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Awareness Practices for Labour, Birth & Beyond
About having a daily practice
As she lives, so will she give birth.
As they live, so will they parent.

The practices described below (taken from Birthing From Within© by Pam England) are helpful for both moms- and dads-to-be and are most useful when you engage in them daily. For the first couple of weeks, try different ones on different days. Though you may have already discovered a preference for one type, you may find new things about another that you didn’t at first experience. Through this daily practice you can find that the techniques will become integrated into how you deal with the world in general and that will make them more likely to come to you when in labour. 
Using these practices will not take away the pain or exhaustion of labour and birth but they will help you to keep yourself in the moment, thus avoiding the suffering that arises when the rational mind tries to control and impose order on an essentially primitive experience.
Common to each of these practices is the importance of observing without judging.
To assist you in learning to use these practices in times of pain and discomfort, remember to use ice. Have a cloth of some kind to soak up the water as it melts, and be sure to hold it tight to get the most benefit (i.e. the most distraction). Start with 30 seconds and work your way up to practicing for a minute at a time. Take time between each round to recover and reflect. You may wish to journal your experience as you go, recording your observations. Set aside time each day to engage in the practice for ten to fifteen minutes. Over time, if you find that holding the ice in your fist is no longer effective you might want to try holding it tightly to your wrist or behind your ear. 
The Practices

Breath Awareness:  Breathe. Your breath is perfect just as it is. Notice your breath. Is it deep or shallow? Fast or slow? What do you feel in your body with each breath? What is the quality of the air that you are breathing in? Warm? Cold? What scents are there? 
Be curious about your breath, and grateful for it.

I feel the air passing my nostrils… I feel my diaphragm labouring to pull air in… relaxing to push it out… I feel that my breath is changing pace, slow, then faster when I notice it… I feel the cool air as it goes in, the warm air going out… I feel the effects of my breath in my neck…

Non-focussed Awareness: This practice is about paying attention to your surroundings in a non-judgemental way. One at a time, use each of your senses in this exploration. If you begin with sight, look around you, noticing the elements in your environment, and describing them in neutral language either in your head or aloud.

I see the carpet…it is brown and soft… I see the lamp … dust on the bulb…the green shade.

Remember that when you are observing things that might have an emotional attachment to them (perhaps you would like to get a new lamp, or seeing the dust on the bulb makes you think that you need to clean it) you can return to your breath for a moment to centre yourself and then either return to that thing without judgement or turn to a different thing. It’s also important to be gentle with yourself during this process; when you find yourself losing your non-judgemental stance, it can be easy to turn that judge on yourself. Relax. Remind yourself that you are doing just fine. Stay in the moment, avoid the tyranny of  judging your accumulated “mistakes”. There is only this moment.
I hear the hum of the refrigerator… the ticking of the clock… the children in the park…

I feel the warmth of the sun on my hands… the weight of my arm on the chair…

I see green leaves moving with the wind… white tree trunks…tall, red and pink poppies…

I smell lingering scents from our last meal…the perfume of the soap I used to wash my hands…

Quaker Listening: Use the same techniques that you use in Non-focussed Awareness to explore your sonic environment. Begin by listening within. What sounds can you hear within your head? Move a little bit outward; what can you hear in the area just around you body? Take a moment for each of these steps to listen carefully for sounds that usually go unnoticed. Continue 
I can hear my blood moving in my ears… I hear my own breathing… my small movements… I hear my partner’s breathing… the cat jumping on the table… the ticking of the clock… people on the sidewalk outside… a siren on the next street over…

Finding the Centre:  This practice asks that you apply the same qualities of non-judgemental awareness to the qualities of pain and discomfort that you feel from holding the ice cube. Try to be curious about the nature of the pain or discomfort. Where does it begin? Where does it end? Is there one bright centre? Or are there many smaller centres? Does the pain have a temperature? Is it sharp? Dull? Achy? Does it feel like a pinprick? A starburst? Something else?
I feel cold… now it is intense cold…I notice that I am feeling impatient for the end… the cold feeling is becoming painful… the centre is sharp… it starts in my thumb… radiates up my arm…

Edges of  Comfort: Here, you can focus on the areas of your physical self that are feeling comfortable. Where are you warm, relaxed, comfortable? What do those pleasant sensations feel like? What does it feel like when you breathe into these spaces and allow your breath to be coloured by them?
I notice that my belly feels warm… my bum is comfortable on the soft seat… the sensation of my soft scarf on the skin of my neck is pleasant…
Things to keep in mind

In each of these practices, be aware of the chatter that goes on as your rational mind tries to take control over the situation. The rational mind wants to judge, explain and fix. The goal of the exercises is to let go of these expectations and refocus on the experience.

What are you telling yourself about the pain? If you are having negative thoughts about the experience or about yourself and your ability to cope, try to bring yourself back to this moment; let go of thoughts of the pain you felt moments ago or what it might feel like in another ten seconds. With each distraction you experience gently allow yourself to return to your practice. You will find that this happens over and over. 
These practices are also helpful for dealing with the challenges of parenting. When, for example, you are faced with a crying baby who can’t be soothed (despite the fact that s/he is fed, changed, burped with all things seemingly in order) it can be very difficult to let go of judgement (whether of yourself, your partner or your baby). Having these practices as part of your life can help you to be in the moment with your little one, your partner and yourself.

And again, be gentle with yourself in this learning. We spend a lot of our lives learning skills that are quite the opposite of these, so it will take patience and practice.
Variations
Try adding verbal encouragement (from yourself or a support person), massage or deep connection (looking deeply into the eyes of someone you love) to see how these elements affect your experience.
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