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Abstract
Objective—In the current study, the effects of training maltreating parents and their preschool-
aged children in elaborative and emotion-rich reminiscing were examined.

Method—44 parent-child dyads were randomly assigned to a training (reminiscing) or wait-list
(control) condition. All participating parents had substantiated maltreatment and were involved
with the Department of Child Services at the time of enrollment. Children were 3–6 years old (M
= 4.88, SD = .99) and living in the custody of the participating parent. Dyads in the reminiscing
condition received four, weekly, in-home sessions in elaborative and emotion rich reminiscing.

Results—At a follow-up assessment, maltreating parents in the reminiscing condition provided
more high-elaborative utterances, references to children’s negative emotions, and explanations of
children’s emotion during reminiscing than did parents in the control condition. Children in the
reminiscing condition had richer memory recall and made more emotion references than did
children in the control condition during reminiscing with their mothers, but not with an
experimenter.

Conclusion—The findings suggest that maltreating parents can be taught elaborative and
emotion-rich reminiscing skills, with benefits for child cognitive and emotional development. The
potential clinical utility of a reminiscing-based training for maltreating families with young
children is discussed.

Keywords
Parent training; early childhood; child abuse; maltreatment; reminiscing; intervention; home-
visiting

Child maltreatment is destructive to children’s development in multiple domains (Cicchetti
& Valentino, 2006). With approximately 700,000 child victims of substantiated abuse and
neglect in the United States each year, and 5 times as many children investigated by the
child welfare system (US DHHS, 2012), child maltreatment undoubtedly is a significant
public health concern. Among those investigated, up to 50% exhibit clinically significant
mental health symptoms (Burns et al., 2004), with approximately 68.1% of preschool-aged
children exhibiting substantial behavioral, emotional, and/or developmental problems
(Stahmer et al., 2005). As such, there is a need for interventions for maltreatment that are
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theoretically and empirically driven by research on risk and protective factors, and are
implemented during early childhood.

Intervening with maltreating parents and their children during early childhood may provide
the most beneficial impact on the child and family due to the rapid developmental changes at
this age and the high prevalence of abuse and neglect in children under the age of 7 (US
DHHS, 2012). Despite theoretical support and practical need for interventions for
maltreating parents and their young maltreated children, there are few empirically validated
treatments for the preschool age period, and even fewer that involve both the maltreating
parent and the child in the intervention (Cicchetti & Valentino, 2006; MacMillan et al.,
2009). Addressing the parent and the parent-child relationship should be a critical focus of
maltreatment interventions, as more than 80% of maltreated children are victimized by a
parent and the vast majority of child maltreatment victims remain in, or are returned to the
custody of their parents (US DHHS, 2012).

The development of a brief, focused intervention for this age group is needed given meta-
analytic evidence that brief (5–16 week), dyadic interventions focused on parent interactive
behavior and sensitivity are more effective and less costly than longer-term (20–52 week)
parenting programs (Bakermans-Kranenburg, van Ijzendoorn, & Juffer, 2003). Although
long-term, and/or multi- component approaches to addressing maltreatment have shown
positive effects (i.e., Parent-Child Interaction Therapy; Chaffin et al., 2004; Nurse Home-
Visiting Program, Olds et al., 1997, 1998), more recent findings demonstrate that short-term,
dyadic, home-visiting programs are also efficacious for maltreating families (e.g., Moss et
al., 2011). Furthermore, likely due to budgetary constraints, long-term, multicomponent
programs are not widely implemented as the leading services provided by the child welfare
system. Instead, case management and/or didactic group parent education classes more
frequently continue to be employed, neither of which directly involves the child, nor targets
individual parent-child relationships; only 2% of these parent education programs are
supported as efficacious by empirical evidence (Hurlburt et al., 2007). Given the potential
advantage of brief parenting interventions in early childhood, as well as limitations on funds
for maltreatment intervention services, the current study addresses a notable gap in the
literature by providing the results of a pilot study of a brief, dyadic training (Reminiscing
and Emotion Training; RET) for maltreating parents and their preschool-aged children. RET
focuses on facilitating elaborative and emotionally supportive parent-child communication,
an important component of the parent-child relationship, which had been extensively
supported in the developmental literature for improving parenting and child functioning in
multiple domains (Nelson & Fivush, 2004), and can be taught effectively via brief training
(Salmon, Dadds, Allen, & Hawes, 2009).

