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CONTENT AND PROCESS

I. WELCOME BACK

Time: 20 minutes   Steps: 1- 2

Purpose: Session 4: To explore the art of attachment; how it develops and its importance  
  in human relationships; the impact of impaired attachment on the parent-child    
  relationship; and how to recreate a healthy attachment experience for children  
  who missed it in their early years.

 A. Homework review

Step 1  Review the homework assignment with participants. Refer to the Parent’s Toolbox 
article “Filling A Child’s Developmental Buckets” on page 3-47 [PRN page 3-27] 
to help guide the discussion. 

Have participants share some of their ideas with the class. Be sure to include some from each 
bucket. Encourage participants to add to their own worksheets as they’re hearing new ideas, so 
that they can refer back to it as a resource in the future.

Discussion questions:
•  Did you recognize things that you are already doing to fill your child’s buckets?
• What additional kinds of activities might you try with your child?
• Did you notice any patterns that emerged?  

(Such as PLAY filling all 5 buckets)
• Will this change the way you view your child’s behavior?  

(Such as looking at which bucket(s) might need filling, rather than jumping directly 
to consequences; being proactive and mindful of red bucket needs; helping child 
develop awareness of the link between red bucket and mood/behavior, etc.)
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 B. review key ConCepts from session 3

Step 2 Review these key concepts from Session 3 with participants.

• Children go through developmental stages, with tasks/milestones at each stage
• Children who have experienced neglect or abuse may be impacted in all areas of  

their development
• Children have 5 developmental buckets that need to be filled by parents and  

caregivers
• Children need to be rooted in a family to maximize development
• Parents need to parent according to developmental stage rather than the age of  

their child
• Parents need to learn how to decode their child’s behaviors

II. INTRODUCTION TO ATTACHMENT

Time: 10 minutes    Steps: 1- 4

Purpose:  To help parents/caregivers understand attachment theory as a way of assisting  
   them in understanding the important role of the parent-child relationship.

 A. wHy AttACHment is importAnt

Step 1 Introduce the concept of attachment by paraphrasing the following:
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We are social beings. From birth, we are not only ready to connect, we are driven to connect. 
At our core, we are social-emotional beings with an innate desire to be in relationships. Think 
for a moment about all of the different kinds of relationships you are in right now; relationships 
with our parents, our children, our grandparents, our siblings, our friends, our neighbors, our 
colleagues, our boss, etc. Think about all the skills needed to navigate the complexities of all of 
those different kinds of relationships. It is quite impressive. Where did all of those skills come 
from? How did you learn to connect, and disconnect? How did you learn to set good bound-
aries and let others know what you need from them? How did you learn not only to tolerate 
closeness, but to enjoy closeness? Where did all of those relationship skills come from …and 
could we thrive without them?  

We begin this session with a question: “Why is attachment so important?” The simple answer 
is, because for the entirety of our lives, we are in relationships. For any of us to be successful in 
relationships we must learn the dance of attachment. And it is much like a dance, an art form, 
with so many parts that are non-verbal, that you must learn this dance through your senses. Try 
explaining to someone with words how to waltz. Then put them on the dance floor with some-
one and ask them to waltz. You will not see them gliding across the floor in perfect synchrony 
and attunement with each other.  

So as we begin our discussion of attachment, please know that we are always referencing a 
relationship; it a dance between two people. 

Attachment at its heart is connectedness, and it provides the foundation for a child’s physical, 
cognitive, and psycho-social development. Research in this area suggests that factors for devel-
oping attachment include caregiver sensitivity and response to a child’s needs (safety, love and 
affection, touch, food, eye contact and emotional connection), as well as a child’s own unique 
cycle of arousal and relaxation. Attachment is highly reciprocal between the child and care- 
giver. The child’s development will happen, regardless, but healthy attachment allows the 
development to occur in the best way possible.

B. UnderstAnding AttACHment

Step 2 Paraphrase the following about attachment theory:



Pathways to Permanence: Parenting Children Who Have Experienced Trauma and Loss
©2012 Kinship Center®  A Member of Seneca Family of Agencies4-12

Pathways to  
Permanence 2

Parenting  
Children  

Experienced 
Trauma 
and Loss

Who have

Session 4

Creating 
Positive 

Attachments 
Part 1

Attachment theory supports the need for children to connect solidly to trusted adults. It is criti-
cal to their physical, emotional, social, intellectual and psychological growth. Recent findings 
in neurobiology are supporting what specialists in the field of attachment have said for years 
about the importance of early attachment throughout one’s lifespan.
  
