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Background: Neglecting the sensitive childhood period and not properly guiding the developmental
process leads to behavioral maladjustments and environmental incompatibility. A sensitive care
environment is essential for the healthy development of the brain, and, the physical, social, emotional,
and cognitive abilities of the child. Parental reflective functioning forms the basis of sensitive care.
Aims: The present study was conducted to investigate the effectiveness of the comprehensive
educational program for integrated child development on the reflective functioning of mothers and
developmental areas of children under 3 years of age.

Methods: Due to the limited access to larger sample sizes and the constraints on using an
experimental design, this approach was chosen in the first part as a quasi-experimental with a pre-
test and post-test pattern with a waiting list and in the second part as a case study. The study
population includes all mothers and children under three years of age in Mashhad city in 2023. The
sample was selected conveniently through an invitation and registration process for voluntary
participation in this program, with 28 participants chosen. The Parental Reflective Functioning
Questionnaire (Levitan et al., 2017) and the Developmental Expectations Questionnaire (Amin
Yazdi, 2019) were used to collect data. The program training (Amin Yazdi, 2019) was provided to
mothers in the experimental group in 8 90-minute sessions, and based on the children's pre-test,
mothers were given activities to do with their children at home. The collected data were analyzed
using multivariate analysis of covariance with SPSS.27 software and Reliable Change Index and
clinical significance with EXCEL.2016 software.

Results: The results of multivariate analysis of covariance showed that teaching the program to
mothers improved their reflective functioning (P>0.05) and the index of sustained change regarding
developmental domains and developmental sub-goals of each domain was greater than RCI<2.58,
and clinically significant improvement was observed in the subscales of children's developmental
domains.

Conclusion: The comprehensive integrated child development educational program affects maternal
characteristics such as reflective functioning and children's devel pmental domains by familiarizing
the mother with the child's characteristics, activities that are selected based on the child's age and
developmental profile, and the mother's mediating interactions with the child.
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Introduction

The period from birth to three years of age is
considered critical for the development of basic
cognitive skills and the formation of relationships.
Neglecting this sensitive period and failing to
properly guide the developmental process leads to
behavioral maladjustments and difficulties in
adapting to the environment (Nili Ahmadabadi et al.,
2019). The parent-child relationship is dynamic, and
the quality of this relationship is crucial for early
social, emotional, and cognitive development (Huynh
et al., 2024). Sensitive parenting (i.e., effectively
interpreting and responding to infant signals)
improves early cognitive skills in children (Duncan et
al., 2024). Reflective parenting is the foundation of
sensitive care because it helps mothers mentally place
themselves in their child's position, imagine their
experiences, and respond  sensitively and
appropriately to the infant's physical and emotional
needs. This, in turn, fosters secure attachment in
infants and promotes emotional expression and
communication (Rostad & Whitaker, 2016).
Reflective functioning is defined as the ability to
understand, predict, and interpret one’s own and
others' behaviors while considering underlying
mental states such as thoughts, feelings, goals,
desires, inclinations, and intentions (Handeland et al.,
2019). Given the significant outcomes that reflective
parenting has for both parents and children,
intervention programs have been developed to
nurture  this  reflective  functioning.  The
comprehensive educational program for child
development, based on a transformative approach,
individual differences in relation to communication,
and the theory of structural cognitive modifiability,
teaches parents to actively support the optimal and
holistic development of their children, particularly in
enhancing their learning potential. This program
encourages parents to provide activities that facilitate
their children's developmental progress and learning.
Through this program, it is expected that parents’
attitudes toward parenting will be reformed and
reconstructed, increasing their awareness and
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understanding of fundamental issues related to
children, the importance of parent-child interactions,
the role of parents in enhancing children's
development, the unique characteristics of children,
and the developmental features relevant to each stage
of child growth. It also helps parents gain a
comprehensive understanding of their child's needs,
interests, and capacities. By being aware of individual
differences among children, parents can obtain a
comprehensive profile of their child's physiological
and genetic traits, and by acquiring communication
skills, they can enter the child’s world and become
aware of their behavioral and emotional tendencies
(Ali et al., 2015). Considering the importance of
reflective parenting in child development and the
parent-child relationship, it seems essential to
enhance this capacity in mothers through training.
Reflective parenting is a very new area in the field of
family education, and its role has been overlooked in
recent research in Iran. Therefore, contributing to the
theoretical and research knowledge in this domain is
of significant importance. Most currently active
parental education programs are based on behavioral
methods, and despite the importance of reflective
functioning, these programs have limited general
educational content, and there is little research on
their effectiveness. Early childhood interventions
should emphasize parent and caregiver education so
they can become better mediators for their children.
While both parents play an important role in
parenting, in many societies, mothers are more
involved in child care than fathers and spend
significant time with the child. Therefore, the mother
plays a central role in child development. Thus, this
research focuses on the reflective functioning of
mothers.