Positive parenting is vital in supporting young children’s cognitive development, and in
providing external emotional regulation for the child (e.g., Bowlby, 1969; Sroufe, Carlson,
Levy, & Egeland, 1999). As children’s verbal skills develop, parents’ ability to co-construct
open, elaborative and emotionally supportive narratives about children’s emotional
experiences becomes critical in supporting children’s cognitive and socio-emotional
development and in shaping children’s representational models (Fivush, Haden & Reese,
2006; Thompson, 2006). There are clear individual differences in parental reminiscing style
(e.g., Fivush & Fromhoff, 1988; McCabe & Peterson, 1991). Mothers who are able to talk in
rich, detailed ways with their children about past events and thus in a high elaborative
reminiscing style (in contrast to using a low elaborative or repetitive style), have children
who are able to discuss the past more elaboratively during parent-child conversations
(Engel, 1995; Fivush & Fromhoff, 1988; McCabe & Peterson, 1991; Reese, Haden, &
Fivush, 1993). Similarly, elaborative reminiscing is positively related to children’s
independent memory recall, outside of the context of the mother-child discourse (Hudson,
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1993; Leichtman, Pillemer, Wang, Koreishi, & Han, 2000) and benefits preschool-aged
children’s autobiographical memory, language and literacy development (Nelson & Fivush,
2004; Peterson, Jesso, & McCabe 1999; Reese et al., 1993). Moreover, longitudinal research
reveals that elaborative maternal reminiscing is associated with more detailed memory for
past events in children, both concurrently and subsequently (Harley & Reese, 1999, Reese et
al., 1993).

Experimental research provides further evidence for the central role of parent-child
reminiscing in relation to children’s memory; in these studies, elements of an elaborative
reminiscing style have been taught to parents of middle and low socioeconomic statuses and
of diverse backgrounds (Boland, Haden, & Ornstein, 2003; Peterson, et al., 1999; Reese &
Newcombe, 2007; Salmon, et al., 2009, Van Bergen, Salmon, Dadds, & Allen, 2009).
Following training, mothers were more elaborative than those who were not trained, and
children of elaborative mothers had richer memories, as indicated by increased contributions
of unique memory information during reminiscing, than children of untrained mothers.

Parent-child reminiscing affects not only memory content, but it also serves an important
function in children’s emotional development. In particular, elaborative mother-child
reminiscing has been positively associated with children’s self-understanding, coping skills,
and reduced internalizing and externalizing symptoms over time (Haden, Haine, & Fivush,
1997; Nelson & Fivush, 2004; Peterson & McCabe, 1992, 1994; Wareham & Salmon,
2006). Mother-child reminiscing that highlights shared positive emotional experiences may
serve to reinforce and foster positive aspects of the parent-child relationship, increase
positive parental representations (Toth, Cicchetti, & Kim, 2002), and improve the quality of
the parent–child relationship (Nelson & Fivush, 2004; Wareham & Salmon, 2006). Parent-
child communication exclusively about positive emotions, however, may not be effective in
alleviating children’s psychological distress (Gomulak-Cavicchio, Davies & Cummings,
2006). In fact, supportive reminiscing of negative emotions specifically, including validation
of children’s feelings, and explanation of emotion causes and resolutions, is positively
associated with children’s emotion regulation (Fivush et al., 2006), high self-esteem
(Bohanek et al., 2008), positive representations of relationships (Laible, 2004), and
attachment security (Laible, 2011), whereas reminiscing of positive emotions alone are not.
If parents cannot engage in emotional discussion, and are dismissing or avoidant of
children’s negative emotions, then children are left without adequate coping skills and are at
increased risk for psychopathology (Koren-Karie, Oppenheim, & Getzler-Yosef, 2004).

