Dr. Roxanne Daleo

Teaching kids to relax their minds, bodies — and spirits

By Karen Sharpe

hen she was a little girl, Dr

Roxanne Daleo  struggled

in school with reading and
tesrs, and feh greal :1r|\iu|,:r ver her
performance. She was lucky, however,
1o have a mother who made special
one-on-one time for each of her three
daughters, nurturing their creativity and
confidence. Today, Daleo specializes
in health psychology and mind-body
relaxation  techmiques  for  children,
childhood  anxiety  and
stress, hyperactivity and behavior issues,
as well as terminal and chronic diseases,

Draleo™s interest in the mind-hody
coilesced as o doctoral
student at Harvard University, when she
worked as a research associate on stuedies
conducted by Harvard Medical School
arist Herbert Benson, author of
the 1975 ground-breaking work, The
Kelavarion  Response. Benson's work
explores paychoneurcimmunclogy, the
connection that links behawvior, thowghts
and health and weaves in spiritualily as a
healing method. During her work Daleo
became fascinated by brain research amd
the possibilities for using relaxation,
meditation and de-stressing technigques
with children. Daleo has worked with
kids at Harvard University's Health
Services, Darmouth-Hitcheock Medical
Center and Children's Hospital m Boston,
teaching non-drug alternatives to pain
religl, stress and anxiety.

Dalen is a private counselor and
works with children and families at
home and in educational and medical
seflings and 1s the founder of MindWorks
tor Children, a collection of health and
relaxation books, CDs and tapes. She has
maintained a daily meditation practice
since the early 1980s when she trained
with Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of (he
Center for Mindfulness in Medicine,
Health Care, and Society at the University
of Mussachusetts Medical School in
Worcester, Daleo lives in Harvard, Her
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web  site, mindworksforchildren.com,
includes podeasts of her Dr. Roxanne
radio show.

How did vou begin working with
children? :

My work started with hospitalized
children, Tn the bepinning [ helped
children emaotionally prepare for surgical
procedures at Dartmouth-Hitcheock
Hospital, in the general pediatric unl,
T saw evervthing from farm sccidents,
t  amputations, open-hear  sergery,
brain surgery, and all kinds of pediatric
disorders, T began w culuvate an
awareness of their needs and that there
were some hotspots in the hospital: pain
management, boos their  estecm,
gering ready for TV treatmenl, and high
anxiety and redirecting hyperactiviny.
I saw those themes as the key pressure
points. When 1 began working on a
master's and doctorate T did an internship
at Childrens Hospital with the bone
marrow fransplant kids. That's when |
began to bridee what was going on in the
medical field o my work.
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Can you explain that bridge?

There was a lot
pevehonevrvimmunology, the study of
the emotions, how they trigger cerlam
chemicals from the brain, how they
would cither promote healing or inhibit
it T was blessed to work with a pioneer in
the ficld: Herbert Benson, e was one of
the first people in the country to examing
meditators by having  Tibelan monks
vome infe the hospital and MAONITOring
their  heart  rates, blood  pressure,
respiration, while they were meditating
It was fascinating. Being a cardiologst,
he suid, “Wow, this i= a breakthrough for
my cardiac patients with hyperiension.”
He could teach them medication as a
non=dreg intervention to help themselves
heal and lower their blood pressure
And, indeed, he had many, many studies
that proved that people could help
themszelves, Spectaliies were developed
atter that, especially pain management,
Many people who could get no medical
relief got it when they began 1o prsctice
meditation and this particular tvpe of
stress management. During thar time 1
was selected 1o be a research assistant
to Joan Borysenko, who was heading up
programs for Dr. Benson and teaching
adults how to understand the mind-body
connection. Actually it's the mind-body-
spirit connection, because if vour body
15 0l and you're In pain. your spirit is in
pain.
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What do vou say to naysavers?

