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MIND-TO-MIND: THE IMPORTANCE OF MIND READING
Written By: Richard Delaney, PhD,
IFAPA Conference Presenter
“We (humans) are the experts at
mind reading…the perfecting of
quick and expert reading of intention
in others has been paramount in the
evolution of human social behavior.”
— E.O. Wilson, world-renowned scientist

Mind reading is “the capacity to
interpret the behavior of others and
oneself in terms of underlying mental
states, like feelings, thoughts, beliefs
and desires.” — P.L. Harris, researcher
You have heard that as a parent it
helps to have eyes in the back of
your head. It is equally handy to be a
mind reader. But don’t panic! You
probably already read minds better
than you think.
People are social beings. It’s central
to who we are at home, at work, at
school, or in the community. We are
equipped with a mind that allows us
to not only think (and react) quickly
but also to step back and process
others’ and our own thoughts,
feelings, and intentions.
Ideally, humans learn to be social in
their earliest attachment relationships,
typically within their families.
Attachment acts as a sanctuary, as a
safe place to identify, sort out, and
voice thoughts, feelings, and
intentions. In this social environment,
over time, children learn to read
minds—that is, to make educated
guesses about the thoughts, feelings,
and intentions underlying the actions
of others. As children develop, they
can also think about their own
thoughts, explore their feelings, and
interpret their intentions. Those who
become effective mind readers are

less likely to be over- whelmed by
emotion or to resort to behavior
rather than words to describe needs
and feelings.
Psychologist and psychoanalyst Peter
Fonagy explains this type of mind
reading—also called mentalization—
this way: “Mentalization is seeing
others from the outside-in and
ourselves from the inside-out.”

Challenges with Understanding
Others & Oneself
Children who have experienced
relational trauma often don’t
understand others from the outside-in.
It can start with their first family
relationship. If a child’s parent is
erratic or dealing with mind-altering
substance use, the child will find it
difficult to read the parent’s mind.
Then later in life the child may
struggle to answer, “What does the
person’s behavior—what I see—tell
me about what they intend?” This
lack of understanding can lead to a
tendency to misread others’
intentions when a social situation isn’t
straightforward. Frequently, this
means a child will read rejection
where it is not intended, see putdowns where they are not, and feel
threatened in social situations that
are really harmless. If they misread,
they might needlessly flee or fight,
withdraw, or become aggressive.
Children who have experienced
trauma may also have difficulty from
the inside-out. Maltreated children’s
expressions of thoughts and feelings,
especially negative ones, are often
ignored, punished, and invalidated.
As a result, they may not understand
how they are coming across to others
or how their feelings affect their

behavior. Brain research on abuse,
neglect, and other trauma points to
stunted developmental delays in
areas related to understanding
feelings. This means that some
children, many of whom may have
experienced trauma, lack words for—
or the ability to identify—their feelings.
But this delayed development can
be overcome.

