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Lefever1, Monica Lawson1

1Department of Psychology, University of Notre Dame

2Department of Human Ecology, University of California, Davis

Abstract

The current investigation reports the results of a randomized controlled trial of a brief, relational 

intervention for maltreated preschool-aged children and their mothers, called Reminiscing and 

Emotion Training (RET). RET facilitates elaborative and emotionally supportive parent-child 

communication, which is an essential component of the parent-child relationship and is especially 

relevant for the preschool age period. Participants were 248 children between the ages of 3- to 6-

years-old and their mothers. Following a baseline assessment, 165 maltreating families were 

randomized into RET or a Community Standard (CS) condition in which families received case 

management and written parenting information; 83 families participated in the nonmaltreating 

comparison condition. Results indicated that the key mechanisms targeted by the RET 

interventions were enhanced, such that mothers who participated in RET were significantly better 

in elaboration and sensitive guidance during reminiscing at the post test than were maltreating 

mothers who did not receive the intervention, with medium to large effect sizes; additionally, 

mothers in the RET group were more elaborative than mothers from the nonmaltreatment group. 

Children in the RET condition also contributed significantly more memories and had better 

emotional knowledge than did children in the CS condition, controlling for baseline values and 

language, and approximated the functioning of nonmaltreated children. These findings add to a 

growing literature underscoring the benefits of brief, focused, relational interventions for 

maltreated children and their caregivers.
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Child maltreatment has persistent and destructive consequences for individuals across 

multiple developmental domains. According to the most recent national reports, 

approximately 3.5 million children are the subject of child welfare investigations and nearly 

700,000 cases of child maltreatment are substantiated in the United States annually (US 

DHHS, 2018). Approximately 80% of child maltreatment perpetrators are the parents of the 

child victims (US DHHS, 2018), underscoring maltreatment as a pathogenic relational 
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experience that primarily occurs in the context of the parent-child relationship. Whereas the 

development of supportive parent-child relationships is critical for early development, their 

maladaptive nature among maltreating families dramatically increases the risk for 

psychopathology and other negative developmental sequelae. Non-optimal parenting 

practices among maltreating families undermine children’s ability to successfully resolve 

stage-salient developmental tasks, which in turn, increase the risk for further maladaptation 

throughout the lifespan (Cicchetti & Valentino, 2006). In contrast, positive aspects of the 

parent-child relationship have significant buffering effects in the association between 

maltreatment and children’s emotional and behavioral adjustment (i.e., Toth, Cicchetti & 

Kim, 2002). As such, a developmental psychopathology perspective argues that relational 

interventions for child maltreatment, which seek to improve the parent-child relationship, 

may hold the most promise for interrupting negative developmental cascades and promoting 

resilience among maltreated children (Valentino, 2017). The current investigation reports the 

results of a randomized controlled trial of a brief relational intervention designed for 

maltreated preschool-aged children and their mothers.

Intervening with maltreating parents and their children during early childhood (e.g., under 7 

years), where the highest risk for abuse and neglect occurs, is ideal from both theoretical and 

practical perspectives considering the hierarchical nature of development (Cicchetti & 

Valentino, 2006; US DHHS 2018). In recent years, important progress has been made in 

establishing the efficacy and effectiveness of relational interventions for maltreated infants 

and toddlers (e.g., Attachment & Biobehavioral Catchup; Dozier et al., 2006; Child Parent 

Psychotherapy; Cicchetti, Rogosch, & Toth, 2006; Stronach, Toth, Rogosch, & Cicchetti, 

2013). Rooted in ecological-transactional theory on the development of maltreated children 

(e.g., Cicchetti & Valentino, 2006), these interventions largely focus on improving maternal 

sensitivity and responsivity, thus enhancing the security of mother-child attachment 

organization (see Toth et al., 2013; Valentino, 2017 for reviews). There is a significant gap in 

the literature, however, with regard to relational interventions for preschool-aged children. 

During early childhood, sensitive parenting begins to shift towards increasing reliance on 

verbal behavior, including supportive guidance during discussion of children’s emotion 

(Thompson & Meyer, 2007). Thus, relational intervention approaches that focus on 

enhancing maternal communication specifically may be especially relevant for improving 

parent-child relationships among maltreating families with preschool-aged children.

The current investigation presents the results of a randomized controlled trial of a brief, 

dyadic, intervention for maltreated preschool-aged children and their mothers called 

Reminiscing and Emotion Training (RET). RET aims to facilitate elaborative and 

emotionally supportive parent-child communication, which is an essential component of the 

parent-child relationship and is especially relevant during the preschool age period (Nelson 

& Fivush, 2004; Salmon & Reese, 2015). Given meta-analytic evidence that brief (5–16 

week) dyadic interventions focused on parent interactive behaviors and sensitivity may be 

more effective and less costly than longer-term (20–52 week) parenting programs 

(Bakermans-Kranenburg, Van Ijzendoorn, & Juffer, 2003), brief, relational interventions 

may be a useful first-tier treatment approach for maltreating families (Valentino, 2017).
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Parent–child interactions throughout early childhood shape children’s emerging cognitive 

and emotional development as well as their biobehavioral patterns of responses (Gunnar & 

Vazquez, 2006). As children’s language skills develop during early childhood, sensitive 

parenting begins to rely on verbal discourse. Throughout this time, parents’ ability to co-

construct elaborative and emotionally supportive narratives about children’s emotional 

experiences is critical for children’s emerging cognitive and socioemotional development 

(Fivush, Haden, & Reese, 2006; Thompson, 2006). There are important individual 

differences, however, among parents with respect to their ability to provide elaboration and 

sensitive guidance during discussions of children’s past experiences (Fivush et al., 2006; 

Koren-Karie et al., 2003a; McCabe & Peterson, 1991).

Parents who are high in elaboration during reminiscing tend to ask open-ended questions 

and provide confirmations and elaborations on their children’s contributions to the memory 

narrative (Fivush, 2011; Nelson & Fivush, 2004). Longitudinal research demonstrates that 

maternal elaborations are positively associated with children’s memories during subsequent 

mother-child conversations (cf., Fivush et al., 2006) as well as with memory recall outside of 

mother-child discourse (e.g., Leichtman, Pillmer, Wang, Koreshi, & Han, 2000). Similarly, 

there are benefits of maternal elaboration on language, literacy development, and 

autobiographical memory specificity during early childhood (e.g., Melzi & Caspe, 2017; 

Peterson, Jesso, & McCabe, 1999; Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1993; Valentino et al., 2013). 

Importantly, randomized studies during which mothers received training in elaboration have 

demonstrated that children of trained mothers displayed richer memories than did children 

of untrained mothers (Peterson et al., 1999; Reese et al., 1993, Reese & Newcombe, 2007; 

Salmon, Dadds, Allen, & Hawes, 2009). Moreover, when reminiscing training has included 

an emphasis on discussion of emotions, children of trained mothers demonstrated greater 

emotion knowledge than children of untrained mothers (Van Bergen, Salmon, Dadds, & 

Allen, 2009). These studies indicate that parents can effectively learn elaboration skills 

following a brief duration of treatment. Moreover, reminiscing-based interventions hold 

promise for enhancing child autobiographical memory and emotion knowledge, as well as 

other domains of functioning (Salmon & Reese, 2015; Wareham & Salmon, 2006).