There is an absolute, undizputable
impact of thoughis on the physical body.
You can help to right those thoughts, and
thus your body, throwgh vanous methods
und techniques like meditation and
positive thinking, Ground it in whatever
research you need. It's not hard to find
credible, published scientific work tha
really speaks to this. There's so much
research, 1've been doing this since the
"#ls but many people are just carching
on o it fow



Thisisno ocus pocus, it's grounded
in measurable science and we now have
lestrmomials o people who've had all
kinds of disorders from stress fo cancer
to ulcerstive colitis to migraines and they
are bespeaking the healing powers they
have learned through these peactices. ...
I can tell you from working in a hospital
for 18 vears, | witnessed the medical
miracles as well as the disasters, but 1
mosthy saw a patzent’s will wo live and that
desire against medical explanatnion would
cause a kid to move through a treatment
plan and survive when the odds =aid they
would not. 1 used to huove two kads ot a
time, each in a laminar airflovw room, each
recovering from bome marrow transplanis,
and one time, ane of the children, who did
have a good progmosis for recovery, but
whose mather would come in depressed
and hopeless, that child did ned survive,
That kid contracted that depression from
the mother and she developed no will 1w
Tive, When [ was in that arena [ was in my
carly yvears of understanding the power of
the mind, but when you see it like that,
with children who have nothing invested
and it"s genuine, it"s hard 1o ignore.

How do you get children, especially
stressed, sick or hyvper ones, to be open
to relaxation and meditation?

1 try to captivate them by coming
in the side door instead of the fromt
door. [ tell parents not to tell kids I'm a
coumselor, but more that T'm their coach,
someone who really can show them how
to bring out the best in themselves, who
can show them how to help themselves.
For little ones, [ send home a CD amd
they listen to my voice and a story with
images and guided meditation. ... 1's not
a scary thing, In order to teach children
something that abstract, | use metaphors,
usually from nature, to help illustrate a
point with guided imagery. For example,
in my CD “From a Grain of Sand,” the
oyster takes a grain of sand, an imtation,
and it turns that pesky grain of sand into a
pearl. So with that idea | wove this theme
of reframing a stressful situation inte a
storvline.

‘What's going on in today"s familics and
does that relate 1o the siresses kids and
teens are feeling mow?

That's a great question, There are

some things that were in place years ago
that are ttally missing today. One of
the basic ways that we get to truly bring
oul the best in each other in a family
is by having a listening time, to each
olher, mol in & way where it"s about the
tasks or subjects, but listening to what’s
important 1o each cther. That has been
Iost because of the accelerated pace of
life and the llusion of ne time. T say the
ilhazion, because we do have all the tme
we need. we're just not prioritizing it
The fast-food industry, too, has
changed how the family comes together.
That's one of the key problems as [ see
it in my practice. There isn't a forum,
there isn't a time. Unless a crisis hits,
kids arem’t sitting in from of ther
families and talking things out. There
15t a structure where a family comes
together to break bread, light a candle,
to ask, “How was your day?" Kids and
parents are overscheduled. | do not agree
with the tdea that enrolling your kids in
a lou of activities is a good thing. You
need to carve out space. Space outside.
Space inside. Space 10 be wogether, In my
own family, my mother made it clear that

ne matter what, we were to be breaking
bread. We did that cvery night. Mow
it"s almost impossible 10 get @ famly
to do that for more than two or three
mghis. When | can get them o do that,
the transformations are amazing. Why?
Because we know from learning in the
hrain that there is in this emotion center,
called the limbic system, & doorway.
Tt's like if wou're not seen, if you're not
acknowledged, that doorway doss nod
open, So when gome of the consultations
I do with Montessori schools, Waldorf
schools, public schools even, T say 1o
the teachers, when children come into
the classroom iF vou acknowledge the
children by name when you greet them,
you are opening the doorway o their
leaming center.

e delightlul kid T was counseling,
her name was Katie. She’d come into the
classroom and announce, “Here T am!™
as if intuitively she knew she had w be
acknowledged and now she was ready
to leam. When there isn’t that sense that
mom or a dad can really see you, hear
wou, acknowledge yow, what happens?
The door 15 shut, They are not listening
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to yvou, and you're not listening to them.