Given the importance of elaborative and emotionally-supportive reminiscing in shaping
children’s cognitive and emotional development during the preschool years (Fivush et al.,
2006; Thompson, 2006), coupled with evidence that parents can develop these skills
following brief training (e.g., Salmon et al., 2009; Van Bergen et al., 2009), researchers have
begun to explore the clinical utility of training parents in elaborative and emotionally-
supportive reminiscing. For example Salmon and colleagues examined the effects of training
parents in elaborative, emotion-rich reminiscing as an adjunct to Parent Management
Training (PMT) with parents of children with oppositional behaviors (Salmon, et al., 2009).
Results indicated that children in both the PMT and PMT plus reminiscing groups improved
in their behavior, and that training parents in an emotion-rich reminiscing style resulted in
greater parent and child use of elaborations and emotion references during shared
conversations. Given well established associations between parent emotion talk and
children’s later emotional competence, this research has important implications for
interventions involving children who have compromised emotion regulation skills and are at
risk for the development of psychopathology, especially maltreated children.
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Because research with maltreated children demonstrates significant impairments in memory
(Valentino, Cicchetti, Rogosh, & Toth, 2008; Valentino, Toth, & Cicchetti, 2009), self-
system functioning, emotion regulation, and increased risk for psychopathology (see
Cicchetti & Valentino, 2006 for review), training maltreating mothers in elaborative and
emotionally supportive reminiscing about positive and negative every-day past events may
augment the protective effects of a positive parent-child relationship (Toth et al., 2002),
increase parental sensitivity, and address multiple developmental sequelae of maltreatment.
A reminiscing-based training strategy is particularly relevant for maltreating families
because mothers from abusing families engage in fewer verbal interactions with their
children throughout infancy (Valentino, Cicchetti, Toth, & Rogosch, 2006) and the
preschool years (Alessandri, 1992). When reminiscing, maltreating mothers are less likely to
discuss causes and consequences of emotions with their children, which is associated with
poor emotion understanding (Shipman & Zeman, 1999), and poor emotion regulation
(Shipman et al., 2007) in their children. Importantly, maternal emotion discussion has been
shown to mediate the association between maltreatment and children’s emotion regulation
(Shipman et al., 2007), making elaborative and emotionally supportive reminiscing about
everyday events a prime target for intervention with this sample.

Among school-aged children and adolescents, there is substantial evidence that detailed
discussion of traumatic events with a supportive parent is a central component of effective
interventions for posttraumatic stress (Cohen, Mannarino, & Deblinger, 2006) and child
physical abuse (Kolko, 1996) as long as the parent (offending or nonoffending) is able to
respond sensitively and appropriately to the child’s memory and emotions (Cohen et al.,
2006; Kolko, 1996). Thus, training maltreating parents in elaborative and emotionally
supportive reminiscing in the context of discussion of everyday events provides a
nonthreatening framework from which to develop and practice these critical skills with
guidance and supervision. Moreover, in the absence of child posttraumatic stress symptoms,
this approach coheres with intervention recommendations for young maltreated children to
focus on understanding and coping with emotions, rather than on recalling the trauma,
because of inconsistent research regarding the extent to which young children remember
traumatic events (Toth & Valentino, 2008). Through increasing elaborative and emotionally-
supportive parent-child communication, reminiscing-based training may be critical in
encouraging healthy cognitive and emotional development in maltreated children.

Hypotheses
In the current study, we randomized parent-child dyads to a 4- week reminiscing or wait-list
control condition. Before and after the training (or wait period for families in the control
condition), parent-child dyads were assessed for the elaborative and emotionally-supportive
style of their shared memory conversations. Our primary hypotheses were that parents in the
reminiscing condition would demonstrate greater increases in their elaborations and emotion
references as well as explanations of negative emotions, relative to the control group
following the training. Similarly, we anticipated that children in the reminiscing condition
would provide richer memories and increased ability to reference their own emotions
relative to the control condition. Finally, we anticipated that children’s reminiscing skills
would transfer to other contexts independent of maternal support, such that children in the
reminiscing group would contribute more new information to memory conversations and
more emotion references than children in the control group during reminiscing conversations
with an experimenter.
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Method
Participants

44 parent-child dyads were enrolled into the training study, which randomly assigned dyads
to the reminiscing training (reminiscing) or wait-list (control) condition. All participating
parents had substantiated maltreatment cases (i.e., were perpetrators) that were ongoing in
Probate Court; as such, all parents were actively involved with the Department of Child
Services (DCS) at the time of enrollment. All children were 3–6 years of age (M = 4.88, SD
= .99), and were living in the primary custody of the participating parent. Parents were all
primary caregivers (87% mothers, 9% fathers, and 3% grandmothers). Families were
recruited from DCS where information was provided to families by individual case workers
and via informational flyers posted in the DCS office. DCS caseworkers informed all
eligible families of the research project and referred those families who were interested in
learning more about the research to the project staff. Project staff then contacted families to
obtain informed consent. Families were asked to participate in an intervention to help them
learn new skills for talking with their children. The intervention was presented as a program
that could help improve parents’ communication skills and relationships with their children.
The intervention did not replace or interfere with any ongoing services mandated by or
provided to families by DCS,

Of the 44 families enrolled, four did not participate after the pre-assessment (9%). There
were no differences in attrition rates between the reminiscing (n= 2) and control (n = 2)
groups, thus 20 dyads participated in each group. Participating families were racially diverse
(42.2% African American), and of low socioeconomic status; 71.1% of families reported an
annual income of less than $12,000. If a family had more than one child in the eligible age
range, the parent was asked to select only one child to participate in the study.

