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CONTENT AND PROCESS

I. WELCOME BACK

Time: 25 minutes   Steps: 1- 3

Purpose: Session 3 - To understand normative child development and the effects of 
trauma and loss at each developmental stage; to learn the concept of the Devel-
opmental Buckets as a way of understanding the unmet needs underlying 
children’s behavior; to understand the differences between traditional parent-
ing approaches and Developmental Re-Parenting. 

A. Homework review

Step 1 Welcome participants back and go over the homework assignment, “Core Issues 
Homework.” Ask for volunteers, and have them share how their child exhibits 
behaviors related to the core issue they picked. Try to cover as many of the core 
issues as time allows.

B. “my PArenting StAnce for todAy”

Step 2 Paraphrase the following about Michael Trout, then read the poem to the class:

Michael Trout is the director of the Infant-Parent Institute, and a clinician with a practice spe-
cializing in attachment and adoption. He has written 15 documentary films, all related to his 
passion and commitment to helping children and families. You will be listening to a poem that 
he wrote, from his CD “The Hope-Filled Parent: Meditations for foster and adoptive parents of 
children who have been harmed.”

“My Parenting Stance for Today” by Michael Trout

Just for this one day
let me look upon my child
with Curiosity
Openness
Acceptance 
and Love.
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Let me imagine his eyes before they filled with fear,
before they filled with rage,
before they became faraway eyes
searching for something I couldn’t see.

Let me imagine that those eyes once saw things
no child should see.

Let me imagine that this child,
just for this day,
needs for me to remember where he came from,
and all that he once saw,
and to hold a vision for him of where he can someday go.
I can’t fix it all.
Just for this one day, tho’,
Let me do my little part:
Curiosity
Openness
Acceptance 

       Love. 

c. review key concePtS from SeSSion 2 

Step 3 Review these key concepts from Session 2. Paraphrase the following:

The concepts we discussed last session  were these:
 • Adoptive/permanent families must broaden their definition of kin
 • Permanence/adoption is about increasing connections while minimizing losses 
 • The loss of one’s parent(s) is a primal loss and will be grieved throughout one’s  
                  lifetime
 • The Seven Core Issues in Adoption
 • Children grieve differently than adults and need help dealing with their grief
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II. STAGES OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT

Time: 35 minutes    Steps: 1-4

Purpose: To help participants understand basic child developmental stages, as a  
  foundation for understanding what happens when a child’s development is    
  impacted by trauma or loss.

 A.  BASic needS And develoPmentAl tASkS

Step 1 Introduce Vera Falhberg, and the basic child developmental stages and tasks that 
she describes in her book, A Child’s Journey Through Placement. Refer partici-
pants to the Homework Optional Reading, “Stages of Child Development” on 
page 3-55 [PRN page 3-35] which provides more in-depth information that they 
can read at a later time. Paraphrasing the following:

 Note: Facilitator should read Fahlberg’s book and be thoroughly familiar with 
the stages of child development in order to be able to present it in the time allowed, 
and to be able to provide real examples and answer questions. Paraphrase the fol-
lowing:

In attempting to understand your child’s current behavior, it is helpful to have an understanding 
of the stages of development that children typically go through, and the impact that loss and 
trauma have on those stages of development. In her book, A Child’s Journey Through Place-
ment, as well as in subsequent writings, Vera Fahlberg, M.D. provides a useful framework for 
understanding a child’s developmental stages and the tasks they will usually accomplish at 
each of those stages. Fahlberg used the pyschosocial stages defined by Erik Erickson as a basis 
for her discussion of child development, within the context of children who are in a foster or 
adoptive placement.

First, it helps to understand that all children have the same basic needs. Children need:

•	 Care – This is the basic need for physical safety, food, clothing, shelter, and to be clean and 
dry as an infant. This also includes the provision of necessary medical treatment.

•	 Stimulation – This includes the emotional and physical interaction that helps the child to 
learn about the world.
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•	 Continuity – This is the assurance that the care will be provided by the same people over 
time, and that care will be provided consistently.

•	 Reciprocity – Interaction with a significant person is critical. Through this a child comes 
to view herself as a valued person. The child is not only able to receive love, but to give 
love. 

A child is able to form an attachment to his caregiver when his needs for care and stimulation 
are consistently met and he is nurtured. This continuous reciprocal relationship provides the 
necessary foundation for healthy child development.