And is that where self-doubt, anxiety,
depression and many behavior issues
follow?

Exiwtly, And the children do not
learn the value of emational intelligence
and expressing fully with openness that
what they have to sav is valuable and that
it"s valubkle to listen to others” stories
Sometimes ' go into the home and teach
moms and dads how to set up a sination,
even with kids as young as 4 or 5, to say,
“1 wunt you 1o let your hrother go ahead
and tell his story and then you are next.”
The ability to listen is improved. Teachers
will tell you tday that listening skills are
wity down in addition w reading skills
hecanse kids are busy being talked at,
being on computers and video games and
things that do not help them fo develop
listening skills. What they’re doing is
learning to tune things out.

Our calture, too, is at fault, isn't
it? There's nothing in owr culture
of entertainment that promotes the
vaulue of slowing down or tuning inte
yoursell.

Focus and concenmtralion is not
valued. Let's look at that. There are so
many opportunities to expand a child's
ahility 10 focus and it docsn’t have o
be paintul. It can be when you're in the
midstof family activity — whichis anather
thing that improves concentration and
impulse control. ... Just doing something
as simple a3 going 10 a lake or pond and
doing something like rowing, swimming
or fishing will caplivate o childs
atention. Those types of activities help
them 1o ger into a rhythmic exercise that
catlms the mind down antomatically,

Fishmg for some kids is a
fascination and for many kids, it's the
only time a kid will calm down. Give
the brain something to focus on and it's
& hook i pinpointing and expanding the
ubility to concentrate. But why doesn't it
happen? Parents are not always aware of
the opportunity. They do nod concentrate
themselves. You can stop in the drivewsy
ind kneel down next to your preschooler
who 15 fascinated by bugs to attend to
it, to honor the attention and expand it
Whatever is inspinng to that child is

2 beginning place 0 expand attention.
But it can't be a force fit. You have w
go with the child, Setting a positive tone
in the home could be as simple as quiet
time. Mo distractions, No TV or madio.
Put on spothing music or just listening
to nature. Anather thing thit 15 very easy
1o implement is what 1 call Toving time,
Carving out & sanctioned time get your
kid up on the couch and decide that each
and every one of vour children is going
to have that quality time with you. My
mom would take each of her three girls
and one at a time we would sit with her
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and listen to opera while she brushed our
hair or stroked our hair, It was delicious.
The world stopped,

How do vou present the idea that a
spiritual source of power can help
vour health?

Having terminally il chiliren
and their families face-1o-face with me
every day 1 was confromied with my
own morality and my beliefs in what
happens after death, These kids who
were having really major struggles and
parents who had very lntle faith would
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lean on me for expertise and suggestions
and spirituel guidance for coping. When
I did my FhI) it was a psychological
and anthropological approach fo healing,
I looked at what different cultures and
different people did across the world tht
makes therm heal. 1 thought 1 was going
1o find a medical secret, like breathing or
meditation and standing on your head or
something like that. But what [ found in
each culmire was that what they helieved
was sacred and divine was the source of
healing, vltimately.

The gentlest way to open the
avenue, for me, iz through the Mative
American traditions because they look
1o nature, Everything in nature is alive,
is & circle, is in the medicine wheel,
and everything has a spirit, T found this
approach to be one of the easiest ways
fior parents to talk about this subject,
even to for themselves. Once you begin
Lo say, even simply, everything is Kind of
like a season, it has a cycle and there 1s
no distinetion between birth and death
and it"s not good or bad, it just is. In our
world, the idea of life 15 linear, with a
a heginning, middle and end. and you

really do drop off the end.
In the MNative American traditions
there is 4 sphere or a circle and the

message  that  these evolutions and
changes are normal. ... When you begin
1o look at namre and you use it in that
way then you can begin to bridge to the
guestion of whal happens afier, what
kind of lite happens atter and who s in
charge of all of this and where did all the
beaury come from. ... Look to nature to

see that thers must be something sacred
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and divine to put this beauty all around
us. The same force that grows the i
15 mside of us and that is the essence of
who God is, 50 to speak. That is the way
that 1 would open up the conversation.