Very young children do not connect with words, they connect first through their senses. The 
dance of attachment involves all of the senses. Infants come into the world as biological sen-
sory systems, ready to be attached. The adults  in their lives must be continuously open and 
available for that attachment connection. As we age, we will use words to connect, but the sci-
ence of attachment provides us with ample evidence that early attachment first occurs through 
our senses, without words at all. 

Attachment theorists talk about the dance of intimacy that begins at birth and continues 
throughout our lifespan. Children will learn that dance of intimacy as they attach to caregivers, 
and they will continuously observe the adults around them to learn how intimacy is expressed. 
How do you manage your distress? Do you allow people to comfort you? You will model that 
for your child. They will see how you do it and you will do it with them.
 
.

Step 3 Paraphrase the following:

In the animal kingdom, the primary purpose of attachment is to provide safety and protection 
for the vulnerable. The young animal that seeks proximity to its caregiver is more likely to 
survive. It helps insure the survival of the species. 

Attachment in humans has many secondary purposes:
• The stimulation of the child’s intellectual potential
• The development of the child’s social skills
• The facilitation of identity formation
• To enable the child to modulate stress and arousal levels
• To enable the child to develop empathy for others, critical to conscience development
• The development of the child’s ability to attend to their environment and focus
• The development of the child’s ability to delay gratification 
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The attachment relationship plays an important role in filling your child’s developmental buck-
ets, which we discussed in Session 3. When a caregiver connects to a child and meets his needs, 
the caregiver is filling the child’s buckets. In the dance of attachment, the parent is filling their 
child’s buckets with pleasurable, sensory-rich experiences. 

Attachment precedes self. Before a child understands that he is an individual, he identifies as 
a “we” with his caregiver. Secure attachments optimize a child’s ability to individuate from 
parents and form his own identity. 

Step 4 Wrap up the discussion of the purpose of attachment by briefly reviewing the  
Parent’s Toolbox article, “Attachment: The Purpose and How it Helps the Child” 
on page 4-43 [PRN page 4-19]. Ask participants if they have any questions before 
moving on to the next section.

III. HOW ATTACHMENT DEVELOPS

Time: 45 minutes   Steps: 1-5

Purpose: To help participants understand how attachment develops and the importance  
  of parents being attuned to their children’s needs.

 A. tHe AroUsAl/relAxAtion CyCle
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Step 1 Refer participants to the Parent’s Toolbox article, “Arousal-Relaxation Cycle” on 
page 4-45 [PRN page 4-21]. Explain what the cycle is, for both infant and care-
giver, and how it affects attachment by paraphrasing the following:

There is a cycle called the Arousal/Relaxation cycle, starting from homeostasis (pre-need), 
where the infant/child has a resting heart rate, and resting respiratory rate. The child then 
expresses a need.

 Note: Brainstorm with participants about what could the child’s need could be, 
focusing on basic infant needs such as being held, fed, changed, etc.

The infant does what he/she is programmed to do when distressed, which is to cry. If the cry 
is responded to, and the caregiver attends correctly to the need, the need is gratified, and the 
infant calms. The physiological response from the child is one of pleasure and relaxation. The 
infant makes the physical, mental and emotional association of caregiver equals needs met. The 
repetition of this cycle, hundreds of times a week in the life of the child, assists the child in 
becoming dependent and attached to the primary caregiver, which is what nature intends. 

The basic components of the Arousal-Relaxation Cycle are the same for each person, but how 
it is experienced is unique to each person. It is influenced by each person’s genetic history and 
in-utero experiences, as well as by experiences in the first few years of life.