For the most part, children will meet and pass through a number of developmental stages in 
their lives. The stages occur in sequential order and each stage has distinctive physical, psycho-
logical and emotional characteristics that we can identify. While age ranges are used as a rough 
guide for the stages of development, the order in which developmental milestones are achieved 
is actually more consistent than the age at which the child achieves them. The child’s ability 
to meet the challenges of a particular stage will depend upon the skills he acquired during the 
previous stage

At each developmental level, the child faces specific tasks and challenges. Most children will 
accomplish the same tasks, however, each child will approach the tasks in his own unique way. 
A child’s personality, physical abilities, and life experiences will impact the way he approaches 
each stage in his development, and his developmental progress. There may be a gap between a 
child’s chronological age and his developmental age depending on that child’s unique situation.

Ideally, parents will create an environment that encourages the child to achieve his full physi-
cal, intellectual, and psychological potential. Children cannot accomplish the developmental 
tasks alone, and parents cannot do the tasks for the child. The parent-child relationship is cru-
cial in the successful movement of the child through this process. Parents who understand 
these developmental issues are less likely to be upset by normal behaviors and more likely to 
support the child in his struggle with the basic challenges of each stage.  

When families provide an environment that is stable, safe and nurturing, the child is able to 
grow and master the tasks at each developmental stage. This environment provides the reason-
able expectations and limits that a child needs to feel a sense of accomplishment and security. 
Children need support and external limit-setting in order to cope with the challenge and inevi-
table frustrations inherent in the developmental process.

Step 2 Have participants go to the Parent’s Toolbox article, “Stages in Child 
Development Table” on page 3-43 [PRN page 3-23] so that they can refer to the 
table as each stage is presented. Use the table to direct the conversation and provide 
general examples.

  Note: To make the discussion more interactive and relevant for participants, ask 
participants for examples of their own children’s behaviors at different stages 
of development. Stay focused on normative development during this part of the 
discussion. The effects of trauma and loss on the developmental stages will come 
later. Begin by paraphrasing the following: 
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We will now look at the stages of child development, including the primary tasks of the child 
and the parent’s role at each stage. As we discuss each stage, keep your child in mind and what 
their behaviors are/were at that stage.

Stages of Child Development

0 to 18 months - Sense of Trust
At this stage, the child’s primary emotional task is to develop a sense of trust in his caregiver. 
Infants develop security and trust as a result of consistent, reliable care from one nurturing 
caregiver. The baby signals discomfort through crying, and the parent responds to meet the 
need while also interacting with the baby in a pleasurable way. As this happens over and over 
again, needs become associated with nurturing and gratifying responses. We will talk in great-
er depth about this arousal-relaxation cycle in Session 4, but for now, we will simply say that 
the repeated successful completion of this cycle is critical for children to develop a sense of 
trust and security, and to become attached to the caregiver. With these needs met consistently, 
the child can accomplish the developmental tasks of this stage.

The parent’s job during the child’s first year of life is to meet the child’s basic needs on demand, 
and to provide stimulation that will encourage the child to use all of his senses and enhance 
motor development. Parents need to be consistently available and responsive to the child’s 
needs in order for the child to develop a sense of trust, which allows them to begin to attend to 
their environment and continue to develop.

18 months to 3 years – Sense of Autonomy

At this stage, the child’s primary task is to start to separate psychologically from his primary 
caregiver and to begin to develop a sense of self. This grows out of the child’s opportunity to 
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make choices appropriate to his age, and to move away from the caregiver for brief periods 
with confidence that the relationship will endure. With this type of support from the caregiver, 
the child is able to achieve the developmental milestones of this stage.

The parent’s role at this stage is to encourage, without pressure, the development of new skills, 
and to help the toddler feel “big” and capable. At the same time, it is the parent’s responsibil-
ity to insure the child’s safety, and to provide proper supervision and appropriate limit-setting. 
Stable routines are important, coupled with games and experiences that allow the child increas-
ing opportunities to be independent and “in charge.” A toddler will typically go through a 
stubborn, oppositional and self-centered stage which is a necessary part of trying to separate 
his own identity from his caretaker’s. Reasoning with a toddler does not work, but using “No” 
and switching activities is effective.