The extent to which parents are able to provide sensitive guidance during discussions of past 

emotional events is another important dimension of reminiscing style that is distinct from 

elaborative quantity (Cleveland & Morris, 2014; Cleveland & Reese, 2005; Koren-Karie, 

Oppenheim, Haimovitch, & Etzion-Carasso, 2003). Whereas elaboration is a narrative 

dimension that may be extracted from co-constructed discussions of any past event, sensitive 

guidance reflects the quality of maternal input during discussions of children’s past 

emotional events. Specifically, sensitive guidance refers to the overall affective tone, quality, 

support, and organization of emotion dialogues across positive and negative emotion 

discussions (Koren-Karie et al., 2003b; Hsiao, Koren-Karie, Bailey, & Moran, 2015). 

Mothers who are able to provide sensitive guidance during past emotional event discussions 

help their children understand emotions and facilitate their children’s ability to freely 

explore the world of emotions and internal representations (Bretherton & Munholland, 1999; 

Thompson, 2006; Waters & Cummings, 2000). Sensitive guidance of both positive and 

negative emotions, including validation of children’s feelings, explanation of emotions, and 

discussion of emotion resolution is positively associated with children’s self-representations, 
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self-esteem, and attachment security (Bohanek, Marin & Fivush, 2008; Fivush et al., 2006; 

Laible, 2011). Thus, a focus on enhancing maternal sensitive guidance during emotion 

dialogues is relevant for relational interventions that seek to enhance the mother-child 

relationship during early childhood.

Training maltreating mothers in elaborative reminiscing and sensitive guidance may 

facilitate the protective effects of a positive parent-child relationship and address multiple 

developmental sequelae associated with maltreatment (Valentino et al., 2013). Maltreating 

mothers have been shown to engage in fewer verbal interactions with their children both 

during infancy and the preschool years (Alessandri, 1992; Valentino, Cicchetti, Toth, & 

Rogosh, 2006). During emotion dialogues, maltreating mothers engage in more emotion 

invalidation and are less likely to talk about the causes and consequences of emotion with 

their children, which is associated with poor emotional understanding (Shipman & Zeman, 

1999). Importantly, analyses of mother-child reminiscing with the current sample at baseline 

have revealed that maltreating mothers of preschool-aged children engage in less elaboration 

and less sensitive guidance during reminiscing than do nonmaltreating mothers (Speidel, 

Valentino, McDonnell, Cummings & Fondren, 2019; Valentino, Hibel, Cummings, Comas, 

Nuttall, & McDonnell, 2015). Reduced maternal elaboration during reminiscing has been 

shown to mediate negative associations between maltreatment and children’s emotion 

knowledge (Valentino et al., 2015). Additionally, both maternal elaboration and sensitive 

guidance are associated with maltreated children’s autobiographical memory specificity 

(Lawson, Valentino, Speidel, & McDonnell, 2018). As such, RET was developed as a 

translational intervention that specifically targets the improvement of maternal elaboration 

and sensitive guidance during reminiscing among maltreating families.

RET was first tested in a study including 44 mother-child dyads who were randomly 

assigned to intervention or wait-list control conditions (Valentino, Comas, Nuttall, & 

Thomas, 2013). All mothers had substantiated maltreatment and were actively involved with 

Department of Child Services (DCS) at enrollment; children were 4–6 years of age and 

living with their mothers. Results at post-test indicated that mothers in the RET group were 

significantly better in their elaborative and emotionally supportive reminiscing compared to 

the control group, controlling for pre-test performance. These key findings demonstrated that 

maltreating mothers can be taught to utilize elaborative and emotionally supportive 

reminiscing skills.

In the current study, we report results on the first large, randomized controlled trial of the 

RET intervention, in which maltreating families were assigned to either Reminiscing and 

Emotion Training (RET) or a community standard (CS) condition in which families received 

case management and written parenting information. A third group consisting of 

demographically- matched nonmaltreating families was included as an additional 

comparison group (NC) so that we could determine whether maltreated children who 

received the intervention would approximate the functioning of their nonmaltreated peers 

following participation in RET.

Our primary hypothesis was that RET would lead to improvements in observed maternal 

elaboration and sensitive guidance compared to the maltreating families in the CS condition. 

Valentino et al. Page 4

Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 April 26.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Given that previous work has demonstrated indirect effects of maltreatment on children’s 

memory and emotion knowledge through maternal elaborative reminiscing and sensitive 

guidance (Lawson et al., 2018; Valentino et al., 2015), we expected improvements in these 

two domains as a function of the intervention at post-test. Although maternal elaboration and 

sensitive guidance during reminiscing may be related to children’s emotion regulation 

(Shipman et al., 2007; Speidel et al., 2019), we did not include these outcomes in the current 

analyses, as we expect changes in maternal elaboration and sensitive guidance will promote 

these outcomes over time, rather than immediately following the intervention at post-test. 

Finally, we performed post-hoc analysis to examine the effects of maltreatment subtype on 

intervention outcomes.

Specifically, our a priori hypotheses were:

1. Mothers in the RET condition would demonstrate greater elaborative reminiscing 

and sensitive guidance at post-test than mothers in the CS group, and would be 

comparable to mothers in the NC group, controlling for pre-test performance.

2. Children in the RET condition would demonstrate greater memory performance 

and greater emotion knowledge at post-test than children in the CS group, and 

would be comparable to children in the NC group, controlling for pre-test 

performance.

3. Changes in maternal elaborative reminiscing and sensitive guidance would 

explain a significant proportion of variance in children’s memory and emotion 

knowledge at post-test, controlling for child pre-test performance.

Method

Participants

Participants were 248 children (165 maltreated and 83 nonmaltreated) between the ages of 

3- to 6-years-old (M = 4.90, SD = 1.14) and their mothers. Family Case Workers in the 

Department of Child Services (DCS) introduced the project to potentially eligible 

maltreating families. With maternal consent, Family Case Workers provided contact 

information of interested families to the research staff. Our staff then contacted interested 

mothers and conducted an initial screening for eligibility, which included having a child 

between the ages of 3- to 6-years-old, a history of involvement with DCS where the mother 

was a perpetrator of at least one instance of abuse or neglect, and both the mother and the 

child were primarily English speaking. Along with maternal reports, DCS records were 

reviewed to confirm the maltreating status of the families. All maltreating families had 

substantiated child maltreatment where the mother was the perpetrator of at least one 

instance of maltreatment. Data were collected in a mid-sized city in a Midwestern state that 

is nationally ranked among the top 10 states with the highest number of child maltreatment 

victims proportional to the states’ population (USDHHS, 2018). A priori estimates of power 

were calculated to determine the sample size necessary to detect an effect size of half of a 

standard deviation difference among the three groups with 20% attrition; this effect size was 

informed by our previous study of the RET intervention (Valentino et al., 2013). With a 

sample of 240 dyads, power was estimated to be .99.
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Nonmaltreating families were recruited within the community at locations that typically 

serve demographically similar families, such as Head Start, the Special Supplemental 

Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children’s office, and the housing authority. 