Procedure
Families in all conditions completed a pre-assessment in the laboratory and were then
randomized into either the reminiscing or control conditions. Families randomized to the
reminiscing condition participated in 4, weekly, in-home training sessions each lasting 1
hour with one of three female family coaches. Families met with the same coach each week.
Approximately 6 weeks after the initial pre-assessment (and following completion of the
intervention for families in the reminiscing condition), all families participated in a post-
assessment at the laboratory. Experimenters involved in the pre and post- assessments were
blind to families’ group status. Following the post-assessment, families in the control
condition were offered the training.

Training Conditions
Reminiscing and Emotion Training (RET)—Based on the interventions of Salmon and
Van Bergen (Salmon et al., 2009; Van Bergen et al., 2009), the RET condition included 4,
weekly, in-home training sessions in elaborative parent-child reminiscing and emotion
understanding for one hour each. Sessions were led by bachelors-level home-visitors, herein
referred to as family coaches. Specific target behaviors include training parents to (a) ask
more open-ended questions (e.g. “What happened next?”), (b) use detailed descriptions that
describe the event and build on the children’s descriptions, (c) make causal connections
between children’s experiences and their children’s emotions (e.g. “I could tell you felt
scared because…”), and (d) talk about resolutions for children’s negative emotions (e.g.
“how did you get over felling sad?”, or “I gave you a hug and you felt better”). Training
focused on encouraging parents to include all of the aforementioned skills into each
conversation (open-ended questions, elaborations, discussion/explanation of emotions),
rather than specifying a goal length of time. These conversations focused on every-day past
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events, and did not target traumatic events, though negative emotions were emphasized.
During the first training session, parents watched a training video describing and
demonstrating the parent-child reminscing techniques, and were led through a training
booklet by the family coach, which was given to the parent to help her practice. The parent
was then asked to practice the reminiscing skills with the child during the session, which
was videotaped and immediately viewed with the parent for feedback. Video feedback
procedures allow clinicians to help parents focus on interactive behavior, to reinforce
positive interactions, and to identify areas for improvement (Rusconi-Serpa, Rossignol, &
McDonough, 2009). The use of video-feedback procedures has been associated with larger
effect sizes in preventive parent-child interventions compared to those that do not
(Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2003), and may be especially promising for use in increasing
sensitivity among maltreating parents (Moss et al., 2011). At the conclusion of the session,
parents were asked to practice the skills with their child everyday for 5 minutes each, and to
record one practice session on audiorecorder (provided). To facilitate the parent-child
conversations, parents additionally received a blank scrapbook that contained several
activity pages with reminiscing “prompts” and parents were instructed to work on
completing the scrapbook with their children throughout the intervention.

All subsequent sessions involved reviewing the previous week’s practice audiotape, and
live, videotaped, parent-child reminiscing practice which was immediately viewed with the
parent for feedback. If a parent failed to record a practice conversation during the week, two
live practice conversations were included in the session so that all families received
feedback on two conversations each week. Family coaches were trained to find examples of
positive parent-child communication and interaction throughout intervention sessions, and to
provide parents with praise and positive feedback regarding these specific moments. When
selecting topics for discussion, the family coaches encouraged mothers to discuss a range of
emotions (e.g., happy, sad, angry and afraid) across the training period and to choose one
they had not practiced previously. Also, family coaches modeled skills as necessary, such as
how to explain why a child might have felt a certain way, and to discuss how the child was
able to overcome that emotion (or could do in the future to cope with negative feelings).

Waitlist Control Condition—Following the pre-assessment, families who were randomly
assigned to the treatment as usual waitlist control condition scheduled a post-assessment for
6 weeks later. They were informed that following the second assessment that they may elect
to receive the training if they desired.

Measures
Pre- and post-assessment tasks assessed parent-child and experimenter-child reminiscing
conversations. Child language was assessed and utilized as a control variable given evidence
that child language skill is associated with children’s recall ability (e.g., McGuigan &
Salmon, 2004). Parent language was also assessed to ensure the two groups were
comparable on this ability. Sessions were videotaped and audio-taped, and later transcribed
for coding.