Step 2 Explain what happens when this cycle is not completed and the child is left un-
comfortable and in distress, by paraphrasing the following:

In a disrupted cycle, the need starts off the same, and the infant’s physiological response is the 
same, which is a heightened state of distress, but relief never comes. The infant continues to 
arouse into a distressed state, even a rage response. If the caregiver fails to respond, the infant 
expends all of its energy, but does not relax. Note that this process may be subtle, it could even 
just look like a child avoiding eye contact or nodding off to sleep. No sense of comfort, being 
connected or soothed happens for the child, both physiologically and emotionally. This infant 
does not have a resting heart rate or respiratory rate. If the pattern continues with the caregiver 
being non-responsive, the infant is more stress-reactive, easily triggered, not easily comforted, 
and could be at risk for failure to thrive. (“Failure to thrive” is a condition in which children do 
not gain weight as a result of chronic neglect or abuse.)
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Think about how your child may have been impacted in this way, even if you have little or 
no information about his/her earliest days. Your greatest indication could be that when under 
stress, he/she has similar responses to those we just discussed, even if your child is no longer 
an infant.

You may remember that we briefly mentioned the Arousal-Relaxation Cycle in Session 3, dur-
ing our discussion of the first stage of child development. During the first stage of development, 
we mentioned that it is the parent/caregiver’s task to meet the child’s needs on demand, and that 
this cycle occurs over and over again during the course of a day, week, month, etc. When this is 
happening in a healthy way, the child becomes dependent upon and attached to the caregiver. It 
is within the context of that relationship with the parent that the child’s healthy development in 
all areas is maximized. When a child’s basic physiological needs are not being met consistently, 
such as in cases of neglect, abuse and/or multiple moves, the child experiences a disrupted 
Arousal-Relaxation Cycle, which has an adverse impact on attachment, and subsequently on 
the child’s development in other areas. Those basic physiological (red bucket) needs will need 
to be met first to recreate the Arousal-Relaxation Cycle, no matter your child’s age or develop-
mental stage.

B. modUlAting yoUr CHild’s BeHAvior

Step 3 We will now discuss corrective actions parents can take to address their child’s 
disrupted arousal-relaxation cycle. Paraphrase the following:

What is most critical to emphasize in the cycle is that the infant is completely dependent on his/
her caregivers for all of his/her needs. In the early years, the parent is the external psycho-bio-
logical regulator of the infant’s internal emotional states. (Schore, 1994.) In order for the infant/
child to eventually regulate his/her own internal states, he/she must first experience external 
regulation, a process which takes years. What this means is that a child who is chronologically, 
developmentally, or emotionally young cannot learn how to control his/her own states without 
the constant support of an adult. In Robert Karen’s 1998 book called Becoming Attached, he 
describes an “affective hunger” that helps us understand this concept further. Children who did 
not experience this process in their earliest days have been physiologically starved of the very 
sustenance they need to handle their raw emotional states, which will impact their ability to 
be in relationships with others. Fortunately, brain research has taught us that children’s brains 
have the ability to learn this later on through meaningful, attached relationships with healthy 
adults. Let’s get into the specifics.
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Becoming attuned to a child’s internal emotional states allows caregivers to respond effectively as 
external psycho-biological regulators for children in a distressed arousal state. Down-regulating 
involves helping a child who is in a high state of arousal to return to a calm state of homeostasis. 

When a child is agitated and upset, the parents’ first job is to help the child down-regulate and 
fill his/her  physiological “red bucket.” This may mean moving quickly to contain behavior, 
especially if the child is becoming out of control. Remembering the discussion we had earlier 
about the infant’s unmet needs, down-regulating may mean removing a child from a situation, 
holding, rocking, soothing, singing or anything that helps him return to a calm state. Children 
who have experienced neglect and abuse may be very prone to high states of arousal many 
times per day. When parents consistently assist their child to down-regulate, it helps the child 
to learn and to internalize ways to down-regulate their own affective and internal states of 
arousal in the future.

While we often describe the parent as the leader of the attachment dance, it is important to note, 
as with any dance, the leader must also be able to follow. We describe this as the “lead-follow-
lead” sequence. When the parent responds to the subtleties of the child’s cues, particularly at 
the earliest possible indicators, the parent demonstrates deep emotional resonance with the 
child. In these moments, the child is in the “lead” role, with the parenting “following” the cues 
of the child’s behavior. This does not mean that children do not need structure and discipline, 
but it does mean that sometimes we need to give a little control to the child, to gain a lot more 
in return. This allows the child to not only be heard, but to feel understood. 