Nonmaltreating families did not have a history of child maltreatment nor previous 

involvement with DCS, which was verified with maternal interview and by DCS. All 

children lived with their mothers while enrolled in research activities. A CONSORT diagram 

is presented in Figure 1, which displays the flow of participants. In total, 315 families were 

assessed for eligibility. Of those assessed, 67 were excluded before enrollment including 26 

who did not meet inclusion criteria and 25 who declined to participate.

Table 1 presents key demographic characteristics of the three groups. It should be noted that 

the average age of mothers was approximately 30 years, the average education level was a 

high school diploma or less, and annual family income was generally below $12,000. To 

ensure the RET, CS and NC groups were demographically matched, ANOVA and Chi 

Square analyses were performed. The three groups were comparable on maternal and child 

age as well as child gender, family income, and maternal education. Significant differences 

emerged with respect to maternal marital status such that nonmaltreating mothers were more 

likely to report being married (33.1%) as compared to the RET (13.0%) or CS group 

(11.1%), χ2 (2) = 16.63, p<.001. Differences also emerged with respect to child race such 

that 34.5% of children in the RET group and 23.7% of children in the CS group were 

Caucasian compared to 18.3% in the NC group, χ2 (2) = 12.94, p = .012.

Maltreatment Classification System (MCS).—To further corroborate the nature of 

maltreatment within our sample, DCS records of maltreating families were coded in 

accordance with the MCS (Barnett, Manly, & Cicchetti, 1993). Sexual abuse was coded 

when records indicated attempted or actual sexual contact between the child and an adult. 

Physical abuse was coded if the child sustained non-accidental injuries. Physical neglect was 

identified when the caregiver failed to meet the child’s basic needs for food, clothing, 

shelter, health care, hygiene, or safety. Emotional maltreatment was coded when records 

indicated chronic or extreme neglect or disregard for the child’s emotional needs. Instances 

of witnessing domestic violence were coded as emotional maltreatment. Moral-legal or 
educational maltreatment was coded when caregivers exposed or encouraged their children 

to engage in illegal activities or if the child did not receive age-appropriate education. 

Approximately 20% of the DCS records of maltreating families (n = 32) were double coded 

and inter-rater reliability was high (κs = .81 – 1.00).

Consistent with the distribution of maltreatment subtypes in the general population (US 

DHHS, 2018), 4.3% of the maltreated children in the current sample experienced sexual 

abuse, 12.3% experienced physical abuse, 66.7% experienced physical neglect, 60.5% 

experienced emotional maltreatment, and 38.3% experienced moral-legal or educational 

maltreatment. The majority of maltreated children (61.7%) experienced multiple forms of 

maltreatment, a proportion consistent with previous findings regarding maltreatment subtype 

comorbidity (see Cicchetti & Valentino, 2006).

For post-hoc analyses of maltreatment subtype, a hierarchy representing the degree to which 

a particular form of maltreatment violates social norms was used for classification of the 
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maltreated children into mutually exclusive subtype groups, following previous research in 

other samples (e.g., Howes, Cicchetti, Toth, & Rogosch, 2000; Toth, Cicchetti, Macfie, 

Maughan, & Vanmeenen, 2000) and with the baseline data in the current sample (Lawson et 

al., 2018). Children who experienced sexual or physical abuse regardless of whether they 

also experienced any other subtype of maltreatment was classified as abused (n = 26). 

Children who experienced physical neglect without physical or sexual abuse regardless of 

emotional and moral-legal or educational maltreatment were coded as neglected (n = 90). 

Children who were emotionally maltreated without sexual abuse, physical abuse, or neglect, 

but regardless of moral-legal or educational maltreatment, were coded as emotionally 
maltreated (n = 37). Children who only experienced moral-legal or educational maltreatment 
were coded as such (n = 9), but were not included in the analyses involving subtype because 

of power limitations with the small subgroup. The average number of days between 

children’s first documented experience of maltreatment and their participation in the current 

study was approximately eight months (Mdn = 230.50 days), with a range of 9—2,111 days. 

There were no differences in time since maltreatment onset by maltreatment subtype.

Procedure

All families participated in a baseline pre-assessment that included a home visit and a two-

hour laboratory assessment. During the lab assessment, children and their mothers 

completed several measures in separate rooms with different researchers. Approximately 

halfway through the assessment, mothers and their children were reunited for reminiscing. 

At the conclusion of the baseline assessment, maltreating families were randomized, 

stratified by child age and gender, into the RET condition or the Community Standard (CS) 

case management condition. Families from the nonmaltreating community (NC) sample did 

not receive any intervention. Approximately 8-weeks after the baseline assessment (and 

following the completion of the intervention for families in the RET condition) all families 

participated in a post-assessment at the laboratory. All researchers involved with the baseline 

and post assessments were naive to the maltreating and intervention group status of the 

families. Institutional Review Board approval for this project, Fostering Healthy 

Development Among Maltreated Preschool-Aged Children, was received from the 

University of Notre Dame under protocol 12–06-376.

Intervention conditions.

Reminiscing and Emotion Training.: Based on extant elaborative reminiscing 

interventions (Salmon et al., 2009; VanBergen et al., 2009), and our previous pilot 

intervention (Valentino et al., 2013), the RET condition includes six weekly, in-home 

training sessions in elaborative mother-child reminiscing and sensitive guidance for one hour 

each. In-home sessions were led by home visitors, herein referred to as family coaches. Each 

of the three family coaches had bachelor’s degrees but no formal education in social work or 

clinical psychology. This choice was intentional, as RET was designed to be delivered 

without high educational requirements for providers. All coaches were female and had 

several years of home-visiting experience with low-income families in the local community; 

one was Caucasian, one African American and one Hispanic. Coaches were not matched to 

families based on ethnicity in part because ethnicity was not included with our referral 

information. For the purpose of enhancing rapport, the family coach who completed the 
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enrollment visit (prior to randomization) was maintained as the coach for the family 

throughout the duration of the project.

Specific target behaviors include training mothers to (a) increase mother-child time in 

narrative conversation, (b) ask more open-ended questions (e.g. “What happened next?” 

“Who was there?”), (c) use detailed descriptions that respond to and build on the children’s 

descriptions, (d) ask children to identify their emotions and/or label their children’s 

emotions, (e) make causal connections between children’s experiences and their children’s 

emotions (e.g., “I could tell you were feeling angry because…”), and (f) talk about 

resolutions for emotions (e.g. “How did you get over feeling scared?”, “We took a walk and 

then you felt better”). All target behaviors were related to both elaboration and sensitive 

guidance, as we aimed to increase the quantity (elaboration) and affective quality (sensitive 

guidance) of each behavior. Conversations focused on every-day past events, and explicitly 

did not target traumatic events; however, negative emotions such as sadness, anger and fear, 

were emphasized by encouraging mothers to practice reminiscing about each these emotions 

at least once across the intervention sessions. Examples of events typically discussed 

included feeling happy during a trip to the playground, and feeling scared when the power 

went out.