Agencies Can Improve
Parent Preparation
Imagine a world in which you have
no idea about what your caregiver is
thinking or feeling! Imagine your
world as a child where no one has
helped you verbalize your own
thoughts and feelings.
We can help children learn to
understand feelings from the outsidein and the inside-out. One way to
start is by changing how we prepare
foster and adoptive parents.
Unfortunately, for decades, training
for foster and adoptive parents has
focused on discipline to teach
children to comply, behave, or
control their emotional outbursts.
Over the past 10 years, we’ve seen a
shift that emphasizes understanding
the child’s mental state and how
different states relate to behavior.
Recently, training has encouraged
caregivers to help children sort out
their own mind as a way of reducing
their behavior problems.
Dr. Carla Sharp, a researcher at the
University of Houston, has focused on
the importance of understanding the
child’s mind (including thoughts,
beliefs, goals, and feelings) and how
it relates to the child’s behavior. She
argues that coping with the behavior
CONTINUED ON PAGE 2
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of children who have been insecurely
attached calls for intense efforts on
caregivers’ part. Parents should be
vigilant in their attention to the
emotional and mental state of their
children, responding to cues and
anticipating triggers. They must also
learn to be hyper-alert to their own
triggers and develop strategies to
respond therapeutically to a child
who has tapped into the parents’
own trauma and loss histories.
Other mentalizing experts have
underscored that parents must
dedicate themselves to
understanding their child’s intentions
and feelings and convey that
understanding to the child to give
him or her a sense of connection,
confidence, and safety. A mind-tomind connection from parent to child
helps the child control emotions
rather than act them out through
behavior.
Some children in foster care or
adoption come from neglectful
backgrounds where their thoughts,
feelings, and developing minds were
of no concern to caregivers. Others
were raised harshly and were forced
to behave, with no attention paid to
how they thought or felt. Some
current foster/adoptive training may
unintentionally reinforce this
tendency toward external control.
Parents may become fixated on the
child's misbehavior and making it
disappear. Instead, preparation
classes should help parents
accomplish the needed change in
mindset. Introducing a mind-reading
approach broadens the focus
beyond the observable behavior to
the unseen cause (that is, the trauma
and loss).
An attachment-centered training
philosophy emphasizes that the
parent needs to be a reliable and
responsive caregiver for the child to
become securely attached. Training
must acknowledge the recent
findings that attachment forms
securely when the parent has the
capacity to reflect on the child;
understand the child's thoughts,
feelings and intentions; and help the

child sort these thoughts and feelings
out, organize them better, and
express them verbally rather than
behaviorally.

Parents Can Improve Their &
Their Child’s Mind-Reading
Skills
People use mind reading constantly
throughout the day, often
unconsciously, in all sorts of dealings
with others—whether it’s buying
groceries or at work in brief
interactions with others. However, just
because mind reading is natural for
you doesn’t mean it’s easy for a child
who has experienced trauma. A
child’s behavior, thoughts, feelings,
and intentions may be as baffling to
her as they are to you.
Helping children better understand
themselves and others starts by
opening your home and family to a
child. The basic sense of safety,
predictability, and love you provide
makes a tremendous difference.
Beyond that, though, how can we as
parents apply mind reading to a
child who has experienced trauma?
Of course we can’t really look into a
child’s mind. But we can make
reasonable guesses about what’s
going on with a child’s thinking. We
must answer the question, “Are we
imposing our thoughts on her or are
we really opening our mind to
reading her feelings, thoughts, and
intentions?”
The next step would be to refine the
mind-reading “guess.” We can
emphasize curiosity about a child’s
state-of-mind and encourage her to
enlighten us about how she is feeling
and what her intentions are.
After we have an answer to what’s
going on, we need to figure out why
the child is thinking that. The best
thing you can do is learn to
understand your child better. This will
enable you to understand the causes
of behaviors and help your child
learn from your efforts that her
behavior has its roots in her feelings
and assumptions—and that she can
learn to better understand and cope
with them.
Here are some tips both to help you

better read your child’s mind and to
help your child learn to read others’
thoughts and feelings.