As an example, say that your child comes home from school one day, very upset and agitated.  
He is throws his backpack down, knocking over and breaking something, all the while saying 
that he hates it here and wants to leave. Your mind is whirling as you try to guess what the 
problem is, but you can see that he is in a dysregulated state and discussion is pointless at that 
moment. You first help him to down-regulate, perhaps by accompanying him to his room, tak-
ing deep breaths, going outside to let off steam, or whatever helps him return to a calmer state. 
Perhaps he is tired or hungry, and needs a snack or rest to feel better. After responding to these 
physiological cues, and filling your child’s red bucket needs for regulation, you eventually find 
out that the cause for his distress is a problem with a peer at school. Your child’s reaction may 
seem extreme to you in comparison to the problem, but then you consider what other things 
may be contributing to his distress. Could he be dealing with core issues such as Rejection 
or Intimacy? Maybe he is developmentally younger than his years, and is not understanding 
age-appropriate socialization with his peers. With these things in mind, your can respond to 
the underlying needs by listening and offering comfort. This transforms a potentially negative 
situation into an opportunity for healing and learning new skills, thereby strengthening the 
attachment relationship with your child. Later, you can have your child invite friends over to 
play, which fills his social and emotional buckets and gives you an opportunity to supervise 
and model appropriate social skills.

By responding in this way over and over again, you are literally re-wiring your child’s system 
to know in a physiological, not just cognitive way, that he or she is truly safe and can relax into 
the relationship. This ultimately recreates the Arousal-Relaxation Cycle that the child did not 
experience in his/her earliest years.
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Step 4 Go to the “Wooden Soldier Mirroring Exercise” on page 4-31. (There is no cor-
responding worksheet for participants.) Begin the exercise by paraphrasing the 
following:  

The lead-follow-lead sequence in the dance of attachment requires the skill of attunement. 
Attunement is when people are in harmony with one another and are able to respond to each 
other’s subtle behavioral cues and emotions. Practicing the skill of attunement can help a par-
ent to better read their child’s cues, and respond to what the child is feeling.

Step 5 Wrap up the exercise and discussion on attunement by paraphrasing the follow-
ing:

It is not possible to be attuned to your child’s every cue and emotion. Emotions fluctuate day 
to day and moment to moment for both caregivers and children, creating times when each is 
missing the other’s cues. However, developing the skill of attunement will greatly enhance the 
attachment relationship with your child. If you are able to do this more than half the time, you 
are hitting the mark!

IV. WHEN ATTACHMENT IS IMPAIRED

Time : 35 minutes   Steps: 1-2

A. AttACHment defleCting BeHAviors
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Step 1 Discuss with participants what happens to children who have had adverse attach-
ment experiences by paraphrasing the following:

We have been exploring how attachment behaviors develop as a result of one’s early life experi-
ences. Those experiences can either be positive, such as, a parent-child relationship where the 
parent was responsive and attuned to the child’s needs, or a negative parent-child relationship 
where the child’s needs were not met, and/or the parent responded to the child’s needs in an 
angry or punitive way. Most children who have experienced trauma, loss or multiple moves 
have had very difficult histories related to attachment. People to whom they have been attached 
may have come and gone in their lives, as well as been the source of inadequate care and/or 
abuse. These children may have experienced feelings of overwhelming distress, loss or pain, 
but were left to deal with their distress by themselves. Many of these children have learned that 
attaching to a caregiver can be painful, and as a result, may work very hard to avoid attachment 
relationships. 

For children who have been exposed to chronic maltreatment at the hands of their caregiv-
ers, intimate relationships are built upon a foundation of fear, distress, pain and violence. As 
a means of coping, these children may engage in attachment-deflecting behaviors (also called 
attachment avoiding behaviors) as a way of avoiding or minimizing the overwhelming feelings 
associated with interpersonal relationships. The primary goal is to avoid the pain and distress 
of emotional closeness and/or emotional dependency, particularly in the primary attachment 
relationship with the parent/caregiver. There are many examples of attachment deflecting 
behaviors. Some that occur frequently include the following:

• Controlling behaviors (lying, arguing, refusing to do what one is told, questioning 
parents’ authority, etc.). They are attachment deflecting because they send the mes-
sage of, “I have to take care of myself,” and “I cannot depend on you.”