Memory Conversations
Parent–child memory conversations: Parents were asked to nominate on paper four events
that were one-time occurrences and had been experienced by the parent and child together
(see Fivush, et al., 2006; Salmon et al, 2009). Thus, the topics of discussed events were
open. Examples of common discussion topics include being happy visiting McDonalds,
being angry when the child didn’t get his/her way, and being scared during a thunderstorm.
The experimenter randomly selected one of the four nominated events for use in the
experimenter-child task, and parents were asked to discuss the remaining three events with
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their child, as they normally would, while the experimenter left the room. No guidelines
regarding the length of the conversations were specified.

Experimenter-child memory conversations: Following parent–child memory
conversations, the experimenter discussed the remaining one event with the child. Parents
provided experimenters with brief explanations of the selected event prior to the
experimenter-child discussion. Following the procedure of Reese and Newcombe (2007),
the experimenter began the discussion by inviting the child to draw. After both the
experimenter and child had been drawing for a few minutes, the experimenter said “Your
mom told me that you (event) the other day. Tell me everything you can remember about
that.” Experimenters used open-ended prompts including “tell me more” and “uh-huh” to
encourage the child to provide more information. The experimenters also used general
encouragement words and phrases such as “cool” and “wow” as well as repeating the child’s
words verbatim until it was clear that the child was finished discussing the event.

Parent and child language—The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test(PPVT- 4; Dunn &
Dunn, 2007) was utilized to assess parents’ and children’s receptive language. The PPVT-4
is an individually administered, multiple-choice test designed to assess receptive vocabulary
skills in individuals aged 2–90 years old. Additionally, child expressive language was
measured with the Expressive Vocabulary Test (EVT-2; Williams, 2007).

Coding
Parent-child and experimenter-child reminiscing conversations during pre and post
assessment sessions were transcribed verbatim. Each utterance (subject-verb proposition)
was coded. In addition, children’s utterances were coded once during parent–child
conversations and once during experimenter-child conversations (see Harley & Reese, 1999;
Peterson et al., 1999; Van Bergen et al., 2009 for similar schemes). Coders were blind to
participant group status.

Parent coding—Each utterance was first coded for the presence or absence of elaboration.
Elaborative utterances included open-ended Wh-questions and memory elaborations.
Memory elaborations are utterances that provided the child with new information about the
event (i.e., who was there, where it occurred, etc.). The total number of elaborative
utterances made by each mother was counted and summed across event discussions.

Utterances were also coded for emotional content. Following Fivush et al. (2003) and Van
Bergen et al., 2009, emotion content coding included coding for both positive and negative
emotion attributions (e.g. “you were sad”), and emotion causes/explanation (e.g. “you were
angry because”. Emotion attributions by valence (positive and negative) and emotion
causes/explanations were counted and summed across events. Because we were most
interested in emotional utterances about negatively valenced emotions, negative emotion
attributions and total emotion causes/explanations were used in our analyses below.

Child coding—Each utterance was first coded for whether it represented a unique
contribution to the memory conversation, 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 the child was counted and summed
across event discussions.

Utterances were also coded for emotional content. Specifically, each utterance was coded
for whether or not the child referenced/labeled their own emotions and for valence of
emotion. Emotion references were counted and summed across events. Because child
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emotion references were relatively infrequent, especially during the pre-test, positive and
negative emotion references were collapsed into a single emotion reference variable.

Reliability—Two experimenters coded the reminiscing transcripts utterance by utterance,
including parent and child variables. Inter-rater reliability was based on 20% of transcripts
across the two assessment sessions and calculated using Cohen’s Kappa. For parent
reminiscing coding, interrater reliability exceeded .90 for all variables. For child coding,
reliability for unique memory contributions was .99 and for emotion references was.86
during mother-child conversations and .96 and .75, respectively, during experimenter-child
conversations. Disagreements were discussed and consensus reached.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Of the 44 dyads enrolled, 40 dyads completed the study. There were no differences in
attrition as a function of group assignment, χ2(1) = .17, n.s. Additionally, those who
completed the study were not different from those who were lost to attrition on any
demographic variables, including child gender, χ2(1) = .45, n.s., child age, t(43) = 1.42, n.s.,
parent gender, χ2(1) = .70, n.s., and parent employment status, χ2(2) =.50, n.s.

Table 1 presents demographic and pre-test assessment results by group (reminiscing vs.
control). There were no significant differences between reminiscing and control groups on
any demographic variables. Additionally, there were no significant differences between
groups on parent language, t(38) = .12, n.s, or child language, t(38) = .51, n.s., as measured
with the PPVT-4, or with child expressive language as measured with the EVT-2, t(38) = .
61, n.s.