Learning to Be a Better Mind
Reader
#1 - Be sensitive to how past trauma
may affect how your child thinks,
feels, and acts. If your child grows
sullen and pouty when the family is
sharing a laugh, have you
considered that he might assume
that the family is laughing at him, not
with him? Is it possible that a history of
ridicule and being laughed at has
shaped his thoughts and
expectations? Can you lend
immediate clarity and reassurance
that you are not laughing at him?
Can you talk with him later about
what happened and what he felt?
When he smiles in a certain way and
grows silent, does it lead you to
believe he is covering up other
unpleasant feelings? Would it be
helpful to ask him right then or
perhaps later about the situation?
If your child rarely, if ever, asks for
attention but seems to be quite
interested in watching as other
children gain your attention, would
you have a hunch that he is
uncomfortable asking for what he
needs from you?
#2 - Validate your child’s thoughts
and feelings. Convey to your child
that she can speak her mind in the
safety of your home and your
relationship. Many children have
come from homes where no one
supported or paid attention to their
feelings. You can start by accepting
the child as a person struggling with a
feeling. So you might say, “You are
understandably upset. You probably
have good reasons to feel that way.
Help me understand how you feel.”
#3 - Be careful not to try to make a
child feel better by negating their
feelings. For example, if a child says
that no one likes her, it’s a common
parenting response to say, “Don’t be
silly— lots of people like you.” Instead,
encourage the child to talk more
about why she believes this and how
that feels. This approach is more likely
to help the child come to her own
conclusions about how to feel more
likeable.
CONTINUED ON PAGE 3
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When your child is clearly having
strong feelings, but unable to express
them, try to put yourself in her
position, using active listening skills to
rephrase the feeling you are
witnessing or suspecting. In this way,
the powerful emotions can be
removed enough from the child to
make it safe for her to explore them.
Imagine your child comes home from
school looking and feeling dejected,
but unable to talk to you about it. You
received a call from the teacher
earlier in the day, informing you that
your child was sent to the principal’s
office for disrupting the class. A good
mind-reading approach might go as
follows. Speaking calmly and nonjudgmentally, you might say, “Mrs.
Clark called to say you were sent to
the principal’s office today. How did
you feel when that happened?”
You might suspect that your child felt
embarrassed, unfairly blamed,
scared, or some other feeling, but you
keep that to yourself for now. If she
answers your question with how she
felt, you can paraphrase what was
said. If she has no answer or cannot
get the feeling across in words, you
could then say, “I couldn’t help but
think how I would feel if that
happened to me. I think I might feel
embarrassed in front of my
classmates, and worried that I’d be in
trouble at home. Oh, and by the way,
you are not in trouble. I just want to
understand.” The point is not to put
words in your child’s mouth, but to
show that you are truly interested in
the thoughts and feelings she was
having at the time. It also opens the
door to sorting out and discussing
(with thoughts and feelings in mind)
the entire episode that started with
disruptive behavior of some sort.
#4 - Keep a log of your observations
and hunches about how your child
might think about key people,
himself, and life events. Stay openminded and challenge your
conclusions about your child’s mind.
Ask yourself, “Am I jumping to
conclusions about what my child’s
intentions are?” “What else might my

child be thinking at this time?” At
quieter times, ask your child about
your assumptions and see what he
thinks of them. Including him in the
process of learning about his feelings
and thoughts is empowering and
builds attachment. It demonstrates
that he is important to you and that
you and he are doing this work of
healing and becoming a family
together.
The log can also be used to help
identify triggers for your child—and for
you. And together you can develop
strategies to address them.
#5 - Think of behavior problems and
emotional meltdowns as an
opportunity to work on your mindreading skills as well as the child’s.
When things go awry, think about
how you get beyond the behavior to
what’s going on inside the child. You
might use open-ended questions like,
“Can you tell me what’s on your
mind? Help me to understand what
you are thinking.”
#6 - Keep in mind that feeling
understood can be both reassuring
and scary. Feeling understood is often
a rewarding feeling, but some
children find a foster or adoptive
parent’s interest in them somewhat
alien or even a bit threatening at
times. Go slow and move carefully.

Supporting Your Child’s Ability
to Read Minds
#1 - Talk with your child about how
you guess what others are thinking.
Explore why you make the
assumptions you do so they can learn
from you. For example, you can
explain to your older child what mind
reading looks like and how it can
lead to wrong assumptions, as well as
modeling how to clarify what you
were “reading.”
Here’s how such a conversation
might go:
Today, when came to work I thought
Sally was upset with me. I was scared
to talk to her, but when I said “hi,” she
actually smiled back at me. Later I
asked her if she was upset about
something. She told me about a
worry she had about her daughter. I
thought she was mad at me, but I