3 to 6 years – Sense of initiative 

The child’s primary task  at this stage is to develop a sense of initiative, as well as a growing 
understanding of right and wrong. The focus is on the child becoming more able to function 
in a small group setting, starting with the family. Play is the primary “job” of the preschooler, 
and it is used to work through larger internal questions and concerns. For example, the child 
may pretend to be the baby or student during play, and at other times, be the mother or teacher 
as they sort through the differences between being little and big, dependent and independent. 
Playing at being the “good guy” and the “bad guy” is a similar imaginative way of working 
through larger questions of right and wrong. Magical thinking is a key component of this stage, 
with children believing that wishing for something can make it happen. 

Because play is the primary way in which children are accomplishing the tasks of this stage, 
the parent needs to provide the child with opportunities for both individual and group play. The 
parent also needs to help the child to differentiate between fantasy and reality, not by stopping 
imaginary play, but simply by identifying when something is pretend and when it is real. It is 
also important for the parent to avoid reinforcing certain types of magical thinking, such as a 
child’s notion that they caused adult problems by wishing something to be so when they were 
upset or angry at the parent. Parents also need to be able to address their child’s curiosity about 
sexuality in an accepting manner.
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6 to 10 years – Sense of industry

At this stage, the child’s primary task is to develop a sense of industry as they begin to encoun-
ter situations outside of the immediate family. A great deal of energy is devoted to learning in 
school, developing motor skills through sports and games, and social interactions with same-
sex peers. The early part of the stage brings many new experiences to the child that can lead 
to periods of stress and frustration, as well as possible regression to earlier behaviors. Through 
the relationship with the parent and teachers, the child learns new skills, experiences a sense of 
accomplishment and learns to problem solve. 

The parents’ role at this stage is to provide a secure home base that allows the child to cope 
with the increasing challenges they are facing. Allowing plenty of time with peers is important, 
as well as opportunities to explore a variety of interests. Praise is helpful in encouraging posi-
tive behavior, as is physical closeness. Providing opportunities to correct mistakes is important, 
as well as appropriate outlets for energy and emotions.  Reasoning through problems by lead-
ing children through the steps of events is now possible. Clear messages about family values 
help with conscience development at this stage.

10 to 18 years – Sense of identity

At this stage, the child’s primary task is to develop a sense of identity and find their own place 
in the world. Building on all of the prior developmental stages, the child learns to see their abil-
ities realistically, and develops their talents and interests in preparation for adult life. This is a 
long developmental stage, beginning before the teen years and actually extending well into the 
twenties before emotional and financial independence is achieved. It is also a complex stage…
the adolescent is no longer a child, but is not yet an adult, and he is having to shift from one 
set of expectations for his behavior to another. In early adolescence, the focus is on becoming 
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comfortable with changes of the body, psychological separation from the family, gaining self-
control and the early stages of identity formation.  In the later stages of adolescence, the focus 
shifts to acquiring skills, continued identity formation, dating relationships and preparing for 
emancipation, while remaining connected to the family. 

The parent’s job at this stage is to continue to provide a stable family environment while the 
teen is experiencing the extremes in emotions and big changes that accompany adolescence. 
Similar to the toddler years, it is important for the adolescent to have consistent parent fig-
ures that they can oppose and separate from. Choosing battles wisely and having some areas 
in which the teen can rebel safely will help both the parent and the teen during this stage! 
Parents need to model responsible adult behavior and appropriate ways in which to get needs 
met. Increasing opportunities for the adolescent to take control and responsibility for his own 
choices allows him to learn the consequences of his actions while still within the safety of the 
family. Providing opportunities for appropriate interaction with peers and dating, and facilitat-
ing skill development in all areas will assist the teen in the transition to adulthood. 

B. wHen A cHild’S BASic needS Are not met

Step 3 Discuss with participants what happens to the developing child when critical 
stages are missed. Paraphrase the following:

As we’ve been discussing, children go through predictable developmental stages. When 
caregivers provide an environment that is stable, safe and nurturing, children are able to thrive 
and master the tasks at each developmental stage.

Many children in the foster care system have missed critical life experiences that would have 
helped them in mastering these developmental stages. Common experiences for these children 
often include chronic neglect of their basic needs, as well as traumatic events such as abuse 
and multiple moves. The consequence for a child who has missed out on healthy parent-child 
interactions, is significant, and impacts every aspect of the child’s development. 