5

Do children have an innate sense of
spirituality?

When I ask kids to touch a wee or
the grownd amd 1ell me i they had cars
to hear what the tree or the ground is
saying. what the message would be,
vou would he amazed at the kind of
mformation they would come up with.
Kids are not inhibited by anything thar
society imposes. It comes from their
nsight and intition. I'm going 1o a
conference called Child Spirit in the fall
and the talk is ahout how kids know what
they know about spirituality. | think that
there is & misconception that we nead
1o tell children things when they have it
all, They know a lot and people aren't
listeming. They see angels or they have a
sense of how to communicate with their
baby siblings without a language, when
We should
be creating a listening atmosphere. You

they are first newborn,

Starting Soon!

Accounting

Medical Assisting
Medical Billing/Coding
Massage Therapy
Exec. Office Admin.
Legal Office Admin.
Medical Office Admin.
Office Support Specialist

Culinary Arts

~,

-

Central Mass Magazine Ogctober 2007 11

o Corwenient Dayy and Evening Programs
o Carss: Placamen| Assistarcs
o Financial aid avalabis to thosa wha qualty

Call Now For More Information!

508-853-1074.
" Salter School

S For Today's Careers

i1 ir) Adzalrdvsen ||!'.".'r"'-||.".'|:.-' T P

wanw saltaredu

West Boylston, MA



might be surprised o find oul what vour
kids know

What do yow think about the
prevalence of medicating kids for
behavioral problems?

The medical establishment has been
fueled by pharmaceutical companics
Thioge comg 185 drg courting doctors and
others, particularly school psychologists
1o find, diagnose, ireal and, in particular,
medicate children who are looking like

anything  like ADHD
and hyperactivity of
any sorl.  [owever, of
yvou understand  that
the pharmaceutical
companies  nvest  big

bucks i this, they send
physicians on vacation
i places like TTawaii
if they reach a certain
Quth o & cerlann Qg
That to me is outrageous but it's nod
mom dnd 1t 1s why we are seeing
more kids diagnosed than ever. T am
certinly in the mmonty, but I will go to
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We really need
to pause and
reflect on what
motivates us to
put our children
on medication.

iterature o help you get started!
Wit s Podary!

bat for a family and I will insist that a
medication and there are
alternatives that may not he a substine
for medical ireatment 1T medical treatment
15 mecessary, but would complement
medical treatment il 1s necessary.

kid not be or

So what should parents do?

As an educated consumer, as an
educated pareni, you do have to be
mindfil. If you are inspired fo medicale
vour child, | want to ask you why. Is it

becanse you're out of
patience, you'rc spent
aind yo
the medication will g
v a little bit of relief?
Because that’s the fast-
fisod mentality and that
pccelerated  pace  in
which we live, bul n
the end it will not be
the solution. When vou
iriedicate your child from age 5 or Tor 10,
anything during the growing vears, you

going to get a compromised immune

SE¥ARICT. ... We rn_'::||:. need 1o pause and
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reflect on what motivates us o put our
children on medication, especially when
they start al an early age.

What are the bottom-line henefits of
tuning in to yoursell and becoming
grounded?

The real message is il's really
important for us as adults to practice and
tunc into our owm inter life because thers
15 no misiake sbout it, you cannod fool
your children. T vou do not take care of
what's going on within yow, vou cannot
expectyour children to ;n'.-pr;:ut:-:'.':lc:r own
behavior, They arc like little harometers,
they pick it all up. It's importent to honor
how you are at any given moment and
stay tuned in 10 keep your spirit high
and remember the jov of a child. Simply
put, what can vou do nght now to bring
yourselfl jov, to mdulge yourself, to make
yourself feel luxunous or feel special,
what brings you peace, gratitwde and

joy?