was wrong. If I hadn’t asked, I would
have never known for sure what she
was thinking.
#2 - When you’re having a
conversation, stop and ask your child
what she thinks about how you are
feeling. Help her think through what
your body language might mean or
what is going unsaid.
#3 - When learning moments happen,
deconstruct the situation to help your
child understand what happened,
why, and what alternative responses
could have been. You need to get
beyond “he did this…and I did that”
and ask questions about feelings and
the assumptions being made. Talking
about more than the basic facts can
lead to conversations about what
others might have felt or intended.
You might ask, “What else could she
have been thinking when she walked
away from you?” “Are there ways to
look at that other than she doesn’t
like you?”
One example is to break things down
sequentially: “Okay, so at first things
were going well on the play- ground.
Then something happened to upset
you—what was it?” Starting there, you
can draw out the possible thoughts,
feelings, and intentions related to the
behavior that occurred.
The bottom line is that children need
to believe that someone values how
they think and feel. So, actively listen
and watch non-judgmentally while
you try to bring out and identify their
underlying thoughts and feelings. But
don’t forget to pay attention to your
own thoughts and feelings related to
how you are interacting with your
child. Adoptive and foster parents
need to keep their own thoughts and
feelings in mind, especially when
working with children who are
challenging.

DON’T MISS YOUR CHANCE...

Dr. Richard Delaney will be
presenting at IFAPA’s Spring
Conference in Des Moines
on Friday April 7, 2017.
Learn more on page 5

IMPORTANT
NOTICE FOR
FOSTER AND
ADOPTIVE
FAMILIES
Dear Foster and Adoptive Families,
Iowa relies on dedicated and
passionate Resource Families (foster
and adoptive families) to meet the
unique needs of children in foster
care and their families. To better
support you in that important role,
DHS is combining the current work
of the Recruitment & Retention of
Resource Families Contract (i.e.
Iowa KidsNet) and Training &
Support of Foster Parents (i.e. IFAPA)
into one service. This new service
delivery model is called
Recruitment, Retention, Training
and Support (RRTS). RRTS begins
July 1, 2017.
After July 1, foster and adoptive
families will continue to receive
training and support as you do
today. DHS has awarded RRTS to
Four Oaks and Lutheran Services in
Iowa (LSI) and is in the process of
finalizing contracts for this service.
LSI will serve about the Western third
of the state and Four Oaks will serve
the remainder of the state.
Four Oaks and LSI know you have
many questions. We will be working
closely together to communicate
the specific RRTS enhancements
and answer your questions. When
more details become available, we
will communicate to you what we
know, so please watch your email
for future updates. In the
meantime, we thank you for the
great work you do everyday caring
for Iowa’s children and their
families!

PREPARING YOUR TEEN
FOR A SECURE JOURNEY
TO ADULTHOOD
IFAPA is offering four upcoming events for youth (age 14+) and
foster parents. These events are free and have been
approved for foster parent credit. A meal will be served and
giveaways for teens will be provided.

BETTENDORF

COUNCIL BLUFFS

Sat., April 22 (9am-4:30pm)
SEE FLYER

Thurs., June 8 (5pm-8pm)
SEE FLYER

ANKENY

BLOOMFIELD

Sat., April 29 (9am-4:30pm)
SEE FLYER

Sat., June 24 (9am-4:30pm)
SEE FLYER

WHAT DO YOU WANT TO
DO FOR A LIVING?
FREE CAREER EXPLORATION &JOB ANALYSIS FOR TEENS/ADULTS
The Occupational Information Network (O*NET) is a free online
database that contains hundreds of occupational definitions
to help users understand today's world of work in the United
States. The O*NET database includes information on skills,
abilities, knowledge, work activities, and interests associated
with occupations. VISIT O*NET ONLINE

$500 FOR TEENS IN
FOSTER CARE
IFAPA has special money from Chafee Funds for teens (age 14
and up) in foster care that can only be requested through
June 30, 2017. These grants will be available for up to $500 per
youth. This funding is for all teens in a foster care placement
(i.e. shelter, foster family homes, group care, and supervised
apartment living). For a list of items covered by this grant, visit
the application link. COMPLETE AN APPLICATION