During the first session, mothers watched a training video explaining and demonstrating the 

reminiscing techniques. Mothers were also led through a training booklet by the family 

coach which summarizes each of the key skills. Mothers were given a copy of this booklet to 

keep and to use as a reference for practicing. The mother was then asked to practice the 

reminiscing skills with her child during the session, which was videotaped by the family 

coach and immediately viewed with the mother for feedback; this procedure has been 

associated with larger effect sizes in parenting interventions (Kaminski et al., 2008), and 

may be especially promising for use in increasing sensitivity among maltreating mothers 

(Moss et al., 2011). At the conclusion of the session, mothers were asked to practice the 

reminiscing skills with her child one time every day, and to record one practice session on 

the cell phone provided to them per week. To facilitate the mother-child conversations, 

families also received a blank scrap book containing several activity pages with conversation 

starters and prompts (e.g., “One time I felt sad was ___,” with space to illustrate the event). 

Families were encouraged to use the scrapbook throughout the intervention.

All subsequent sessions involved reviewing the prior week’s practice audio recording and 

engaging in live, videotaped parent-child reminiscing practice. The live videos were 

immediately viewed with the mother for feedback. If a mother failed to record a practice 

conversation during the week, two live reminiscing conversations were done during the 

weekly session so that all families received feedback on two reminiscing conversations each 

week. Family coaches were trained to find examples of positive parent-child communication 

and interaction throughout intervention sessions, and to provide mothers with praise and 

positive feedback regarding these specific moments. Typically, this feedback was provided 

while watching the videotaped reminiscing with mothers rather than during the live practice, 

although coaches were free to respond if mothers asked for assistance. Family coaches were 

also encouraged to model skills such as how to provide resolutions for children’s negative 

emotions, as necessary.
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Informed by our pilot work, we expanded the number of sessions from 4 to 6 home visits to 

allow additional time for activities to explicitly train mothers and children on emotion 

identification, understanding and regulation and for consolidation of skills. Specifically, 

prior to each session’s live reminiscing practice, Sessions 2–4 included one activity each to 

focus on emotion identification, emotion causes, and emotion regulation, respectively. These 

activities were added because maltreated preschool aged children have been shown to 

demonstrate less emotion knowledge compared to their peers (Valentino et al., 2015) and 

because maltreating mothers tend to engage in less discussion of children’s emotional states 

than do nonmaltreating mothers (Shipman & Zeaman, 1999). Thus, we felt that it was 

essential for maltreating mothers and children to practice these foundational emotion skills 

together to support the dyad’s ability to jointly discuss past emotional events. Session 2 

included a mirror game, where mothers and children practiced showing each other their 

happy, sad, angry, and scared feeling faces and labeled emotions on the other’s face. Session 

3 included an activity about emotion causes (e.g., reading books about feelings and 

discussing what makes the child feel sad, scared, etc.). Session 4 included the turtle 

technique from Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies (Greenberg, Kusche, Cook, & 

Quamma, 1995), which teaches children to stop (or go inside their shell), take a few deep 

breaths and problem solve before reacting when they feel angry. This was taught as an 

example of how to cope or resolve negative emotions. Sessions 5 and 6 focused on 

consolidating skills by having mothers and children continue to practice and receive 

feedback about the reminiscing skills. Between sessions, mothers received at least four text 

messages and one phone call per week from their family coach. The text message focused on 

the prior week’s intervention session, and was selected from a premade list of messages 

tailored to the mother’s identified strengths and needs.

To ensure treatment fidelity, family coaches completed a fidelity checklist following each 

session. Fidelity checklists were completed for over 90% of the treatment sessions. Of those 

completed, average fidelity per session ranged from 94.0% to 98.0%, with an average of 

96.16% across sessions. Fidelity checks were supplemented by weekly, individual 

supervision with the first author. Supervision included reviewing all of the videotaped 

mother-child reminiscing session practice and the coaches’ feedback as well as the fidelity 

checklists after each session.

Community Standard.: Mothers and children randomized into the community standard 

condition did not receive a weekly home visiting intervention. Instead, these families 

received enhanced case management services and some written parenting materials. 

Utilizing mothers’ responses on the Family Resource Scale (Dunst, Leet, & Trevette, 1986) 

obtained during the enrollment visit, mothers received referrals to community resources for 

all items rated as inadequate on this scale. Mothers were also provided with cell phones, 

which offered easy access to the Family Coaches for additional guidance, and a reliable 

means to contact service providers or other informal sources of support. Mothers also 

received basic information about effective parenting practices in written form. As in the RET 

condition, each mother was contacted with four text messages and received at least one 

phone call per week to check in regarding case management needs during the intervention 

phase. Examples of text messages for this group included notifying families of family-
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friendly events in the community such as free events at the library as well as texts inquiring 

about their wellbeing.

Assessment procedures.

Mother-child reminiscing.: At the baseline and post laboratory visits, mothers and their 

children reminisced about four one-time events that they experienced together. Because 

reminiscing about everyday negative experiences (as opposed to reminiscing about positive 

events) tends to be more elaborative and is particularly critical for fostering development 

(Laible, 2011), we predominately focused on mother-child reminiscing about negative 

events by following the Autobiographical Emotional Events Dialogue procedure (AEED; 

Koren-Karie, Oppenheim, Haimovich, & Etzion-Carasso, 2003b). Mothers were instructed 

to reminisce with their children about times that their child felt happy, sad, scared, and 

angry. Before reuniting with their children, mothers were told to select a past event their 

children would likely remember for each emotion category. Discussions of traumatic events 

were discouraged given the potential for differential mother-child reminiscing for traumatic 

events compared with everyday emotional experiences (Fivush & Sales, 2006), similarly if 

mothers selected an event that occurred too early in development for children to recall (i.e., 

during infancy), mothers were encouraged to select another event. Mothers wrote brief 

descriptions of the events on index cards, which mothers could use for reference during 

reminiscing as a reminder of the events to discuss. Mothers were asked to talk with their 

children like they would at home. Reminiscing occurred in a private room with a couch and 

no examiner was present. The reminiscing task was self-paced and had no time restriction. 

Examples of events discussed include going to the playground (happy), losing a pet (sad), 

being chased by a dog (scared), and fighting with siblings (angry).

Assessment Measures

Primary outcomes.

Maternal elaborative quantity.: Video recordings of mother-child reminiscing were 

transcribed verbatim and coded for the quantity of maternal elaborations. Statements were 

partitioned into utterances, defined as subject-verb propositions. Following established 

frequency based coding schemes (e.g. Fivush & Sales, 2006; Reese & Newcombe, 2007; 

Van Bergen et al., 2009), maternal wh- questions (open-ended elaborations), yes or no 

questions (closed-ended elaborations), elaborative statements, and confirmations were 

identified. Provisions of new information were coded as elaborative statements. Affirmations 

of children’s statements (e.g., “That’s right!”) were coded as confirmations. Repetitive 

utterances were also identified, but were not included in the current analysis; as such, a 

repetition did not count twice for the other coded categories. The number of non-repetitive 

wh- questions, yes or no questions, elaborative statements, and confirmations were summed 

across the four reminiscing conversations. Internal consistency of each of these elaborative 

maternal behaviors across the four emotion discussions was high (α = .73–.85). Coders were 

naïve to participant condition and maltreatment status. Interrater reliability on the total 

number of wh- questions, yes or no questions, elaborations, and confirmations was assessed 

with 50 transcripts (20% of the full sample) and reliability was established (ICCs = .77

—.99). Additionally, reliability was confirmed at the level of utterance (mean κ = .75). Each 
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maternal elaborative quantity variable was square-root transformed to alleviate substantial 

skew.