Since the physical, emotional, and physiological aspects of the child’s development are so 
interrelated, delays in one area often affect development in other areas as well. In addition, 
some of the most crucial developmental milestones occur early in the child’s life, which means 
that disruptions, neglect or abuse that occur in the earlier stages have the most potential for 
severe long-term effects.
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When a child experiences chronic neglect, loss or trauma, the child is not able to focus on 
the developmental tasks of the stage he is in because he is preoccupied with getting his basic 
needs met. The parent of such a child may experience the child as being emotionally delayed 
and acting much younger than his chronological age. This makes sense when we understand 
that development freezes when the child is in survival mode for much of the time. He/she may 
become stuck at a certain stage or even regress to an earlier developmental stage, even though 
he/she may once appeared to have mastered the tasks of that earlier stage.

As we are talking about the effects of trauma on a child’s development, think about your 
child…what was the earliest developmental stage that your child was in when he or she was 
experiencing traumatic events? Sometimes we do not have complete information about when 
these events occurred in a child’s life. This is where their behavior can provide important clues. 
What developmental tasks is your child dealing with now and are those tasks reflective of an 
earlier developmental stage than your child’s current chronological age? 

If your child appears to be “stuck” at an earlier stage of development, that earlier stage may be 
an indicator of when traumatic events were happening in their life. For example, if your 13-year-
old son is exhibiting behaviors such as biting and kicking other children, he may seem to be 

“acting out” in an aggressive way. However, by looking at his whole pattern of behavior, we may 
decide that in fact, he appears to be functioning at an earlier developmental stage. He may be 
stuck at the toddler stage, when biting and kicking occur as part of learning to express angry 
emotions before the child has developed the language skills to do so appropriately. A deeper 
look into this child’s history might well reveal that traumatic events occurred in his life around 
the time he was a toddler. This is not always exact, of course. Children may regress to an even 
earlier stage than they were in when the traumatic event occurred, but either way, their current 
behaviors provide clues to the current developmental stage they are in. The needs of the earlier 
developmental stage must be met by the parent before the child can move on to the next stage.
Step 4 Go to the Parent’s Toolbox article, “Effects of Trauma on Child Development 

Table”  on page 3-45 [PRN page 3-25], and use the table to guide the discussion.  
Focus on the fourth column in the chart, which gives examples of the impact of 
trauma on the developmental milestones of each stage. Ask participants to pro-
vide a few examples of how their children’s behaviors reflect an earlier stage of 
development than their chronological age, as a result of loss or trauma. After the 
discussion, paraphrase the following:

Being able to distinguish between age-appropriate behaviors, and those behaviors that indicate 
an unmet developmental need is an extremely valuable skill for parents to develop. If you can 
identify when your child is “stuck” at an earlier developmental stage, it will help you to direct 
your parenting to the stage, rather than to the age of the child. For example, by looking at the 
“Parent’s Role” column of the first table, we can see that there are some similarities in the role 
of the parent of a toddler to that of the parent of a 13-year-old! However, parenting the 13-year-
old boy who is developmentally stuck at age 3 will require balancing the inner needs of the 
3-year-old child with the outer package of the 13-year-old boy. The 13-year-old boy may not 
want to be treated like a 3-year-old, but he will need the understanding, guidance and skills 
development that go along with that stage. 

The positive side of a child regressing to an earlier stage of development is that it provides the 
parent with an opportunity to meet the child’s needs at that earlier stage. As a parent, you can 
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help your child to grieve and to heal, and to master the tasks of the earlier stage, which will 
strengthen the attachment relationship between you and your child.

Next we are going to talk about some ways that you can help your child re-work some of these 
missed developmental stages and move toward healthier relationships.

III. DEVELOPMENTAL BUCKETS   
Time: 55 minutes   Steps: 1-4

Purpose:  To help parents better understand their child’s behavior by using a bucket  
   metaphor to represent different aspects of their child’s developmental needs.

 A. tHe develoPmentAl BucketS concePt

Step 1 Introduce the concept of the developmental buckets by paraphrasing the following:

As we have been discussing, children have basic needs which must be met by a primary care-
giver in order for them to develop in a healthy way. When a child’s basic physiological and 
safety needs are consistently met, the child is able to attend to a variety of developmental tasks.  
Completing these tasks helps children to learn the emotional, social and cognitive skills that 
they will need for life. If a child’s basic needs have not been met, as a result of neglect or abuse, 
the child will be focused on getting those basic needs met and , as a result, may show delays in 
many areas of development.