• Acting out behavior that follows intimate time with the parent/caregiver. This sends 
the message that the child may be fearful of getting too close and feeling vulnerable 
with the parent.  The underlying feeling may be, “This will hurt when you leave me,” 
even if it has been made clear many times that the parent will not leave the child.

• Attempting to ruin family time. This may be a way of trying to find out, “How far 
do I have to push you before you kick me out of this family (because I don’t really 
belong)?”
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Facilitator: Briefly discuss the following points with participants:

• What types of attachment deflecting behaviors have you experienced with your 
child?

 • Have you noticed if these behaviors surface more at certain times (such as in      
      times of stress, anniversaries or transitions)?

 • What do you think your child’s behavior is telling you about his/her needs?
You may wonder as a parent why these behaviors continue to surface for your child, even after 
he/she has been in a safe home with loving parents for some time…even years. Why does your 
child continue to react and push back, in spite of all of the reassurance that you provide, both 
in your words and actions? At the very beginning of this series, when we defined loss and 
trauma, we said that these experiences are stored in a child’s body, even if they occurred before 
the child was verbal. In Session 5, we will talk more about the brain and how these pre-verbal 
memories get triggered, both in our children and ourselves. For now, we will simply say that 
when children’s earliest needs have not been met, those needs may be easily triggered and 
surface through behaviors that seem out of place or extreme. This reverting back into survival 
mode types of behaviors may go on for years, no matter how young children were when losses 
occurred or how long they have been in a permanent home.

There is no quick fix that will make these behaviors go away, but the good news is that your 
children can learn how to form meaningful relationships through their attachment relationship 
with you. By looking at these types of behaviors as your child’s possible attempts to deflect 
attachment rather than as “behavior problems,” you can stay attuned to your child’s needs, 
which provides repeated opportunities for healing.  It underscores the importance of decoding 
your child’s behavior to understand what needs are not being met, including from earlier stages 
of development. 

B. rUptUre And repAir

Step 2 Introduce the concepts of “rupture” and “repair” in the context of the attachment 
relationship by paraphrasing the following:

As we discussed in Session 3, “traditional parenting” approaches and discipline strategies rely 
on loss of privileges, punishment, and emotional distance to change a child’s negative behav-
iors. If a young boy hits his sister, he may lose his TV privileges for the day, as well as feel his 
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parent’s disapproval. If a child refuses to clean up her toys, she may be sent to her room or into 
time-out. These techniques of parental disapproval, punishment and isolation of the child are 
actually utilizing a temporary rupture in the secure attachment relationship to motivate the 
child into more positive behavior. The rupture is an action (small or large) that results in a sepa-
ration between two people, such as an argument, disapproval, or an actual physical separation. 
Children who are attached to their parents/caregivers are motivated to repair the rupture in the 
parent-child attachment relationship because they are intimately connected to and impacted 
by what their caregivers feel. The repair is the act of coming together again, through words or 
actions, even if the particular issue is not yet resolved. Little Johnny cannot feel good until his 
parents feel good, therefore, he is motivated to repair the rupture in the attachment relationship 
by correcting his behavior. This strategy is particularly effective when children are young, as 
they are still very emotionally dependent on their primary attachment caregivers.

For children who have experienced loss and trauma, what happens when parents use a tempo-
rary rupture in the attachment relationship in response to negative behavior?  It is likely to be 
ineffective, and may even result in an increase in negative behavior. Without the foundation 
of a secure attachment relationship, the parent’s disapproval or sending the child away (even 
temporarily to their room) may reinforce the child’s belief and fear that sooner or later, this 
family is going to leave them if they do something wrong. Children who have experienced 
many losses and trauma will need to know they are still wanted, claimed and part of the family, 
in spite of their mistakes. If your child steals, lies or does something else that is upsetting to 
you, there may still be the feeling of a temporary rupture in the relationship, in the form of ten-
sion, disapproval, disagreements, etc. Reassuring your child that you love them, and that they 
are stuck with your family no matter what, is a critical part of the repair process that will need 
to happen over and over again as part of the attachment building process. 

