than anything, 
it led me to an understanding of, and 
relationship with, my brain for the first 
time in my life. The missing pieces of 
the puzzle started to fall into place and 
both my life and my parenting began  
to change. 

I’m a few years on now, and it’s been 
an extraordinary journey for me to 
go from trying to hide how chaotic 
our home really was, to working with 
thousands of parents and teaching  
a new style of parenting. However, 
it’s not all new. My approach is based 
on ancient ideas of how relationships 
work, how children thrive, and how 
parents and children relate naturally, 
and all embedded in contemporary  
brain science. 

The Mindful Parent is about how 
those changes have happened in the 
homes and lives of so many parents I’ve 
worked with, as well as in my own. It 
will enable you to make powerful shifts 
in your life – changes that will help 
you connect deeply with your children 

"I still yell and I still 
have meltdowns. 

There are days that 
remind me of how 
it used to be. I still 

throw the occasional 
lunchbox, trot out the 
odd four-letter bomb, 
or give up in despair 

at being the worst 
parent in the world. 

But those days are few 
and far between and 
my recovery is quick."
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and move through your family life 
with more presence and more joy. It’s 
not a book that will add more to your 
endless to-do list but will point you 
back towards your deepest intuition. It 
will bring you back to yourself, simplify 
parenting down to its core, bring more 
calm to your home on even the most 
chaotic days, and help you to create 
deeper and more lasting connections 
with your children. 

I still yell and I still have meltdowns. 
There are days that remind me of how it 
used to be. I still throw the occasional 
lunchbox, trot out the odd four-letter 
bomb, or give up in despair at being 
the worst parent in the world. But those 
days are few and far between and my 
recovery is quick. 

Now there is more fun and more 
freedom – for me and for my kids. I know 
how my brain works, how my thoughts 
work for me and against me, and what 
role my emotions play in my reactions.  
I also have tools and techniques that are 
so kind and effective it’s hard not to use 
them. And that leaves me free to love 

my children and connect with them in 
ways I never thought were possible. 

There are no parenting experts, 
so don’t be fooled, I am not one. 
However, I have stories to tell of how 
transformation is possible in our lives, 
and techniques to share that enable 
that to happen. And the result is that 
we get to launch our children into the 
world with firmer roots and stronger 
wings, and not lose our own lives while 
doing it. 

The focus of The Mindful Parent is us 
rather than our children. My children 
are a little different – they are more 
resilient than they were, they bounce 
back from disappointment more 
quickly and they have more emotional 
awareness. But the biggest difference 
has been in me. I feel as if I have  
a protective cushion around me, like 
having suspension with decent shock-
absorbers. Life with children, especially 
with five, is no less ‘shocking’ or bumpy 
than it’s always been, but I don’t feel it 
as acutely, I react much less strongly, 
and we have so much more fun. •
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hidden away in a friend's bach or  
a cabin in the woods. My husband, who 
shouldered the family load, has decided 
his first publication will be called, “How 
to parent while your wife is writing  
a parenting book.” 

Q: How do you feel now that it’s 
published?
A: I still pinch myself when I see 
that pile of sunny yellow books in 
my therapy room. It feels like they 
have a life of their own now, which  
I love. I get stopped regularly by local 
parents to tell me how the material 
is changing their homes, and emails 
from further afield with incredible 
stories of relationships recovered – 
between parents and kids where there 
has been tension and maybe some 
distance developing, of change in age-
old patterns of behaviour, and most 
importantly of parents rediscovering 
their own enjoyment of life. 

Q: What are the most common 
problems parents come to you with? 
A: Most parents understandably come 
to discuss their concerns about their 
children – their intense emotions, 
conflict in sibling relationships, screen-
time dramas, low resilience, violent 
outbursts, sense of entitlement and lack 
of responsibility or respect, are among 
some of the top areas of concern for 
many of the parents I see. 

Q: What are your top tips for parents?  
A: Mindful parenting is a bit of 
a departure from a more classic 
understanding of parenting which 
works on a behavioural model, where 
parents learn which behaviours to 
consequence and which to reward and 
how, in order to get the most helpful 
responses from their children. The 
secret, that really shouldn't be a secret 
anymore, is that healthy connection 
(not good behaviour) causes a child 
to thrive. It's a much, much simpler 
system than what we’ve been led  
to believe. 

