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Attachment and exploration
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eh2nXkONu08


       Play Therapy

• Children learn language, turn-taking, creative expression,

      emotional regulation, how to describe their experience, 

      and fine and gross motor skills, etc

• Children learn best when they (and their parents) are regulated

• Helps parents to identify what they are already doing that is helpful (coach 
mirrors play skills, supports parent regulation and helps shift the focus in 
the parent-child relationship.

• Provides a model of the observer stance to the parent
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"Play is the work of the child” (Maria Montessori)



CaPES
Child and Parent Emotion Support

• Co-developed with Dr Amy Bird (University of Waikato, NZ).

• Designed to support parents to parent. 

• Recognises parents as the most valuable support a child can 

have in developing their ability to manage their emotions, 

communicate well, reach their potential at school and have 

positive peer relationships. 
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Key ingredients

• Attachment-based 
assessment

• Mindfulness

• Emotional Regulation

• Reflective Functioning

• Emotional Coaching
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CaPES structure
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WHAT

• Parent mindfulness / 
emotion regulation

• Mindful play

• Mentalisation

• Getting unstuck

• Emotion coaching

HOW

• Comprehensive 
assessment 
(including AAI)

• Developmental 
model – teach and 
then coach

• Developmental 
model – latter skills 
layer into / build 
upon earlier skills

• Parent as coach to 
the child; therapist as 
coach to the parent
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Session Purpose

Assessment 
phase

Assessment – developmental and family history, Adult Attachment Interview (AAI) and 
parent-child observed play

1 Parental Mindfulness and Emotional Regulation

2 Mindful Play

3 Play session 

4 Play session

5 Making sense of my child’s internal world

6 Play session

7 Getting unstuck

8 Emotion coaching in the moment

9 Play session

10 Emotion coaching – story telling

11 Play session

12 Play session (option to include sibling)

13 Final session



Adult Attachment Interview (AAI)
(George, Kaplan & Main, 1984/1996)

• Designed to measure:
o organisation of the internal working model of attachment
o “current state of mind” with respect to attachment relationships

• A semi-structured interview (approx. 60-90 minutes)
• Requires autonomous, coherent recall of attachment-relevant 

autobiographical memories from childhood
• This is possible regardless of the specific experiences (positive 

or negative) the adult describes

“In general, how do you think your overall experiences with your parents have affected your adult 
personality? ”
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Attachment and emotion regulation strategies
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Co-regulation
• Proximity seeking in 

constructive and 
adaptive ways, trusting 
that others will provide 
responsive support

• Open, comfortable 
and self-assured 
expression 
and acknowledgment 
of emotions/ feelings

Deactivating
• Suppressing/ minimizing 

negative emotions to 
limit the hurt and

      disappointment that is   
expected to occur when 
depending on close others
• Mute / avoid / disengage 

from emotional 
expressions

Hyperactivating
• Exacerbating negative 

emotional expressions 
and dependence on 
close others to re-
establish and maintain 
others’ attention and 
care

• Exaggerated emotional 
expression



Adult Attachment Interview (AAI) within CaPES

We are...

• Wanting to understand more 
about the caregiver's own early 
experiences

• What will be challenging for 
them as a parent?

• Understand how as parents 
they respond to challenging 
interpersonal emotions

• Applying to case formulation
• Understand what might be 

challenging for the 
dyad during intervention

We are not...

• Classifying attachment
• 'Diagnosing' attachment (in 

either caregiver or child)
• Determining caregiver risk
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Parental Mindfulness

• "The ability to pay 
attention, in the moment, 
on purpose and without 
judgment" (Jon Kabat 
Zinn).

• Mindfulness is evidenced to 
support psychological well-
being.

• Introduce mindfulness for 
parents (build internal 
resources) and parental 
mindfulness

• Parents as "experts" or allowed 
to take a “beginners’ mind” 
stance
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Why mindfulness? 

Attachment Theory – information processing model
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Emotional regulation

• A key goal of CaPES is to support parents to support children to 
manage their emotions

• ER is a developmental challenge of childhood and adolescence 
(and adulthood)

• Children learn about their emotions through their interactions 
with others

• Attachment supports co-regulation
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SKIP - Key mindful play skills
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Do Don’t/ Avoid

Specific praise Take the lead

Ask questions

Negative talk

Kid Focused – Reflect and Describe

Internal states – notice what the child is 
thinking/ feeling/wanting

Present moment focused



Specific Praise

• Tells the child exactly why you are proud of them in 
that moment.

• It provides a clear message about the behaviours you 
want to see increase.