2017 VARIETY AMP CAMP
JUNE 21 - JUNE 27, 2017
FOREST LAKE CAMP - BLOOMFIELD, IA
Spots Available to:
35 Campers (ages 15-18) 10 Mentors (ages 18-22)
Registration opens at the end of March. WATCH AMP WEBSITE

FINAL CONFERENCE

IFAPA’ SPRING CONFERENCE

Don’t miss your chance to attend
the last statewide conference for
foster and adoptive parents and
professionals. This will be the final
conference held by IFAPA.

APRIL 7-8, 2017 | DES MOINES, AIRPORT HOLIDAY INN
Introducing Workshop & Keynote Presenter:

MORE WORKSHOPS

Dr. Richard Delaney

Friday Sessions - April 7

Dr. Richard Delaney is an internationally known clinical
psychologist, speaker and consultant to foster, kinship, and
adoptive parents and programs. Dr. Delaney has given
several hundred presentations throughout the United States,
Canada, and the Bermuda Islands. Dr. Delaney is currently
the principal investigator of Foster Parent College. He is the
author (or co-author) of: Fostering Changes: Myth, Meaning,
and Magic Bullets in Attachment Theory and A 3-D View of
Foster, Kinship, and Adopted Children (with James M.
Kagan, M.D.)

 Foster Families as a Life Raft: Understanding

ACEs and Helping Children Stay Afloat
 Resilient Family Caregivers: Building on the





WORKSHOPS BY DR. DELANEY

A1 (Friday) In Touch Parenting: Foster Parents as Mind-Readers
The most effective and nurturing caregivers are those who are “in touch”
with their child. These parents focus on understanding the child inside and
out. In effect they mind-read their infants and young children, and spur the
development of the child’s mind. Unfortunately, trauma often leaves
children insecure and their mind-reading skills underdeveloped. Among
other things, trauma harms the child’s social brain, including self-awareness,
empathy for others, and ability to express feelings in words rather than
through acting-out behavior. This workshop will emphasize how foster
parents can help children develop an understanding of emotions and an
ability to verbalize and regulate their thoughts, feelings and intentions.
Approved for SW CEUs
KEYNOTE (Friday Luncheon) The Healing Power of the Family
This keynote address will offer an upbeat message and inspirational stories
about the importance of foster families.
B1 (Friday) Fostering Changes: Understanding & Addressing the Eight Most
Common Behavior Problems in Foster & Kinship Children & Youth
Children who have experienced “complex histories” can be exhausting
and bewildering for families to care for. This workshop will focus on seeing
behavior problems as opportunities to better understand the foster or
adopted child. We will explore how understanding the purpose of
behavior problems leads us to better interventions and solutions within the
family context. We will address eight of the most common behaviors
including lying and manipulation, anger and aggression, stealing, running
away, fire-setting and self-injurious behavior. Approved for SW CEUs
C1 (Friday) Eating and Food-Related Problems of Foster & Adopted
Children
Foster children and children adopted from foster care often show unusual
eating problems and food-related issues. These problems may include:
excessive eating, issues eating non-food items, taking food without
permission, hiding and stockpiling food. In this workshop we will address the
patterns of odd eating problems and food issues and the reasons that lie
behind them. We will explain ways of viewing the problems nonjudgmentally and through the lens of trauma history. Interventions that side
step power struggles around food and eating will be presented. Attendees
will come away with a framework for understanding behavior problems
related to eating and food. Approved for SW CEUs

Registration Deadline is Friday, Mar. 24









Unique Strengths and Challenges of Kinship
Connections in Foster Care and Adoption
It is a Matter of Justice: Strategies for
Working with Children with Fetal Alcohol
Spectrum Disorders
Sensory Processing Activities for Parents,
Caregivers and Education Providers
Celebrating the Challenge: Partnering with
Birth Parents
Cultivating Opportunities for Regulation in
Children with Trauma and Attachment
Concerns
Trauma and Race
Repair Parenting for Attachment and
Trauma
Building Resilience: Understanding the
Impact of Domestic Violence on Children
Crisis Intervention & Communication Skills