Parent Reminiscing
Square-root transformations were utilized to normalize the distributions of the parent
reminiscing variables. Child language skills (PPVT-4 standard scores) and age were used as
covariates in all analyses (Van Bergen et al., 2009) as were pre-assessment parental
reminiscing skills (Rausch, Maxwell, & Kelley, 2003). MANCOVA analyses (on parent
elaborative utterances, negative emotion attributions, and emotion causes/explanations)
indicated that parents in the reminiscing group (n = 20) demonstrated significantly more
elaborative and emotion rich reminiscing compared to the control group, F(3, 31) = 6.36, p<.
01, at the post assessment. Specifically, univariate tests indicated a trend approaching
significance where parents in the reminiscing group used more elaborative utterances than
did parents in the control group, F(1, 33) = 3.34, p= .08, d = .59). Parents in the reminiscing
group made significantly more attributions of children’s negative emotions than did parents
in the control group, F(1, 33) = 13.91, p<.01, d = 1.2. Untransformed pre and post-test
means by group are presented in Figure 1. Parents in the reminiscing group additionally
provided more causes/explanations of children’s emotions (M = .48, SD= .62) than did those
in the control group (M = 0.0, SD = 0.0, F(1, 33) = 10.64, p<.01, d = 1.09). There were a
large number of parents who provided no emotion explanations/causes, thus the skewness of
this variable remained high (1.8, SE = .37) despite a square-root transformation. Therefore,
to verify that the degree of skewness did not affect the findings, a supplementary
nonparametric test of condition was conducted using the Mann-Whitney procedure. Findings
were consistent with the ANOVA, again indicating significant differences between groups
on explanations/causes of emotion, U = 120, p<.01 such that parents in the reminiscing
group provided more emotion explanations/causes than did parents in the control group.
Parallel analyses were conducted replacing child PPVT-4 scores with performance on the
EVT-2 (a test of expressive rather than receptive language) and identical results were found.
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Additionally, parent reminiscing skills were examined as a function of parent gender; no
significant differences in pre- or post- reminiscing skills by gender were detected. Inspection
of reminiscing means over time for the intervention group indicated that the intervention
was moderately successful for many parents, with, positive change observed in 60% of
parents for the use of elaborative utterances and 55% for negative emotion attributions.
Overall, these key findings demonstrate that maltreating parents can be taught to utilize
elaborative and emotion rich reminiscing skills.

Child Reminiscing
Parent-child context—Square-root transformations were used to normalize the
distribution of the child reminiscing variables. MANCOVA analyses of child performance
during parent-child reminiscing, controlling for child pre-assessment reminiscing
performance child language and age, indicated that cognitive and emotional aspects of
children’s reminiscing in the reminiscing group was significantly better than was children’s
reminiscing in the control group, F(2, 33)= 10.69, p<.001. Univariate tests revealed that
children in the reminiscing group made significantly more unique memory contributions
than children in the control group, F(1, 34) = 9.48, p<.01, d = .71). Additionally children in
the reminiscing group made more frequent references to their own emotions during
reminiscing than did children in the control group, F(1, 34) = 18.26, p<.001, d = 1.35, Figure
2). Untransformed pre and post-test means by group are presented in Figure 2. Again,
parallel analyses were conducted replacing child PPVT-4 scores with performance on the
EVT-2 and identical results were found. Inspection of reminiscing means over time for the
intervention group indicated that the intervention was successful for many children, with
positive change observed in 90% of children for unique memory contributions and 50% of
children for emotion references.

Experimenter-child context—MANCOVA analysis of child performance during
experimenter-child reminiscing, controlling for child pre-assessment reminiscing and
language, did not indicate significant differences in child unique memory contributions or
child emotion references as a function of group, F(2, 30) = 1.06, n.s.

Discussion
In the current study, we successfully taught maltreating parents to use a more elaborative
and emotion-rich reminiscing style with their preschool-aged children following a brief
training. After four weeks of home-based training, parents in the reminiscing condition
included more elaborative utterances, emotion references for children’s negative emotions,
and explanations of children’s emotions during reminiscing about past events. This finding
is consistent with prior literature where mothers have been able to learn these reminiscing
skills following brief training (Boland et al., 2003; Peterson et al., 1999; Reese &
Newcombe, 2007; Salmon et al., 2009; Van Bergen et al., 2009), and provides the first
evidence that maltreating parents can benefit from training in parent-child reminiscing.
Demonstrating improvements in maltreating parents’ elaborative and emotion rich
reminiscing is important as aspects of mother-child communication generally (Valentino et
al., 2006), and emotion-reminiscing specifically (Shipman et al., 2007) have been found to
be deficient among maltreating parents.