When a child grows up in a low-
stress household, they do really well 

"When a child grows up in a low-stress 
household, they do really well on all the 

markers for good mental health. That covers 
everything from their relationship with 

themselves, to their friendships, their learning, 
their connection to their wider community and 
environment, and their resilience in the face of 
adversity. So the key factor in healthy child and 
teenage development is how we as parents live 

our lives and feel about ourselves."

Q. We loved your book Shirley, but 
how on earth did you find the time to 
write it in between juggling work and 
your five kids?!
A: Looking back I'm not sure exactly 
how I wrote the book. It took me about 
four years to finish it. I'd love to say 
that's because I have a busy life and 
home, but it's mostly because I find 
consistency really difficult. I have 
one of those quirky brains that craves 
order, but finds it more natural to be  
a bit messy and muddly in most things 

– so I just muddled through. I tried 
a few writing schedules that I knew 
other authors had found helpful, like 
three hours every Saturday morning, or 
every Monday during school hours, but 
it took me so long to settle and figure 
out where I had got up to the week 
before, I often took three steps back 
and only a couple forward. I discovered 
I had to be completely immersed to get 
momentum, so in the end I disappeared 
off for a couple of intensive writing 
weeks and wrote for ten hours a day, 



The Mindful Parent, RRP$35 from 
renewyourmind.co.nz and other 
online retailers. 

on all the markers for good mental 
health. That covers everything from 
their relationship with themselves, to 
their friendships, their learning, their 
connection to their wider community 
and environment, and their resilience 
in the face of adversity. So the key 
factor in healthy child and teenage 
development is how we as parents live 
our lives and feel about ourselves.

Initially this idea can produce  
a sense of guilt for many parents, but 
it’s actually deeply liberating. The 
agency we have over anyone else – our 
boss, neighbour, partner, friends, as 
well as our children – is pretty limited. 
When we learn how to de-stress our 
own lives in really small ways, the 
knock-on effect on our children and 
of course on their behaviour (the holy 
grail for us parents) is incremental 
but also incredible. So the way I work 
with parents is to take them gently 
through their own day-to-day lives, 
their working lives, their relationships 
with each other, as well as the trigger 
areas with each child, and teach them 
really simple mindful strategies so 
they develop a toolkit they can use to 
stay responsive rather than reactive, 
even in the face of really intense and 
demanding family dynamics. 

Q: Some might think mindfulness is  
just a buzzword, and that it feels like 
yet another thing on the to-do list. Tell 

us what mindfulness means to you, 
and why it is such a game-changer.
A: I came across mindfulness as part 
of my counselling training a few years 
ago. It was just one of the ways I was 
encouraged to work with my clients and 
become better at my job. At the time  
I had no understanding of my brain 
chemistry, and I couldn’t put the pieces 
together in my mind. I like things to be 
practical or have a direct application, 
and I couldn’t understand how paying 
attention to my breathing, or chewing 
a raisin slowly and intentionally, 
would help me or my clients in our 
everyday lives at all. So I didn’t pursue 
mindfulness at that stage. 

When mindfulness is explained 
without referring to the chemical shifts 
that take place in our brain, it often 
makes sense only to those who are 
already drawn to ‘being in the moment’, 
and for them it’s an easy sell. The rest 
of us need something more. If we’re 
trying to be less stressed but still get 
all the things done we need to get done, 
and maybe become a calmer parent 
or be more present for our children, 
surely it makes sense to become 
more efficient or more competent, 
rather than slow down and pay 
attention to small things? It took me 
a second introduction to discover that 
mindfulness fundamentally changes 
the structure of our brain, measurably, 
over a relatively short period of time. 

With a few minutes of practice every 
day, structures in our brain that control 
our reactive responses, our memory, 
our learning capacity and our empathy 
towards others all change. Practicing 
mindfulness is a little like going to the 
gym. Our brain develops in fitness and 
health and we naturally slow down, 
notice what's around us, become calmer, 
grow in joy, deepen our relationships, 
develop healthy boundaries, and still 
get more done, which is a win-win in 
my book. •

Shirley lives in Auckland with 
her husband Simon and their 
five kids. She's a counsellor and 
parent coach at Renew Your Mind, 
renewyourmind.co.nz. 