Maternal sensitive guidance.: Video recordings of the reminiscing task were viewed to 

code the sensitive guidance and affective quality of maternal reminiscing following the 

AEED protocol (Koren-Karie et al., 2003b). After viewing all four emotion discussions, the 

sensitive guidance of maternal reminiscing was rated on five dimensions: (1) Focus on the 

task (mother maintains focus on reminiscing and relevant details); (2) Acceptance and 

tolerance (mother allows her child to express a range of emotional themes without judgment 

and without becoming defensive); (3) Involvement and reciprocity (mother is positively 

engaged with her child and shows genuine interest in reminiscing); (4) Resolution of 

negative feeling (mother navigates discussions of negative experiences towards positive 

resolutions by emphasizing their child’s emotional regulation abilities); and (5) Structuring 

(mother facilitates the co-construction of rich and coherent narratives). Each dimension was 

rated on a 9-point scale, with higher values indicating a higher level of the behaviors 

associated with a particular scale. Researchers provided ratings for each scale after watching 

the entire reminiscing task (see Koren-Karie et al., 2003 for further details). Interrater 

reliability was assessed with 21% (n = 51) of the dyads in the full sample. Reliability was 

achieved (ICCs = .73—.93).

Secondary outcomes.

Child memory.: Child memory during reminiscing was coded with a frequency-based 

scheme where each utterance (subject-verb proposition) was coded (see Fivush & Sales, 

2006; Peterson et al., 1999; Reese & Newcombe, 2007; Van Bergen et al., 2009 for similar 

schemes). For the child, each utterance was coded for presence of unique memory 

contributions. Unique memory contributions were defined as instances where the child 

provided an independent memory elaboration that was not already provided by the parent 

(Reese & Newcombe, 2007). The total number of unique memory contributions made by 

each child was counted and summed across event discussions (α = .73). Interrater reliability 

with 20% of the full sample was established (ICC = .89-.97). Additionally, reliability was 

confirmed at the level of utterance (mean κ = .80). To alleviate positive skew, this variable 

was square-root transformed.

Child emotional knowledge.: The Affect Knowledge Task (AKT; Denham, 1986) was used 

to measure multiple aspects of child emotion knowledge. Children’s understanding of 

emotion (nonverbal recognition and verbal labeling of emotional expressions) was assessed 

using felt faces that depicted happy, sad, angry, and afraid expressions (Denham, 1986; 

Denham & Couchoud, 1990). Children were asked to identify happy, sad, angry, and afraid 

facial expressions verbally, by naming them. Children received 2 points for a correct answer, 

and 1 point for correctly specifying only the emotion’s positivity or negativity (e.g., saying 

sad rather than angry). Children’s expressive emotion knowledge was operationalized as the 

total score across the expressive task.

Receptive language.: The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test- Fourth Edition (PPVT-4; Dunn 

& Dunn, 2007) is an individually administered vocabulary test designed to assess receptive 
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vocabulary skills in individuals ranging from 2 years old to over 90 with well-established 

psychometric data. The PPVT-4 was administered to the mothers and children. Given the 

language based nature of our assessments and tasks, receptive language scores were utilized 

as a covariate in all analyses.

Analytic Strategy

To address our first two hypotheses, we conducted multivariate or univariate analyses of 

covariance on post-test data with group (RET, CS, and NC) as the primary independent 

variable. All analyses covaried corresponding pre-test performance on each dependent 

variable, which is recommended over repeated measures analyses across time, to maximize 

power (Rausch, Maxwell, & Kelley, 2003). Analyses revealed that marital status, but not 

child race, was significantly related to the outcome variables of interest; because marital 

status also differed across groups, it was utilized as a covariate for substantive analyses. 

Additional covariates included standardized language scores given the language-based 

nature of the reminiscing tasks and child age. To address our third hypothesis, hierarchical 

linear regression analyses of children’s post-test memory and emotion knowledge were 

conducted by entering children’s pre-test performance, standard language scores, and age 

into the models in the first step. In the second step, elaborative reminiscing and sensitive 

guidance change scores were entered to determine whether changes in these maternal 

reminiscing qualities explained a significant proportion of children’s post-test performance 

in memory and emotion knowledge domains. Finally, post-hoc analyses were conducted to 

examine whether there were intervention differences as a function of maltreatment subtype. 

For these analyses, we examined maltreatment subtype (abuse, neglect, emotional 

maltreatment) as the independent variable on maternal and child outcomes within the 

intervention group.

Results

Attrition

A total of 23 families did not complete the post-visit, representing a 9.3% attrition rate. 

There were no significant differences across the three groups with regard to attrition χ2 (2) = 

3.33, p = .19. Families who failed to complete the post assessment did not differ from the 

rest of the sample on all demographic characteristics assessed including maternal age, 

education, income, and marital status, as well as children’s age, gender, and race.

Primary Outcomes

1) Intervention effects on elaborative reminiscing and sensitive guidance.—
To address our first hypotheses, two MANCOVA analyses were examined for maternal 

elaborative reminiscing quantity and maternal sensitive guidance, respectively. In both 

analyses, group (RET, CS, and NC) was the independent variable, and maternal language 

(PPVT-4 scores), marital status, child age, and pre-test reminiscing values were entered as 

covariates. The MANCOVA examining maternal elaborative quantity included the number 

of Wh-questions, Yes/No Questions, Elaborative Statements and Confirmations. 

Reminiscing data were analyzed for 220 of 225 participants; two dyads whose reminiscing 
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was not recorded at post-test and three mothers for whom language data were missing were 

excluded.

There was a significant multivariate effect of group on maternal post-test elaborative 

reminiscing, F(8, 416) = 5.63, p < .001 Univariate tests for each of the four reminiscing 

variables was significant; Wh-questions F(2, 210) = 7.91, p < .001; Yes/No Questions, F(2, 

210) = 16.90, p < .001; Confirmations, F(2, 210) = 16.85, p < .001; Elaborations, F(2, 210) 

= 8.34, p < .001. Subsequent pairwise analyses revealed that mothers in the RET group used 

more Wh-questions, Yes/No Questions, Elaborative Statements and Confirmations during 

reminiscing than did mothers in the CS and the NC groups, with medium to large effects 

(see Table 2). Positive changes in maternal total use of elaborative utterances were observed 

across the baseline and post-test assessments for 67.6% of the mothers in the RET group.

The MANCOVA examining maternal sensitive guidance during reminiscing included 

Maternal Shift of Focus, Acceptance and Tolerance, Involvement and Reciprocity, Closure 

of Negative Feelings, and Structuring. The multivariate effect of group on post-test maternal 

sensitive guidance, using all covariates, was significant, F(10, 412) = 3.34, p <.001. 