Saturday Sessions - April 8
 Talk Saves Lives (Suicide Prevention)
 Meeting the Needs of Foster Youth In and

Out of Court
 Understanding LGBTQ Youth: Concepts,

Terminology, and Disparities
 Strengthening the Parent-Child Relationship











in Children with Developmental Trauma )
No More Secrets: Understanding Child
Sexual Abuse
Changing Language, Changing
Perception, Changing Stigmas Around
Mental Health
A Hard Pill to Swallow - Psychotropic
Medication for Foster Parents
Welcoming LGBTQ Youth Into Your Home
CPR and First Aid
Fostering Attachment, Hope and
Restorative Justice Through TraumaInformed Consequences
Opioids: From Ancient China to Modern
Pain Medicine
Basic Ethnic Hair and Skin Care

REGISTER ONLINE

REGISTER BY MAIL

I Trust Her
Because...

She Listens
A WINNING ESSAY FROM
THE AWARDS FOR YOUTH IN CARE

By Paris Boyd
Growing up in the foster care
system, I met many people,
lived with many families, and moved to many
places. You would think I’d be accustomed
to change, but instead all that moving made
it hard for me to trust people.
I wanted to belong so badly, for people to
like me and to accept me as their own. At
first, I trusted too easily. Someone would ask
me a question and I would answer honestly. I
took whatever they told me as the truth
because, why would they lie to me? If I
showed them I trusted them then maybe
they would trust me. The endgame would be
for them to adopt me because that was
what I wanted.
But all that changed the first time I got angry.
I tripped and dropped a plate and it
shattered. My foster mother and father at the
time yelled at me. I said, “It was an
accident.” They continued to yell, “Why did
you do that? You are so clumsy!”
I responded, “It was a f***ing accident! I
don’t like people yelling at me; stop yelling at
me!” I went upstairs and tore my room up.
People yelling at me is one of my triggers and
makes me angry because my dad used to
yell at me.
The next day, my foster parents said I had an
appointment at the agency. I apologized
about the day before. “It won’t happen
again,” I told them. At the agency, my foster
father said, “Wait right here; I’m going to get
us something to eat. I’ll be right back.” Hours
went by.
My social worker came in and said, “Paris,
you are going to a new home.”
“No, my foster father is coming right back.”
She said, “No, he’s not.” CONTINUE READING

THERAPEUTIC STRATEGIES
FOR SLEEP DISTURBANCES
Our Daughter has such a difficult time sleeping at night.
She used to physically fight for her life when bedtime
came (you can read about it here). Bedtime triggered
her fight/flight response because she experienced
trauma at this time in her biological home. Luckily we
have the very best trauma therapists to work with us and
our children with therapeutic strategies. These are some
of the best strategies to calm our daughter’s fear
response at night. She needs to feel safe in order to rest.
1. COMFORTING SMELLS: I like to use lavender scented
baby lotion to give her arms a deep-pressure
massage before bed if she needs it. She will also put
a drop of essential oil onto a tissue and rub it
together. Then she holds it to her face and breathes
in slowly. Smells activate the brain’s Amygdala,
which triggers memories from the hippocampus and
can activate an emotional response. The mommassage is a good smell, thus triggering feelings of
love and safety. I also rub a bit of my hair conditioner
in her hair before bed sometimes.
2. COMFORTING SOUNDS: We have a noise machine
for both of our children. They can choose to listen to
white noise, rain sounds, a forest, the ocean, a
brook, etc. They use these sounds as a coping skill
when they need to calm down throughout the day.
The sounds also give them a sense that they are not
alone in a scary place.
CONTINUE READING
Source: Herding Chickens and Other Adventures in
Foster and Adoptive Care