When a child is presenting developmental delays or behavior problems, our first reaction may 
be to try to “fix” the problem behaviors. However, if the child’s basic needs were not properly 
met by previous caregivers, those basic needs must be addressed first, in order for other correc-
tive actions to be successful.

Imagine that your child has five empty buckets, which need to be filled with emotionally and 
sensory-rich experiences in order for her to develop and mature in a healthy way. Each of these 
five buckets represents a different aspect of the child’s development, yet all are interconnected 
and influential throughout the child’s life. These buckets come into play at different times as 
a child grows and not necessarily sequentially. It is the parent’s job to fill their child’s buckets 
with experiences that will help the child to develop in a healthy way.
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 Note: Use the set of 5 toy buckets as a visual aid during this discussion, holding 
up the appropriately labeled bucket for each aspect of development described 
below.

Physiological Bucket – This bucket represents the basic needs and experiences of the first 
three years of life. Ideally, this bucket will be filled with experiences of the parent consistently 
meeting the child’s basic needs for safety, food, clothing, shelter, and to be clean and dry as an 
infant. In the first few years of life for a child, the parent will be meeting these basic needs over 
and over again in the course of a day, week, month, etc. Each time the parent meets the child’s 
basic needs in a caring and soothing manner, they are filling the child’s physiological bucket 
with sensory-rich experiences that enhance pleasure and healthy bonding. When this bucket 
is filled, a child has learned that hunger is satisfied, physical discomfort is soothed, and that 
he can trust that his needs will be met. Picture this as a red bucket, different from the others; 
this primary bucket needs filling before any of the other buckets can be filled effectively. This 
bucket represents the very basics needed for survival. Once survival is assured, the child can 
focus on other developmental tasks. When this does not occur, and the bucket is not filled, all 
other buckets will be affected and the child will have difficulty focusing on other developmen-
tal tasks. Future caregivers will need to work to fill the red bucket for the child in order for the 
child to continue to develop in other areas.

Emotional Bucket – Experiences that fill a young child’s emotional bucket begin with the 
earliest interactions with the caregiver. They include such things as physical closeness, eye 
contact, a soothing voice, rocking, a smiling face, and other sensory experiences that provide 
comfort. Laughter and playfulness are also experiences that help to fill a child’s emotional 
bucket. As a child grows, other experiences can fill his emotional bucket, such as being able 
to express his feelings, and receiving words of encouragement and support. Filling this bucket 
with healthy emotional experiences lets the child know that the world understands his feelings 
and needs. When he needs comfort, someone soothes him. When he is happy, there is someone 
who shares his happiness. His caregiver pays attention to his emotional cues, and responds in 
a way that supports his feelings. As a result, he develops a sense of his own importance and 
self-worth. When the child’s emotional bucket is not filled with healthy emotional experiences, 
he may express his emotions inappropriately or shut his emotions down. Future caregivers will 
need to fill the child’s emotional bucket by recognizing and supporting the child’s feelings, and 
by modeling healthy expression of emotions.

Social Bucket – Experiences that fill a child’s social bucket also begin with the earliest interac-
tions with the caregiver. When an infant expresses a need, and the need is met by a nurturing 
caregiver, a bond is established that is pleasurable to both. This reciprocal relationship is the 
foundation for other social relationships that the child will have during his life. As the child 
grows, he learns to respond to other cues from the parent, such as taking direction, learning to 
share, playing games, etc. These experiences prepare the child for social relationships that they 
will have with other children, as well as other adults, such as teachers. When a caregiver fills 
their child’s social bucket with these healthy experiences, they are teaching the child about the 
give-and-take aspect of all relationships, which will help them with friends, in the classroom 
and later, in work and romantic relationships. When the child’s social bucket is not filled with 
healthy social experiences, they may have difficulty in peer relationships, as well as dealing 
with authority figures such as teachers. Future caregivers will need to fill the child’s social 
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bucket by practicing these skills with the child at home and providing supervised opportunities 
for social interactions with peers.