Subsequent univariate tests were significant for Involvement and Reciprocity, F(2, 209) = 

5.86, p = .003, Closure of Negative Feelings, F(2, 209) = 11.82, p = .000, and Structuring, 

F(2, 209) = 4.49, p = .01, but not for Shift of Focus or Acceptance and Tolerance. Pairwise 

comparisons revealed that mothers in the RET were rated significantly higher than mothers 

in the CS group on Involvement & Reciprocity, Closure of Negative Feelings, and 

Structuring with medium to large effects (Table 2). Mothers in the RET were also rated 

significantly higher than the NC group on Closure of Negative Feelings.

Secondary Outcomes

2) Intervention effects on child memory and emotion knowledge.—To address 

our second set of hypotheses, an ANCOVA examining children’s unique memory 

contributions was examined with group (RET, CS, NC) as the independent variable and 

child language, age, marital status and pre-test values as covariates. The ANCOVA revealed 

a significant effect of group on child memory F(2, 210) = 9.12, p <.001. Pairwise 

comparisons revealed that children in the RET group contributed significantly more unique 

memories to the discussion than did children in the CS and NC groups, with medium to 

large effects (Table 2).

A parallel ANCOVA on child expressive emotion knowledge was examined with children’s 

total expressive score on the Affect Knowledge Test by group with child language, age, 

marital status, and pre-test values as covariates. The ANCOVA revealed a marginal effect of 

group F(2, 210) = 2.43, p = .09. Planned pairwise comparisons revealed that children in the 

RET group performed significantly better than children in the CS group, and their 

performance was not significantly different than children in the NC group (Table 2).

3) Change in maternal elaborative reminiscing and sensitive guidance on 
child memory and emotion knowledge.—To determine whether changes in maternal 

elaboration and sensitive guidance explained a significant proportion of variance in child 

outcomes at post-test, two hierarchical regressions were conducted on child memory and 
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child emotion knowledge (Table 3). First, composite elaboration and sensitive guidance 

scores were created for maternal performance at pre-test and post-test. For elaboration, the 

composite score included the means of all four elaboration variables (Wh-questions, Yes/No 

questions, Elaborative statements and Confirmations; α = .76). For sensitive guidance, the 

composite scores included the means of Involvement and Reciprocity, Closure of Negative 

Feelings, and Structuring (α = .80). The Shift of Focus and Acceptance and Tolerance 

sensitive guidance variables were excluded from the composite because the prior analysis 

indicate they were not significantly related to the intervention. Next, difference scores for 

each composite were calculated.

In the first model, child pre-test performance, age, and standardized language scores 

accounted for a significant proportion of variance in children’s unique memory contributions 

at post-test (R2 = .31, p < .001). In the second step, change in maternal elaboration (β 
= .425, p < .001) and change in sensitive guidance (β = .114, p = .028) each explained a 

significant additional proportion of variance in children’s post-test memory scores, with 

more positive changes in mothers’ behaviors relating to more child memories. In the second 

model, pre-test scores, child age, and language predicted a significant proportion of variance 

in emotion knowledge at post-test (R2 = .516, p < .001). Neither change in elaborative 

reminiscing or sensitive guidance predicted additional variance in the second step of the 

analysis. Finally, these two regressions were repeated excluding maternal confirmations 

from the elaboration composite variable, as some have reported that confirmations may 

better aligned with maternal support than with elaboration (Kelly, 2018); the pattern of 

results in both analyses remained the same such that change in maternal elaboration 

predicted child memory (β = .418, p < .001), but not child emotion knowledge.

Post-Hoc Analyses by Maltreatment Subtype

To address whether different subtypes of maltreatment affected post-test outcomes within 

the intervention group, two MANCOVA analyses assessed the effects for maternal 

elaborative reminiscing quantity and maternal sensitive guidance. In both analyses, 

maltreatment subtype (abuse, neglect, emotional maltreatment) was the independent 

variable, and maternal language, marital status, child age, and pre-test reminiscing values 

were entered as covariates. The multivariate effect of subtype on elaborative reminiscing was 

not significant F(8, 104) = 1.34, p = .2, nor was the effect of subtype on maternal sensitive 

guidance, F(10, 100) = 1.18, p = .30.

To address maltreatment subtype effects on child performance at post-test, an ANVOCA on 

child unique memory contributions was performed within the intervention group, with 

maltreatment subtype as the independent variable, and child language, child age, maternal 

marital status and pre-test memory as the covariates. The effect of maltreatment subtype was 

not significant for child memory, F(2, 55) = 2.45, p = .09, or for child emotion knowledge, 

F(2, 53) = .38, p = .68.

Discussion

The current study is the first to demonstrate the effectiveness of Reminiscing and Emotion 

Training (RET), a brief, relational intervention for maltreating families, in a randomized 
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controlled trial design. The major finding was that RET had significant benefits for maternal 

elaborative quantity and sensitive guidance during reminiscing, in addition to having positive 

effects on children’s memory and emotion knowledge. Moreover, increases in maternal 

reminiscing were related to more positive changes in children’s memory. Our results add to a 

growing literature underscoring the benefits of brief, highly focused, relational interventions 

for maltreated children and their caregivers (i.e., Dozier et al., 2006; Moss et al., 2011; 

Valentino, 2017 for reviews), with a new intervention specifically focused on the preschool-

age range.

Meta-analytic evidence of parenting programs have revealed that brief interventions focused 

on specific parent-child interactions may be more effective and less costly than longer-term 

parenting programs (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2003). RET specifically targeted 

improvements in maternal elaboration and sensitive guidance during reminiscing given 

evidence that this mechanism is an important explanatory process linking maltreatment with 

subsequent problems in children’s memory, emotion knowledge and self-regulation (Lawson 

et al., 2018; Speidel et al., in press; Valentino et al., 2015). Importantly, this brief 

intervention was well received, with only 14.4% attrition within the RET group. The high 

participation rate is consistent with our pilot data as well as with other reminiscing based 

interventions, when delivered in-home (Reese & Newcombe, 2007). Such high participation 

with brief interventions is encouraging for developing a variety of interventions with 

maltreating families, which often report attrition rates of up to 50% (Cicchetti, Rogosch & 

Toth, 2006), albeit with longer-term interventions. Beyond length of treatment, another 

important aspect of RET that may have facilitated parent engagement and motivation was its 

mode of implementation. By focusing on the provision of positive reinforcement for 

maternal reminiscing skills and the building of supportive relationships with mothers, RET 

may have served to enhance mothers’ sense of competence and relatedness which are two 

primary psychological needs that, when supported, facilitate intrinsic motivation (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000) and may be especially critical for parenting interventions with mothers who 

have had a recent experience with DCS.

Maternal elaborative reminiscing plays a central role in supporting multiple aspects of child 

development including children’s autobiographical memory and language (Nelson & Fivush, 

2004; Salmon & Reese, 2015). As such, improvements in elaborative reminiscing among 

maltreating mothers, in particular, are especially important considering robust evidence of 

impairments in autobiographical memory and language among maltreated children (e.g., 

Eigsti & Cicchetti, 2004; Valentino, Toth, & Cicchetti, 2009; Valentino et al, 2015). 