Moreover, this study demonstrates that a reminiscing-based training with maltreating parents
and their preschool-aged children is feasible. Participation was excellent, with 9% attrition
observed. Although our study followed families for 6 weeks versus 6 months (Van Bergen et
al. 2009) or longer, the high participation rate is similar to that of Reese and Newcombe
(2007) who followed families for 18 months. Importantly, both Reese and Newcombe
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(2007) and the current study implemented the training via home visitation, whereas high
attrition was observed when lab-based training was utilized (Van Bergen et al., 2009); thus,
home visitation may be key for successfully retaining families in a reminiscing training.

Parental elaborative reminiscing has been linked to children’s subsequent cognitive abilities
in a number of domains including preschool-aged children’s memory, language and literacy
development (Nelson & Fivush, 2004; Peterson et al., 1999; Reese et al., 1993). Thus,
improving parental reminiscing style during the preschool years may be a useful preventive
intervention for maltreated children’s memory by providing children with increased
opportunities to rehearse, understand, and organize past events into their autobiographical
memory (Fivush et al., 2003). Indeed, following training, children in the reminiscing group
provided richer memories than did children in the control group during parent-child
reminiscing. Such improvements in child memory are particularly important for maltreated
preschool-aged children as maltreated children have been shown to have impairments in
memory recall during middle-childhood (Valentino et al., 2009), especially in the context of
maternal stimuli (Valentino et a., 2008). Specifically, abused children have been shown to
demonstrate higher rates of overgeneral memory, characterized by greater difficulty in
retrieving memories of discrete autobiographical events, compared to nonmaltreated
children (Valentino et al., 2009). Overgeneral memory has been identified as a significant
predictor of both depressive and posttraumatic stress symptoms (see Moore & Zoellner,
2007 for review). Thus, improvement in maltreated children’s ability to contribute unique
memory information to past event discussions with their parents is an important outcome of
the current study. Future research should examine whether such improvements decrease
subsequent risk for an overgeneral memory style and psychopathology in middle childhood.

In addition to cognitive outcomes, an elaborative and emotion-rich parent reminiscing style
has been shown to benefit children’s emotional development such as the ability to label and
discuss their own emotional states and those of others (Fivush et al., 2006). Reminiscing
about past emotional experiences may be especially helpful in scaffolding maltreated
children’s developing knowledge about emotions and emotion situations, may help children
understand the meaning of past experiences, and may guide children’s subsequent behavior
and problem solving abilities when presented with similar emotion situations in the future
(Fivush et al., 2003; Pillemer, 2003). Thus our finding that maltreating parents improved in
their ability to reference their children’s negative emotions during reminiscing may be
especially helpful in improving emotion regulatory abilities in maltreating children.
Importantly, maltreating parents in the training condition not only referenced children’s
negative emotions more than those in the control condition, they additionally provided more
explanations of children’s emotions. The ability of parents to explain the causes and
consequences of children’s emotions is essential, as prior research has shown that when
children are left to make sense of negative emotions on their own, it is not always beneficial
to their well-being (Fivush, Marin, Crawford, Reynolds, & Brewin, 2007. As such,
improving emotion rich reminiscing among maltreating parents may have important long
term implications for child emotion regulation and the prevention of psychopathology,
though that remains a question for empirical investigation.

Maltreated children improved in their ability to reference their own emotions during parent-
child reminiscing following training relative to the control group. Because awareness of
emotion states and the ability to use emotion vocabulary are thought to be core skills of
emotional competence (i.e., Buckley, Storino, & Saarni, 2003), improvements in children’s
ability to label and discuss their emotions during parent-child conversations may be
especially important for maltreated children, as they are at risk for significant problems with
emotion regulation (i.e., Kim & Cicchetti, 2010) and for the development of
psychopathology (Cicchetti & Valentino, 2006).
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In the current study, children in the reminiscing condition did not improve in their ability to
contribute new memory information or emotion references during reminiscing with an
experimenter. Although this finding differs from others where independent transfer outside
the context of parent-child reminiscing was observed (i.e., Leichtman et al., 2000; Reese &
Newcombe, 2007), our findings are consistent with those of Van Bergen and colleagues
(2009). In both the current study, and the Van Bergen (2009) study, children’s reminiscing
skills with an experimenter was only assessed immediately after the training. In contrast, in
studies where independent transfer was apparent, such improvements were observed 18
months after the conclusion of the reminiscing training (Reese & Newcombe, 2007). Thus in
our study, the children may have not yet gained enough experience reminiscing with a high
elaborative and emotion rich reminiscing style to internalize these skills. Longer term follow
up would help address whether parents are able to maintain higher elaborative and
emotionally supportive reminiscing and whether children show increased independent recall
and emotion references.