Cognitive Bucket – Experiences that fill a child’s cognitive bucket also begin with the early 
interactions between the child and caregiver, but not necessarily in the way that many people 
expect. When parents think about their child’s cognitive skills, they often focus on the child’s 
reading and academic abilities. They may play certain types of music or buy toys that they 
believe will enhance their child’s academic skills. In fact, experiences that will fill a child’s 
cognitive bucket again begin with filling the child’s red bucket first. The consistent meeting of 
the child’s physiological needs by the caregiver teaches the child basic cause and effect, which 
is the foundation of cognitive development. As the child grows, the caregiver will add other 
experiences to their child’s cognitive bucket, such as reading to the child, playing games, pro-
viding the child with opportunities to learn sports, music or other activities. Filling a child’s 
cognitive bucket with these experiences helps the child to develop a sense of mastery. When 
the child’s cognitive bucket is not filled with healthy opportunities to learn, the child may feel 
that they are not capable of achieving what they want in life, and feel they need to resort to 
other means to get what they want. Future caregivers will need to fill the child’s cognitive 
bucket with opportunities for the child to develop new skills, in a manner that supports the 
child’s physiological, emotional and social buckets.

Conscience Bucket – By filling all of the previous buckets, the caregiver is also filling the 
child’s conscience bucket, although that might not be immediately apparent. The child’s red 
bucket, again, must be filled first in order for a child to develop a basic sense of trust in his 
caregivers and the world. Filling the child’s emotional and social buckets helps the child to 
develop healthy relationships with his caregiver and others. These positive, reciprocal relation-
ships help the child to develop the social emotions of empathy and sympathy, which are the 
foundation of conscience development. As the child grows, the conscience bucket can be filled 
with other experiences, such as learning the difference between right and wrong, how to give 
and share with others, and showing compassion for animals and people who are sad or in pain. 
A child who has not experienced adequate filling of the other buckets may particularly struggle 
with the conscience bucket. Future caregivers will need to fill the child’s red bucket, emotional 
and social buckets over and over again as the first steps in filling their child’s conscience buck-
et, as these children may not yet know how to handle situations that include nurturing, play, joy 
and concern for others. 

With the exception of the Physiological Bucket (the red bucket), the filling of a child’s devel-
opmental buckets does not necessarily occur in a sequential order. However, as we have said, 
the red bucket needs must be addressed first, in order for the filling of the other buckets to be 
effective. For example, if a child is having trouble learning in school, our first thought might be 
that the child needs tutoring to build their academic skills (cognitive bucket). However, if the 
child is not rested or well-fed or is stressed because of problems at home, tutoring is not going 
to be helpful until those other (red bucket) needs are addressed. Similarly, if a 14-year old boy 
flies into a rage at a teacher, our first reaction might be to try to talk to the boy and have him 
try to explain his behavior (social, emotional, cognitive and conscience buckets). But if the boy 
is in a rage about something he cannot express with words (like an infant or toddler expressing 
distress), he will need assistance in becoming calmer (red bucket) before he will be able to talk 
about the problem.
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It is possible to fill more than one bucket at a time. When a parent is filling a child’s red bucket 
by meeting the child’s basic needs, those good experiences will spill over into the child’s emo-
tional, social, cognitive and conscience buckets. For example, when a parent feeds an infant 
(red bucket), the physical closeness, eye contact, smiles and soothing voice are also filling the 
child’s emotional and social buckets. These experiences are also helping the child to learn basic 
cause and effect (when I cry, my needs get met), which is adding to the child’s cognitive bucket.  
All of these experiences play a part in the child’s development of important social emotions, 
such as empathy and sympathy, which help to fill the child’s conscience bucket.

The concept of the developmental buckets is useful for older children and adults as well. The 
red bucket continues to be the primary bucket that must be filled before other tasks can be 
accomplished. For example, if  you are attending a training or business meeting on an empty 
stomach or after a poor night’s sleep (red bucket), your concentration will not be at its best 
(cognitive bucket), and you may feel impatient with your co-workers (social bucket). If you 
or your children are so busy with work or school that you have little time for friends or recre-
ational outlets, your social and emotional buckets may need filling in order for you for you to 
feel happy and in balance. 

If a child’s buckets are being filled with sensory-rich experiences from the beginning (red 
bucket), he will develop the emotional, social and cognitive skills that he will need in life. As 
the child matures, he will become less dependent upon the parent to fill his buckets, and will 
learn what he can do to do to fill his own buckets with good experiences. While the relation-
ship with the parent will always be important, the older child/adult will be able to attend to his 
own physiological needs, as well as develop relationships, activities and interests that will fill 
his emotional, social and cognitive buckets. 

Children who have experienced loss and trauma have missed many of the early life experi-
ences that would have filled their red buckets, as well as their other buckets. They will need 
their caregivers to fill their buckets with positive experiences in order to catch up in these areas 
of their development, and to continue to mature in a health way. 