• It is achievable and believable and non-
judgemental.

• A parent can use specific praise to target behaviours. 
For example, if the child has difficulty sharing, but 
they let you drive one of the trains, this is a great 
opportunity for specific praise “Thank you for sharing 
with me”.

Specific praise, “Great building”, “I love how 
gentle you’re being with the cars”.

Non-specific praise (demonstrates warmth and caring, 
but doesn’t have as many goodies as specific praise), “Great 
stuff”, “You’re awesome”, “Nice one”

South Coast Child Wellbeing Conference 202416



Kid focussed

• The child is the centre of mindful play. Many times in busy family 
lives, children are more likely to be noticed for undesired behaviour. 
Attention (even what we might consider negative attention) can reinforce 
behaviour and make it more likely to happen. By attending to this 
behaviour, parents can accidentally increase it.

•
Mindful play is a great opportunity to practice noticing and attending to 
your child’s positive behaviours. This means:

• Letting your child lead the play

• Describing what the child is doing

• Reflecting back what the child is saying

• Keeping the focus on the child, rather than the parents ideas and what they 
are doing

• e.g. “You’re building a track”, “And now you’re putting the driver in the car”
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Internal States
Young children are still learning about their inner world – their thoughts and feelings. 

Parents helping to label and describe thoughts and feelings can act as an external guide. 

Internal states can be thoughts, feelings (e.g., happy, upset, sad, frustrated), desires (e.g., 
want, try, prefer)
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• e.g. Child - “This one should go here” Parent – “you 
want the blue train in front”

• Child becomes visibly upset as the tower falls 
over. Parent – “you’re feeling frustrated with that 
tower, it’s tough”

• Child very carefully lining up two tracks Parent – 
“You’re trying really hard putting these two together”



Present moment

Being in the present moment during mindful 
play means being with what is, not what 
could be, or should have been.

Often parents want to extend their children or 
teach them something. There are lots of 
opportunities to do this in other parts of the 
day. But two people can only connect in the 
present moment. Mindful play is a special 
time for the parent and the child to be 
together in the present.
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Anything that may be perceived as negative

1. Criticizing your child – even in a well-meaning way 
(e.g., “that’s not quite right, why don’t you try it this 
way?

2. Non-specific praise – demonstrates warmth and caring 
but doesn’t have a many goodies as specific praise.

3. Parent-directed play – anything that turns the focus 
onto what you’re doing (e.g., “look at my tower”)

4. Ideas about what your child could do (e.g., “have you 
thought about… It would be cool if we…”, questions and 
commands)

5. Toys or games that might become competitive or lead 
to stress.
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Things to avoid



Observation 

and practice

• Parent child play
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1. Watch and notice the 
parent's use of SKIP 
skills

2. Watch and notice 
coaching

3. Role play SKIP skills

https://uowmailedu-my.sharepoint.com/:v:/r/personal/riclewis_uow_edu_au/Documents/2724%20-PSYP%20932%20and%20934/Northfields%20clinic%20-%20playroom%20consults/consult%201%20timecode.mp4?csf=1&web=1&nav=eyJyZWZlcnJhbEluZm8iOnsicmVmZXJyYWxBcHAiOiJPbmVEcml2ZUZvckJ1c2luZXNzIiwicmVmZXJyYWxBcHBQbGF0Zm9ybSI6IldlYiIsInJlZmVycmFsTW9kZSI6InZpZXciLCJyZWZlcnJhbFZpZXciOiJNeUZpbGVzTGlua0NvcHkifX0&e=QRm9mA


Mindful play practice

Practice SKIP skills in 2’s or 3’s 

• Specific Praise

• Kid Focused – Reflection and 
describing

• Internal states

• Present moment focused 
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Making sense of oneself and others

Mentalisation

• Required for complex social 
interaction

• Capacity to see ourselves from the 
outside and to see the inside of 
others

• Understanding desires, feelings and 
beliefs, explaining behaviours.

• Broader spectrum and capacity 
than TOM, empathy, mindfulness 
and psychologically minded 
(although related)

• Develops in the context of 
attachment relationships
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Parent mentalising
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=flMJHyrUI4M


Core techniques for developing parent 

mentalisation

• Consistent use of “beginner's (not-knowing) stance”
• Recognise the two components (self and other)
• Exploration of events with focus on mentalizing
• The opacity of mental states
• Recognize the potential for the defensive nature of mental states
• Diverse perspective
• Developmental aspects
• Validation of emotional experience
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Conflictual 
situations
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What is reflective 

parenting?

• Mentalisation is the capacity to 
understand one’s own and the mental state 
of others. Reflective functioning is 
the operationalization of mentalization.