Consistent with the findings in our initial pilot with the RET program (Valentino et al., 

2013), the present results demonstrated that maltreating mothers who received the RET 

intervention engaged in significantly more elaborative reminiscing than maltreating mothers 

who did not receive the intervention, with medium to large effect sizes. Moreover, 

comparisons with the nonmaltreating mothers revealed that following brief training, mothers 

in the RET group also exceeded demographically-matched nonmaltreating mothers in their 

elaborative reminiscing. Thus, our findings replicate and extend past work through the 

inclusion of a randomized controlled trial design. Our findings also cohere with the broader 

literature on the effectiveness of reminiscing training, wherein parents of various 

sociodemographic backgrounds have been able to learn elaborative skills following brief 
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training (e.g., Boland, Haden, & Ornstein, 2003; Peterson et al., 1999; Reese & Newcombe, 

2007; Salmon et al., 2009; Van Bergen et al., 2009).

Importantly, this study further extends prior research by being the first to demonstrate an 

association between maternal sensitive guidance and brief reminiscing training. Maternal 

sensitive guidance refers to the affective quality of maternal contributions to the emotion 

dialogue including the ability to sensitively discuss and provide resolutions for children’s 

negative emotions. Supportive discussion of children’s negative emotions, including 

validation of children’s feelings, and explanations of the causes and resolutions of emotional 

conflict, is positively associated with children’s emotion regulation (Fivush et al., 2006), 

self-esteem (Bohanek et al., 2008), and attachment security (Laible, 2011). In contrast, when 

parents do not engage in emotional discussions and are dismissing or avoidant of negative 

emotions, children are left without adequate coping skills and are at increased risk for 

psychopathology (Koren-Karie et al., 2008). In research with maltreated children, less 

sensitive guidance during reminiscing has been linked to poorer emotion regulation and 

inhibitory control (Speidel et al., 2019). Thus, improving maternal sensitive guidance among 

maltreating mothers may lead to subsequent improvement in children’s emotion regulation 

and lessen the risk for psychopathology over time. In our study, RET was associated with 

maternal involvement and reciprocity during the reminiscing discussion, the resolution of 

negative feelings, and the structure of conversations in a more organized and coherent 

fashion. The ability to discuss how to resolve negative emotions is an important parenting 

skill that is often targeted during emotion socialization interventions (e.g., Havinghurst et al., 

2009; 2010) and has been associated with positive benefits in child emotion knowledge and 

behavior.

We expected that improvements in maternal elaboration and sensitive guidance would lead 

to immediate benefits for maltreated children in cognitive and emotional domains, including 

memory and emotion knowledge. At the immediate post-test, we observed significant effects 

of RET with respect to children’s developing autobiographical memory as well as their 

emotion knowledge. Following training, children in the RET group provided richer 

memories with more unique memory contributions to the emotion dialogue as compared 

with maltreated children in the CS group and with nonmaltreated children. This 

improvement in children’s memory is especially important for maltreated preschool-aged 

children who have been shown to have impairments in memory recall during early and 

middle-childhood (Lawson et al., 2018; Valentino, Rogosch, & Toth, 2008; Valentino et al., 

2009). Specifically, maltreated children demonstrated higher rates of overgeneral memory, 

characterized by greater difficulty in retrieving memories of discrete autobiographical 

events, compared to nonmaltreated children (Valentino et al., 2009). During the preschool 

years, maternal elaborative quantity and sensitive guidance are key mechanisms linking the 

experience of neglect, in particular, with overgeneral memory (Lawson et al., in 2018). 

Importantly, overgeneral memory has been identified as a significant predictor of both 

depressive and posttraumatic stress symptoms (see Hitchcock, Nixon, & Weber, 2014; 

Moore & Zoellner, 2007 for reviews), and of emotional adjustment during the preschool 

years (Valentino, McDonnell, Comas, & Nuttall, 2018). Thus, improvements in maltreated 

children’s ability to contribute unique memory information to past event discussions with 

their mothers are important outcomes. Future research should examine whether such 
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improvements decrease risk for an overgeneral memory style and subsequent 

psychopathology such as depression and PTSD in middle childhood.

Another important outcome of the RET intervention was improvement in children’s emotion 

knowledge. The ability to understand, identify, and label emotional states are critical skills 

of emotional development that facilitate children’s subsequent emotion regulation. When 

focused on children’s past emotions, mother-child dialogues provide an important context in 

which mothers can help children to identify their feelings, as well as to understand the 

causes, consequences and ways to cope with these emotions (Laible, 2004; Wareham & 

Salmon, 2006). Indeed, prior research with maltreated preschool-aged children has 

demonstrated that poor maternal elaborative reminiscing explains, in part, the association 

between maltreatment and poor expressive emotion knowledge (Valentino et al., 2015). It is 

notable that after training maltreating mothers in elaborative and emotionally supportive 

reminiscing and practicing these skills in-home with their children, maltreated children in 

the RET group demonstrated significantly better emotion knowledge than maltreated 

children in the CS condition, and were not significantly different than the nonmaltreated 

children at post-test. These results cohere with those of Van Bergen and colleagues (2009), 

who also reported improvements in child emotion knowledge following an intervention 

designed to improve emotional reminiscing with mothers. A critical next step for this 

research will be to evaluate whether enhancing maternal elaboration and sensitive guidance 

during reminiscing will lead to improvement in child emotion regulation over time, either 

directly or indirectly through initial improvement in children’s emotion knowledge.

We evaluated the extent to which our hypothesized mechanisms of change, improving 

maternal elaborations and sensitive guidance during reminiscing, explained children’s post-

test performance. Consistent with socio-cultural theories of children’s autobiographical 

memory development (Nelson & Fivish, 2004), results revealed that changes in elaboration 

and sensitive guidance each explained a unique proportion of variance in children’s memory 

performance at post-test, after controlling for children’s pre-test performance, language 

abilities and age. Testing specific mechanisms of change in the context of intervention 

science is essential for enhancing our understanding of how participation in specific 

interventions are beneficial (Cummings & Valentino, 2015). Our findings underscore the 

importance of both the elaborative quantity and sensitive guidance with which parents 

reminisce with young children about past emotional events for children’s autobiographical 

memory development.

Changes in maternal elaboration and sensitive guidance did not explain a significant 

proportion of variance in children’s post-test emotion knowledge, thereby suggesting that 

there are additional mechanisms involved. For example, participation in the emotion-focused 

activities embedded within the RET intervention may have had direct benefits on children’s 

emotion knowledge rather than indirect effects via maternal elaboration and sensitive 

guidance. Alternately, it may be that more emotionally-focused components of elaborative 

reminiscing such as the number of emotional attributions and emotion questions may need to 

be distinguished from the broader elaboration construct to more precisely understand the 

mechanisms through which emotion knowledge was enhanced (Fivush, Marin, McWillams, 

and Bohanek, 2009). Another possibility is that mother-child reminiscing during the 
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negative events only may be more predictive of child emotion knowledge at post-test. 

Indeed, prior research has shown that the quality of mother-child reminiscing about negative 

events is more influential in children’s emotional understanding than is reminiscing about 

positive events (Laible, 2011). Ultimately, future longitudinal mediation research with 

additional time points is necessary to more clearly model how changes in maternal 

elaboration and sensitive guidance via the RET intervention lead to improvements in child 

outcomes over time.