 B. filling tHe BucketS

Step 2 Have participants go to the Parent’s Toolbox article, “Filling A Child’s Develop-
mental Buckets” on page 3-47 [PRN page 3-27]. Briefly highlight a few examples 
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Exercises

from the article to show that many every day activities can help to fill a child’s 
buckets, and answer any questions. Paraphrase the following:

As we consider the many ways that parents can fill their children’s buckets, we should note that 
there are many activities that support a child’s cultural history that can also fill their buckets. In 
Session 2, we discussed the fact that many children lose connections with their culture when 
they are moved from their birth families, and that there are many things that permanent/adop-
tive parents and caregivers can do to help their children maintain those connections. Thinking 
of activities in terms of the developmental buckets, we can see that validating cultural losses 
and allowing children opportunities to talk about them can help to fill their Emotional Bucket. 
Other activities, such as keeping sibling connections, drawing, looking at pictures, driving 
through the old neighborhood, researching heritage, cooking cultural foods, exploring interests 
such as art, dance or sports that are part of a child’s heritage, can simultaneously fill their Emo-
tional, Social and Cognitive Buckets while supporting their cultural identity.

We will now do an exercise to help you come up with some ideas for the experiences that can 
fill your child’s buckets.

Step 3 Go to the Exercise “Your Child’s Developmental Buckets Exercise” on page 3-29, 
and have participants use the “Developmental Buckets Exercise Worksheet” on 
page 3-35 [PRN page 3-15] to fill in examples to present to the class.

Step 4  Wrap up this section by paraphrasing the following about the importance of  
understanding their child’s current behavioral problems by understanding how 
their unique history impacted all 5 buckets. 

For children especially, behavior is very purposeful. That does not mean that your child knows 
the purpose of his/her behavior or why they are doing what they are doing. Children who have 
experienced trauma and loss have developed behavioral strategies that helped them to cope in 
chaotic, unsafe and/or neglectful environments. Those behaviors served a purpose in the previ-
ous environment, but they are often behaviors that will not work well in a new family, school, 
or in the long run. 

For most of you in this room, your child’s buckets have been negatively impacted by their 
prolonged exposure to a neglectful and/or abusive environment. That’s the bad news; it’s 
important to be realistic about the fact that exposure to neglect and trauma impacts all areas of 
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development. But there’s good news, too. Your child has a great propensity for healing. There 
is potential within each of the developmental buckets that we have explored. But your child 
does not fill these buckets on his/her own. For your child to develop the skills he/she needs to 
be successful in human relationships, he/she needs your assistance in providing those enriched 
experiences that will help him/her learn and re-learn new ways of relating.

IV. PARENTING ACCORDING TO DEVELOPMENTAL NEED 

Time: 50 minutes    Steps: 1-5

Purpose:  To assist parents in understanding the importance of parenting according to  
   the developmental needs of their children rather than relying on “traditional”  
   parenting approaches. 

A. develoPmentAl re-PArenting

Step 1 Parents and caregivers need to provide enriched, responsive and engaging 
              experiences that assist their child in learning new ways of relating in the 
              world. Paraphrase the following: 

As we have just seen, children who have experienced abuse, neglect or multiple placements 
are impacted in all areas of their development. They typically have varying social, emotional 
and behavioral problems. These children have missed critical experiences (bucket filling) that 
would have helped them to have age-appropriate skills. Parents can use a “developmental lens” 
to try and understand these problematic behaviors. 

It is very common for children who have experienced trauma and loss to have trouble regu-
lating their impulses and managing their behaviors. They have missed critical stages in their 
social-emotional development. For example, a two-year-old will gradually learn how to delay 
gratification as he waits for his parent to cook the food or get the bath ready. Children who have 
not experienced a stable and nurturing environment will not have internalized those skills. The 
early experiences between parent and child assist the child in learning critical self-regulation 
skills. One of the most common complaints that adoptive parents and caregivers have about the 
children they are parenting is that they are impulsive, reactive, easily agitated and anxious. 
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When we use a developmental lens, it is easy to see how the child would struggle with these red 
bucket behaviors. We are now going to explore some of the things parents can do everyday to 
help their child begin to better self- regulate. 