Although the current study provides promising initial data about the benefits of parent-child
training in elaborative and emotion rich reminiscing, it is not without limitations. Most
significantly, because this study utilized a waitlist control design, we were unable to
examine long-term effects of the training as all families were ultimately offered RET. Thus
any subsequent comparisons between those who did and did not receive the reminiscing
training would be confounded by selection biases. Similarly, although we have presented
preliminary evidence that RET is efficacious, such that findings are not due to the effects of
assessment procedures or time, we are unable to attribute differences between groups to the
RET specifically, or to the provision of opportunities for professional guidance more
generally, as the wait-list comparison group did not receive comparable face-to-fact contact
(Chambless & Hollon, 1998). Thus although the current study is an important first step
towards evaluating the potential benefits of training maltreating parents and their preschool-
aged children in elaborative and emotion rich reminiscing, the results must be interpreted
with caution. Longitudinal research with a randomized controlled design is necessary in
order to determine whether maltreating parents are able to maintain improvements in
reminiscing, and whether maltreated children show the associated improvements in
cognitive and emotional skills (outside of the parent-child reminiscing context) that have
been documented in the developmental literature (Fivush et al., 2006).

Similarly future research should include longitudinal assessment of the parent-child
relationship and examine parenting behaviors specifically. Although prior research has
indicated that elaborative and emotion rich reminiscing may improve the quality of the
parent–relationship (Nelson & Fivush, 2004, Wareham & Salmon, 2006), assessment of the
quality of the parent child interaction, and ongoing monitoring of any subsequent
revictimization as part of the evaluation of the current parent-training needs to be directly
addressed, as the goals of child welfare services are to support child safety and to strengthen
families. In particular, training mothers to be more emotionally-supportive during
reminiscing may increase parental sensitivity, and improving sensitivity appears to be quite
beneficial for enhancing the quality of parent-child interactions among maltreating families
(Moss et al., 2011). With regard to the intervention itself, more detailed data regarding
parental adherence should be documented, such as how often parents completed the daily
five minute practice conversations and weekly recorded practice. Additionally, measurement
of parent reminiscing skills should include assessment of emotional supportiveness and
sensitivity towards the child. Finally, we did not code the DCS records for the subtype and
severity of children’s maltreatment experiences. It will be important to examine
maltreatment subtype and severity as potential moderators of training effects in larger
samples with sufficient power for such analyses. Evaluating individual differences in the
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effectiveness of the parent-training across a range of parent and child variables is essential
for identifying for whom this intervention works best and why.

In summary, we observed improvements in parent and child elaborative and emotion-rich
reminiscing following a brief training with maltreating parents and their preschool-aged
children. Given extant research in the developmental literature which documents the positive
benefits of elaborative and emotionally supportive reminiscing for child cognitive and
emotional development, as well as for parenting (see Fivush et al., 2006 for review),
reminiscing-based parent training may be useful to foster the healthy development of
maltreated children. It will be important for future research to examine the long-term effects
of training maltreating parents and children in elaborative and emotion rich reminiscing in a
large randomized controlled design, including the identification of the mechanisms
underlying beneficial treatment outcomes.
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Figure 1.
Parents average negative emotion attributions during reminiscing, as a function of time and
training.
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Figure 2.
Children’s average unique memory contributions and emotion references during shared
recall, as a function of time and training
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Table 1

Demographic Data by Intervention Condition

Variable Reminiscing n= 20 Control n = 20

Parent Gender

 Female 95.5% 80.0%

Child Gender

 Female 55.0% 55.0%

Child Age 5.44(.23) 5.59(.22)

Child Ethnicity

 African American 56.5% 36.4%

 Caucasian 30.4% 40.9%

 Biracial 8.7% 13.6%

 Other 4.3% 9.1%

Parent Employment Status

 Employed 25.0% 26.3%

Family Annual Income

 < $12,000 72.7% 65.0%

Parent PPVT-4 Score 89.70(7.0) 89.26(14.4)

Child PPVT-4 Score 93.10(12.6) 95.00(11.1)

Child EVT-2 Score 95.26(13.0) 92.55(14.8)
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