We evaluated whether maltreatment subtype predicted post-test performance among the 

families who received the RET intervention. Our results indicated no significant effects of 

subtype on maternal or child outcomes, though it is important to note that this test was 

underpowered. Future research would benefit from consideration of additional individual 

differences beyond maltreatment subtype in relation to intervention effectiveness including 

maternal factors such as attachment orientation, sensitivity, or depressive symptoms, which 

may influence the extent to which maternal elaboration or sensitive guidance relate to child 

outcomes (e.g., McDonnell et al., 2016), or additional dimensions of narrative style that may 

influence child post-test performance including autonomy support and verbal synchrony 

(Cleveland & Morris, 2014; Kelly, 2018). Although maternal sensitive guidance is a broad 

construct that includes aspects of autonomy support, the extent to which mothers provide 

autonomy support (e.g., supporting children’s perspectives and contributions, and following 

children’s conversational leads during the emotion narrative) may more specifically relate to 

aspects of child narrative performance, as well as their engagement in past-event discussions 

(e.g., Cleveland & Morris, 2014; Kelly, 2018). Similarly, future research should consider 

additional dimensions of maltreatment experiences that may influence treatment outcomes 

such as the severity of experiences within each subtype, or the extent to which the child 

remains in contact with perpetrators of maltreatment beyond the mother.

Although the current investigation provides promising data about the effectiveness of the 

RET intervention for maltreated preschool-aged children and their mothers, there are a 

number of limitations to the current study. Foremost, our analyses focused on the extent to 

which the RET intervention was successful in targeting a specific parenting mechanism. 

Whereas repeated observational data of mother-child reminiscing are measurement 

strengths, we recognize that our results are limited to improvements in maternal behaviors 

observed in the laboratory setting and in the context of reminiscing. It will be crucial to 

evaluate the extent to which participation in RET and improvements in reminiscing 

generalize to observable changes in other parenting behavior and parent-child relationships 

outside the context of reminiscing, such as in free play. Similarly, with regard to the 

improvements in child memory, it will be important to examine whether improvements in 

memory contributions during shared mother-child past event discussions generalize to 

children’s memory performance in other contexts such as the specificity of their 

autobiographical memory retrieval or their ability to recall central event details in forensic 

settings.

Additionally, there is a need to examine the functioning of this sample over a longer period 

of time to determine whether mothers in the intervention group maintain their skills in 

elaborative reminiscing and sensitive guidance, and if so, whether associated improvements 
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in children’s cognitive, emotional, and physiological development occur. Rooted in 

theoretical and empirical support for the causal role of emotionally supportive parent-child 

communication in facilitating subsequent child development and parent-child relationships 

(Wareham & Salmon, 2006), we expect that training maltreating mothers in emotionally-

supportive communication styles will ameliorate the destructive effects of maltreatment on 

child development, and improve parenting over time. Given the positive effects of RET at 

post-test on child autobiographical memory and emotion knowledge, and prior research 

indicating associations of each with emotion regulation abilities and psychopathology such 

as depressive and posttraumatic stress symptoms, the RET intervention may reduce risk for 

the emergence of such psychopathology. Furthermore, while RET appears promising in 

reducing some of the sequelae of child maltreatment, it remains to be seen whether 

improvement in maternal elaboration and sensitive guidance and the mother-child 

relationship will be associated with reduced reoccurrence of maltreatment over time. 

Longitudinal follow-up of these families over time is necessary to assess the potential long-

term benefits of the RET intervention.

In sum, the current study provides a proximal evaluation of the RET intervention for 

maltreated preschool aged children and their mothers. Our findings indicated that the key 

mechanisms targeted by the RET interventions were enhanced, such that mothers who 

participated in the RET intervention were significantly better in elaboration and sensitive 

guidance during reminiscing than mothers who did not receive the intervention, controlling 

for baseline performance. At the immediate post-test evaluation, RET was additionally 

associated with benefits for child memory and emotion knowledge. Further longitudinal 

evaluation will be important for fully understanding the long-term value of this relational 

intervention as a cost-effective, brief intervention for maltreating families that has the 

potential to be broadly disseminated. Several of the existing evidenced-based interventions 

for maltreated children are intensive treatments that require 6–12 months of treatment with 

masters or doctoral level clinicians, which present practical challenges for widespread 

implementation compared to brief treatment models that may be implemented with 

paraprofessionals (Valentino, 2017). For example, paraprofessionals engaged in home-

visitation and family case management could be trained to implement RET, facilitating its 

potential to reach many maltreating families. Tiered service delivery models may be ideal to 

serve the greatest number of families with limited resources (Valentino, 2017); in such a 

model, brief relational treatments, such as RET, could be provided first and only followed by 

more intensive services, such as Child Parent Psychotherapy or Parent Child Interaction 

Therapy, in families that do not sufficiently respond to the initial treatment.
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Figure 1. 
CONSORT 2010 Flow Diagram
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Table 1

Sample Characteristics by Intervention Group

RET (n = 83) CS (n = 82) NC (n = 83)

Variable M(SD) % M(SD) % M(SD) %

Maternal age 29.87 (5.31) 29.30 (5.41) 30.37 (6.85)

Child age 4.97 (1.11) 4.88 (1.20) 4.86 (1.13)

Child gender

  Male 47.0 53.7 50.6

Maternal ethnicity

  African American 32.5 50.0 41.0

  Caucasian 50.6 36.6 32.5

  Hispanic/Other 16.9 13.4 26.5

Child ethnicity*

  African American 28.9 51.2 41.0

  Caucasian 34.9 23.2 18.0

  Hispanic/Other 36.1 25.6 41.0

Family income

  ≤ $12,000/year 54.2 61.0 54.2

Marital status***

  Married 13.3 11.0 33.7

Some high school

  Some high school 28.9 39.0 21.7

  High school/GED 37.3 29.3 30.1

  Some trade/college 22.9 23.2 31.3

  Completed trade/college 10.8 7.3 14.5

  Master’s degree 0.0 1.2 2.4

Language (PPVT-4)

  Maternal* 86.59 (13.20) 81.99 (11.92) 86.22 (12.64)

  Child*** 87.28 (14.56) 86.81 (16.71) 97.02 (14.53)

Note. RET = Reminiscing and Emotion Training. CS = Community Standard. NC = Nonmaltreating Comparison. PPVT-4 = Peabody Picture 
Vocabulary Test Version 4.

*
p < .05

**
p < .01

***
p < .001
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Table 3

Change in Maternal Elaborative and Sensitive Guidance on Child Memory and Emotion Knowledge

Child Memory Child Emotion Knowledge

b(SE) p R2 b(SE) p R2

Block 1 .31*** .516***

  Pre-test values 0.46(0.06) <.001*** 0.49(0.09) <.001***

  Child language 0.01(0.01) .066 0.02(0.01) .024*

  Child age .12(.08) .142 .31(.11) .007**

Block 2 .52*** .52***

  Pre-test values 0.58(0.06) .001*** 0.49(0.06) <.001***

  Child language 0.01(0.01) .008** 0.02(0.01) .019*

  Child age 0.09(.06) .183 .31(.11) .007**

  Change in elaboration 0.64(0.08) <.001*** 0.15(0.12) .22

  Change in sensitive guidance 0.14(0.06) .028* −0.08(0.10) .43

Note.

*
p < .05

**
p < .01

***
p < .001
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