 Note: Briefly discuss the following points with participants:

 • Can you give examples of temporary “ruptures” that occur in your relationship with  
                  your child (maybe even every day)?
 • What types of things do you do to “repair” these ruptures with your child?
The concepts of rupture and repair can also be helpful when thinking about other forms of sep-
aration that occur in family relationships, which are not connected to negative behavior. If you 
need to take a trip, or travel as part of your job, you may find that it is particularly important to 
prepare your child for the separation, as well as to take extra time to “repair” the relationship 
with your child upon your return. Repair in this situation is not so much about making up after 
an argument, but more about taking the time to reconnect and re-establish closeness. Similarly, 
if your child spends the night at a friend’s house, or goes to visit his/her birth family, it is a 
good opportunity for you to make the point with your child that you love him/her and are still 
there for him/her even when he/she goes away for a while.

It is not possible to be completely in synch with your child all the time. Temporary ruptures are 
to be expected. What is critical is that healthy patterns of repairing these ruptures get built into 
your relationship with your child, to recreate the secure attachment experience that they missed 
early on. We will now look at how to develop these healthy patterns as we further explore the 
art of attachment.
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V. THE ART OF ATTACHMENT

Time: 70 minutes    Steps: 1 - 8

Purpose: To empower parents through understanding the two tasks of attachment to  
  create and sustain a secure attachment relationship with their child.

 A. leArning A new dAnCe

Step 1 Introduce the concept of the attachment dilemma, by paraphrasing the following: 

An attachment dilemma exists for most children who have experienced trauma and loss. What 
they most need to heal, a meaningful, loving caregiver relationship, is what they most fear. In 
order for children to heal from previous failed attachment relationships, they need to experi-
ence permanence. However, due to the numerous failed parent/child relationships they have 
experienced, they now defend themselves against the intimacy of the parent/child attachment 
relationship. There is no trust that they will not be hurt again. So, while new parents work 
to connect and develop trust, they may have a child who fears connection, and who actually 
works to avoid parental closeness and dependency. 
 

The impact of early neglect and abuse leaves residual issues, even when children are sub-
sequently placed in loving and secure homes. Children with attachment impairments will 
struggle with deep feelings of fear, anger, sadness, hopelessness, detachment and confusion. 
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Remember, these children have a whole story prior to placement in their permanent family 
that likely includes loss, suffering, pain and loneliness. They may have lost trust in caregivers, 
adults and life itself. They may have difficulty giving or receiving affection, or confuse love 
with physical pain or sex. They may be unable to verbally articulate their needs, or they may 
attempt to provoke rejection or abuse.

Parents/caregivers can help children transform internal and extremely stressful emotional states 
into manageable emotional states that can be expressed and processed in ways that enhance 
rather than inhibit secure attachment.  

An example of difficulties that may arise in this area includes children for whom discipline has 
not been a part of a secure attachment process. As we discussed earlier, a securely attached 
child is typically eager to please parents and will respond well to consistent, age-appropriate 
structure and discipline. A child with impaired attachment will respond differently, creating 
an attachment dilemma in the parent-child relationship. It is critical to implement attachment-
based discipline from the beginning of placement with attachment impaired children. Secure 
attachment must precede discipline. Harsh verbal and/or emotional responses from parents and 
caregivers simply will not work with these children, and in fact, further inhibits the attachment 
process. A child cannot attach to an angry parent in a secure way, and may exhibit a great deal 
of difficult behavior.

 B. two tAsks of tHe CAregiver

Step 2 Refer participants to the Parent’s Toolbox article, “The Two Tasks for Parents/
Caregivers” on page 4-47 [PRN page 4-23]. Assist participants in understanding 
the two tasks of the caregiver by paraphrasing the following:

 
There are two primary tasks all caregivers must engage in on a daily basis to solidify a secure 
attachment relationship with their child. The first task is to remove/reduce the child’s internal 
distress, for example, a parent comforting his child who was teased at school. The second task 
is to increase a child’s pleasurable state, for example, by engaging the child in physical play 
such as wrestling, tickling, etc. These two tasks, done over and over again, recreate the Arous-
al-Relaxation Cycle for the child, and are the foundation for a healthy parent/child attachment 
relationship.
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These two primary tasks of attachment, when done effectively, will result in children who 
have high rates of pleasure and low rates of stress. They will be curious, adventuresome and 
prepared for pleasurable experiences. Children with attachment impairments experience high 
rates of distress and low rates of pleasure. They remain in chronic states of anxiety and engage 
in negative behavior that reinforces suffering, helplessness and hopelessness.