Step 2 Differentiate between traditional parenting and developmental re-parenting prin-
ciples and interventions by paraphrasing the following:

Traditional parenting principles and techniques use punishment and loss when children mis-
behave. The punishment could be a spanking, a loss of privileges, being sent to their room, 
etc. For the average child, meaning children whose buckets have been appropriately filled, this 
approach is often effective. The child is distressed by parental disapproval/separation and is 
able to learn from the consequences of a punishment, “I did something naughty and now I’m 
sitting in my room.” It is important to emphasize that traditional parenting interventions are 
often effective, which is why they are so widely used.  

This is why parenting can be trickier for those of you sitting in this room. You have likely 
found is that these more traditional techniques are ineffective with your child. In fact, you may 
have found that these strategies increase behavioral problems. This is because the roots of your 
child’s misbehavior run much deeper. A child with empty buckets has social and emotional 
skill deficits. Utilizing punishment adds nothing to your child’s buckets. Filling your child’s 
buckets is the first step you must take in addressing their behavior. 

Step 3 Ask participants to go to the Parent’s Toolbox article, “Traditional Parenting /  
Developmental Re-parenting” on pages 3-49 [PRN 3-29]. Review and discuss with 
participants, highlighting the differences between the two parenting approaches, 
asking them to share examples.
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 B. decoding my cHild’S BeHAviorS 

Step 4 Introduce the concept of decoding a child’s behavior in order to understand the 
underlying cause by paraphrasing the following:

Many of your child’s behaviors will be the typical behaviors for a child of their age, and there-
fore, not too difficult to understand. At times, however, your child’s behavior may be baffling, 
even alarming. Perhaps they have engaged in lying or stealing, or perhaps they have highly 
emotional reactions in response to fairly ordinary events. Understanding your child’s behaviors 
can be like trying to decipher a code. The behavior may not make any sense in the current 
context of your family. However, the behavior may make a great deal of sense if you are able to 
figure out the underlying need that is being served by that behavior. Once you understand the 
purpose of the behavior, you have cracked the code! You can meet the unmet need that is being 
served by the behavior and take corrective action for the behavior, if it is called for.

Now let’s play detective as we try to figure out where some of your child’s more difficult, chal-
lenging and complex behaviors come from.

Step 5 Go to the “Decoding Behaviors Exercise” on page 3-31, and refer participants to 
Exercise Worksheet “Decoding Behaviors Worksheet”  on page 3-37 [PRN 3-17]. 
Following the exercise, wrap up this section by paraphrasing the following on de-
coding your child’s behaviors: 

Children with complex histories have adapted their behaviors to survive. Their behaviors are 
are a form of communication that provides important clues as to what their history has been. 
Decoding their behavior will help you to understand the purpose of the behavior in order to 
develop more effective parenting strategies. Remember, children do not know why they behave 
the way they do. Frustrated parents will often ask their child “Why did you do that?,” but more 
often than not, the child is unable to provide an answer. 

Understanding which of the Seven Core Issues your child is dealing with, as well as under-
standing the developmental stage your child is currently in, will help you to figure out what the 
unmet needs are beneath your child’s behavior. With that information, you can fill their buckets 
and develop corrective actions that will help to build their social and emotional skills.
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V. WRAP-UP SESSION 3 AND COMMITMENTS FOR SESSION 4

Time: 15 minutes    Steps: 1 - 3
Purpose:	 To	give	participants	an	opportunity	to	reflect	on	the	knowledge	gained	from	 

  this session, and to address any remaining questions.

 A. review SeSSion 3

Step 1 Review Session 3, asking participants if there are any questions left unanswered, 
and if there was any one thing that was unexpected, that they hadn’t considered 
before.

B.  evAluAtionS for SeSSion 3

Step 2 Have participants pull out the Evaluation sheet for Session 3 from the Evaluation 
Sheets section of their PRN, and fill them out. You will pick them up as partici-
pants are leaving. 

c. Homework And commitmentS for SeSSion 4

Step 3 Have participants go to “How Do You Fill Your Child’s Buckets: Homework” 
worksheet in the Homework section on page 3-53 [PRN page 3-33]. Paraphrase 
the following:

In this session, we explored many ways to fill a child’s developmental buckets. For your home-
work this week, we would like you to come up with as many ideas as you can for ways to fill 
each of the five developmental buckets for your child. We will start next class with sharing 
some of the ways you fill your child’s buckets every day!

 Note: Use the Parent’s Toolbox article, “Filling A Child’s Buckets” on page 3-47 
[PRN page 3-27] as an aid when reviewing the homework at the beginning of  
Session 4.