• Reflective parenting is an approach that 
focuses on helping parents to mentalise 
about their child – “keep their child’s mind 
in mind”
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Reflective parenting – empirical support

• Reflective functioning is a key variable in 
the cross-generational transmission of 
attachment

• People with difficult early care experiences 
can develop an “earned secure” attachment 
style through developing their reflective 
capacity

• Parent who make sense of their child's 
mental states can respond appropriately 
(attuned parental responses) which fosters a 
secure attachment style in an infant
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Mentalising exercise

Bring curiosity to this exercise

• What might be going on in his 

mind?

• What might he be thinking and 

feeling?

• What do you think he needs?

• What has influenced how you 

think about this child?

South Coast Child Wellbeing Conference 202430



Emotion coaching - story telling

• Parents talk about past events with their 
children dozens if not hundreds of times 
every day. These conversations are a rich 
opportunity to process big and small things 
that have happened in your child’s life, once 
the ‘heat of the moment’ has passed.

• A wealth of research shows that the way 
in which parents talk about the past with 
their child can promote children’s language, 
memory, self-concept and emotion 
understanding and regulation.

• Past-event story-telling skills: ONCE
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What Why Examples Avoid

Open-ended 

questions

Helps to understand what happened from the child's 

perspective. 

Provides a scaffold or structure for your child to build 

an understanding of the event for themselves, with 

your support.

Follow your child’s lead. If your child is talking about 

who came to their birthday party, ask more about 

that (e.g., ‘Who were you really happy to have 

there?’) rather than switching straight to another part 

of the event (e.g., ‘And what presents did you get?’, 

‘And where did we go for the party?’….) 

After you’ve found out about one part of the event, 

it’s fine to move to another, but make sure your child 

has had a chance to talk in detail about each part 

first. It’s also okay if your child chooses to focus 

mostly on a different part of the event from what you 

think is important. Just like with mindful play, follow 

your child’s lead.

‘Who was there?’

‘What was that like 

for you?’

‘How were you 

feeling?’

‘Why do you think 

they said that?’

Closed questions

‘Firing’ open-ended 

questions, one after 

the other at your 

child

ONCE skills: Story-telling
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What Why Examples Avoid

New information Open-ended questions are 

one way of understanding 

more about the event. 

Providing new information 

in these situations can help 

understand the event and 

what it means for your child 

in more depth.

Child: And Jack didn’t 

want to play.

Parent: That’s right, he 

didn’t. Why was that?

Child: I don’t know.

Parent: Hmmm, I think 

he might have been 

sick.

Child: Oh yeah, that’s 

right, maybe that’s why 

he was so grumpy.

‘Taking over’ the 

conversation by telling 

your child all about 

what you remember 

and what happened.
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•

What Why Examples Avoid

Confirming 

and 

validating 

your child’s 

responses 

and 

emotions

- Help child regulate

- Develops trust in sharing 

feelings

- Confirms and validates, 

doesn't mean we need to 

agree with everything your 

child says

Child: And I was so mad I hit you.

Parent: You were mad. I could see that.

Judging or 

disagreeing with 

your child’s 

feelings or 

perspective.

Emotion 

labelling, 

explanation 

and 

resolution

It can be challenging even 

for adults to observe and 

describe difficult emotions 

while they are unfolding. 

Labelling and explaining 

your child’s emotions 

when talking about the 

past can help them to 

develop understanding and 

reflect on what they have 

learned, and ways to 

manage situations like this 

differently.

Child: And I was so mad I hit you.

Parent: You were mad. I could see that. What was it 

right then that made you feel mad?

Child: I was so annoyed that you wouldn’t let me have 

any more iPAD time.

Parent: More iPAD time?

Child: Yes! All my friends get heaps more time than me.

Parent: Oh I see, so it feels unfair?

Child: Yeah, it’s like you think I’m a baby.

Parent: That’s tough. What could we do differently? I 

don’t want you to have lots more iPAD time, or to feel 

like a baby. But also hitting me isn’t OK. What could 

help?

Telling your child 

how they should 

feel/ have felt.
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Exercise
• Brief role plays – discuss a situation in your life 

that you feel comfortable talking about with 
your colleague for 5 mins. Practice curiosity, 
exploration, mental states, validation

• Discussion: what might prevent parents from 
being able to mentalise (in general but also in 
particular situations – i.e., when might 
mentalising go 'off-line' for a particular 
parent?) How might information regarding the 
parent’s history help you to understand and 
support them?
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Closer Title

Thank you! :)
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