Task 1:  Decrease distress

Ideally, a parent responds to their child’s cues of distress by being responsive and engaged 
emotionally. This emotional availability of the parent is critical for the child to experience. The 
parent is the external regulator of the child’s internal physiological distress. This process of 
moving the child from high arousal states into calmness and organization will eventually be 
internalized by the child

It is counter-productive to simply remove a child into isolation when they are in states of high 
distress. If isolated, a child may eventually auto-regulate to a physiological state of homeostasis, 
but they will not form any attachments in the process. In fact, auto-regulation may eventually 
result in harm to themselves or others, and further inhibit attachment relationships.

Attuning with a child and meeting unresolved needs (filling their buckets) is critical in parent-
ing children with impaired attachments. Traditional discipline may be completely ineffective 
with these children. Continuing to engage, even when a child seems to be pushing away, can 
be difficult, but this may be when children most need to attach. Sending an over-aroused child 
into isolation does not help, particularly for children who are not cognitively or emotionally 
able to express themselves. Children who cannot self-soothe will need more contact, not less 
physical contact, when they are over-aroused. 

Caregivers can use these experience as opportunities to rework the dance of intimacy with a 
positive outcome. Children can eventually move into a secure attachment relationship with the 
caregiver who has helped them go from an acute state of distress to a state of calmness and 
relaxation. Infants who experience this will literally melt into the caregiver who has soothed 
them. By re-working the Arousal-Relaxation Cycle with the child over and over again, the 
caregiver becomes the emotional tutor for the child, and the caregiver’s touch, movement, voice 
and smell become part of these attachment experiences. These experiences help the caregiver 
to become embedded into the child’s consciousness as a source of comfort and connection, 
experiences that the child may have missed in his earlier relationships.
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Step 3 Continue the explanation by paraphrasing below:

Task 2: Increase Pleasure
Increasing pleasure or up-stimulating a child means filling a child’s red bucket with pleasurable 
and stimulating experiences. Children need to learn that closeness, attachment and intimacy 
are not only safe, but also fun and pleasurable. Moving into their world with reciprocal play 
enhances attachment, and provides modeling for future attachment relationships that involve 
reciprocity and empathy. Engaging in physical activity, such as rolling around on the ground, 
making mud pies, drawing or coloring, swinging or playing ball are the types of pleasurable 
up-stimulating experiences that enhance secure attachment relationships. Attachment theorists 
agree that engaging infants/children in reciprocal play experiences is vital to brain development. 

Step 4 Link the concepts of the two primary tasks of the caregiver (decreasing stress and 
increasing pleasure) with the “Decoding Behaviors Exercise” from Session 3 by 
paraphrasing the following:

Thinking back to the Decoding Behaviors Exercise that we did in Session 3, we can incorporate 
the concepts of “decreasing distress” and “increasing pleasure” into that model for address-
ing your child’s behavior. In the Exercise, after decoding the child’s behavior, the caregiver is 
encouraged to have an “empathic response” to the child, before attempting to take corrective 
action. That “empathic response” acts to decrease the child’s distress, which is the first task of 
the caregiver in the Arousal-Relaxation Cycle that we have been discussing. For example, if the 
child tells a lie about something he/she did, the parent may decode that behavior to mean that 
the child is afraid of being punished for something he/she did. Rather than demanding the truth 
from the child, which would likely increase the child’s fear and distress, the parent’s empathic 
response is to remain close to the child and speak calmly about what the child may be feeling, 
in an effort to decrease distress in the child.

The second task of the caregiver in the cycle is to increase pleasure in the child. However, in 
addressing a child’s misbehavior it should be noted that “increasing pleasure” for the child 
will not immediately follow the empathic response of decreasing distress, because a corrective 
action may be needed to address the child’s misbehavior. The corrective action will ideally 
give the child an opportunity to correct his actions, make amends and learn new skills. When 
the child has done this successfully, the caregiver can praise the child for doing the right thing, 
which can be accompanied by a hug, pat on the back, etc. The caregiver’s positive words 
and physical closeness help to increase pleasure for the child by reinforcing the parent-child 
relationship, even while addressing negative behavior. However caregivers should also find 
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opportunities to “increase pleasure” and fill the buckets for their children as often as possible 
in between instances of negative behavior, to meet the needs that are underlying the behavior.