Method

This study is applied in nature and uses an
experimental design for data collection. The first part
of the study investigates the effectiveness of the
comprehensive child development program on
mothers' reflective functioning, while the second part
examines its impact on the developmental domains of
children under three years of age. The research design
for the first part is quasi-experimental with a pre-test
and post-test model and a wait-list control group,
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while the second part employs a case study approach.
Due to the limited access to larger sample sizes and
the constraints on using an experimental design, this
approach was chosen. The study population includes
all mothers and children under three years of age in
Mashhad city in 2023. The sample was selected
conveniently through an invitation and registration
process for voluntary participation in this program,
with 28 participants chosen. The sample was
randomly assigned to experimental (14 participants)
and wait-list (14 participants) groups.

The Parenting Reflective Functioning Questionnaire
(Luyten et al., 2017) and the Developmental
Expectations Questionnaire (Aminyazdi, 2019) were
used for data collection. The training program
(Aminyazdi, 2019) was delivered to the mothers in
the experimental group through 8 sessions, each
lasting 90 minutes. Based on the pretest of the
children, mothers were given activities to perform
with their children at home. The collected data were
analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance
with SPSS 27 software, and the index of stable
change and clinical significance were analyzed with
EXCEL 2016 software.

Introduction to the Intervention Program: This
program, designed by Aminyazdi (2019), is for
children from birth to three years of age. To specify
precise indicators for assessment and corresponding
educational activities, the age range from birth to
three years is divided into two stages: infancy (birth
to 15 months) and toddlerhood (15 to 36 months).
Each of these stages is further divided into two
smaller subgroups: infancy is divided into birth to 9
months and 9 to 15 months, and toddlerhood into 15
to 24 months and 24 to 36 months. The
Comprehensive Child Development Educational
Program introduces mothers to individual differences
and the unique characteristics of children in sensory
processing, including hypo-reactivity and hyper-
reactivity in each of the sensory pathways (touch,
hearing, vision, smell, taste, and vestibular-motor
senses). It also addresses sensory processing in each
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of the senses, motor planning and sequencing, and
muscle tone. In addition, the program explains the
stages of emotional functional development, which
include attention and regulation, attachment and
engagement with others, reciprocal interaction, social
problem-solving, and the formation of ideas or
thinking. The program also educates mothers about
the features of each developmental domain (physical-
motor, cognitive, language-communicative,
emotional-social) and intermediary methods (goal-
directed mediation and responsiveness, meaning-
making mediation, reciprocal interaction mediation,
competence mediation, and emotional regulation
mediation).

Results

In the experimental and waitlist groups, 64.3% and
50% of mothers had male children, respectively.
There was no significant difference between the two
groups based on the child's gender (P>0.05, ¥>=0.58).
Other results show that in the experimental group,
42.9% of children were in the first stage of
toddlerhood (16 to 24 months), and similarly, 42.9%
were in the second stage of toddlerhood (25 to 36
months). In the waitlist group, 42.9% of children were
in the second stage of toddlerhood (25 to 36 months).
Both groups were homogeneous in terms of children's
age (P>0.05, ¥*=2.82). Finally, 50% of mothers in the
experimental group and 57.1% of mothers in the
waitlist group had a bachelor's degree. However, the
two groups were homogeneous in terms of education
level (P>0.05, >=5.07).