Step 5 Go to “Decoding Behaviors Exercise 2” on page 4-33, worksheet on page 4-39, 
[PRN page 4-15]. Following the exercise, paraphrase the following:

While your child’s problematic behaviors can be cause for worry and frustration, we can see 
from this exercise that they also provide you with opportunities to address those behaviors in 
a manner that strengthens the attachment relationship between you and your child, rather than 
the behaviors becoming obstacles to attachment. 

C. leArning from experienCe

Step 6 Begin to wrap up the session by paraphrasing the following:

We have discussed many big concepts, such as attachment, external regulation, development, 
etc., and it is easy to begin to feel overwhelmed. The important thing to remember is that the 
most powerful tool that you need to heal your child is something you already have. Your best 
and most powerful tool, is you. 

Your child does not need you to be perfect, or well dressed, or on time, or any of those things.  
Your child needs to know that when he/she needs you, you will be there.   

Deborah N. Silverstein is an adoptive parent as well as a nationally known adoption social 
worker and author. In the video you are about to see, Deborah shares what she has learned from 
being an adoptive mom.

Step 7 From the DVD, “Top Ten: Tips for Foster and Adoptive Families,” show the clip 
“Learning from Experience.” Refer participants to the Parent’s Toolbox article 
“Learning from Experience: Top 10 Things for Permanent Parents,” on page 4-49 
[PRN page 4-25] to follow along with the video.

  Note: Run time for this clip is 10 minutes.

Discussion Questions:
 • What are your thoughts and feelings about Deborah’s 10 Things?
 • Was there anything on her list that surprised you?
 • What things would you add to your list?
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Step 8 Continue to wrap up the session by paraphrasing the following:

Children who have experienced trauma and loss do not know what to do with the pain and 
distress that they feel.  At times, they may direct their pain at the caregiver and other fam-
ily members, which can affect their ability to form relationships within the families they are 
placed.  It is important for caregivers to be able to join their children in their distress, without 
reacting and increasing their distress.  Caregivers for these children must be able to success-
fully manage their own distress, losses and sadness, and model for their children how to handle 
those difficult feelings.

Children who have lived a life of chronic distress will need emotional re-tutoring in order to 
make healthy, secure attachments. For young children in distress, words may be meaningless. 
They may not be able to understand what is said, but will instead respond to touch or rocking, 
as well as sounds and  smells that are soothing to their sensory systems. Older children may 
also respond well to comforting sensory experiences, as well as activities that allow appropri-
ate closeness with the caregiver.

The source of distress may not go away for these children, and you may be surprised at how 
quickly your child can return to a distressed state when triggered. These occasions provide 
opportunities for you to soothe your child, and become the source of their comfort and safety. 
Over time, the connection between you and your child becomes like an invisible string that 
keeps you connected even when you are apart. The concept of this invisible string was intro-
duced in a book with that title, The Invisible String, by Patrice Karst. We will use “the invisible 
string” concept in your homework assignment for this session.
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VI. WRAP-UP SESSION 4 AND COMMITMENTS FOR SESSION 5

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 4

Step 1 Review Session 4, 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 4

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 5

Step 3 Go to “The Invisible String Homework: Facilitator Copy” on page 4-53 of the 
Homework section, and instruct participants to go “The Invisible String Home-
work” worksheet on page 4-55 [PRN page 4-29]. Have the book, The Invisible 
String available for participants to read during breaks, or read it to them. Give 
them each a piece of string and paraphrase the following:

Your homework for this session is to identify who is attached to your invisible string. This 
string is a symbol not only of your attachment relationship with your child, but with others as 
well, such as family members and friends. When you come in next session, we will talk about 
your string, who it is attached to, and who is attached back to you. Understanding the impor-
tance of these relationships, and thinking about the strength they give you, makes it easier to 
see why these invisible strings of connection are also so significant for your children.
 Note: Your instruction sheet for this homework on page 4-53 should be used as an 

aid when reviewing the homework at the beginning of Session 5.