The results in Table 1 show that there is a significant
difference in the post-test scores of the mothers'
reflective functioning dimensions after removing the
effect of the pretest (P<0.05). This means that the
difference in the reflective functioning scores of
mothers who received the Comprehensive Child
Development Program is statistically significant
when compared to the difference in the pretest and
post-test scores of the waitlist group mothers.

Table 1.

Variable Source SS

df MS F Sig 12

Prementalizing pretest 339.54
modes Group 50.82

1 339.45 4710 0.001 0.67
1 50.82 7.04 0.014 0.23
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Variable Source SS df MS F Sig n?

Error 166.05 23 7.22

Certain about pretest 202.52 1 202.52 36.54 0.001 0.61

mental state Group 248.02 1 248.02 4475 0.001 0.66
Error 127.47 23 5.54

interest and pretest 465.56 1 46556 53.02  0.001 0.70

curiosity in the Group 77.52 1 77.52 8.82 0.007 0.28
mental states Error 201.97 23 8.78

Other results indicate that the effect size of group
membership in creating differences ranges from 0.23
to 0.66 in change. The adjusted mean scores of the

reflective functioning dimensions of the mothers,
after removing the pretest effect, are presented in
Table 2.

Table 2.
] Standard 95% Confidence Interval
Vel ety LAl Error Lower bound Upper bound

. Experiment 13.04 0.72 11.56 11.95
Prementalizing modes \yiiing List ~ 15.74 0.72 14.26 17.23
Certain about mental Experiment 14.13 0.63 12.83 15.43
state Wiaiting List 20.09 0.63 18.79 21.39
interest and curiosity in  Experiment 16.92 0.79 15.28 18.56
the mental states Waiting List 13.58 0.79 11.95 15.22

The results in Table 2 show that the participants in the
experimental group had a lower average in the pre-
mentalization and confidence in psychological status
domains, and a higher average in the interest and
curiosity domain compared to the participants in the
waitlist group. Based on these findings, the first
hypothesis of this study is confirmed. This means that
the training of the Comprehensive Child
Development Program significantly improved the
reflective functioning of mothers with children under
3 years old in the experimental group compared to the
waitlist group.

The index of stable change for the developmental
areas of physical-motor, cognitive, language-

Conclusion

The research findings showed that the training for
mothers based on the Comprehensive Child
Development Program significantly improved the
post-test scores of children in the developmental areas
of physical-motor, cognitive, language-
communicative, and emotional-social across all three
age ranges: second stage of infancy, first stage of
toddlerhood, and second stage of toddlerhood. These
findings are aligned with the results of the research by
Preedy et al., (2020), which demonstrated the impact

communicative, and emotional-social and the sub-
developmental goals for each area is greater than 2.58
(RCI). Based on this, it can be inferred with 99%
confidence that these changes are not due to
randomness or fluctuations in the scores due to the
instability of the test (P<0.01), and the training has
been effective. Relative improvements were observed
in the developmental areas of physical-motor,
cognitive, language-communicative, and emotional-
social. Consequently, the performance of children in
the second stage of infancy, first stage of toddlerhood,
and second stage of toddlerhood improves in these
developmental areas after receiving the training.

of a daily motor program on the physical skills
development of young children. The results of the
study by Vahidi et al., (2017), which showed that
teaching intermediary interactions to mothers through
a parenting program based on an integrated human
developmental approach effectively enhanced
children's cognitive problem-solving abilities,
indicate that the best way to improve children's
cognitive performance in problem-solving is through
extensive practice in various situations combined
with feedback from adults. The results of the study by
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Ghasemi et al., (2017), which confirmed the
effectiveness of the individual differences-based
developmental approach on improving social, speech,
and language skills in children with autism spectrum
disorder, showed that increasing the quantity and
quality of mother-child intermediary interactions
improves children's language abilities (vocabulary,
language comprehension, etc.). The findings of the
study by Javadani Samiei and colleagues (2023),
which showed that training mothers in intermediary
practices based on an integrated human development
model increases children's emotional knowledge,
indicate that this training enhances children's ability
to recognize and regulate emotions, understand
emotions resulting from situations, and label
emotional states.

The findings of this study also indicated that the
training for mothers based on this program
significantly increased their reflective functioning
scores. These findings are in line with the results of
the study by Kazemini and colleagues (2019), which
demonstrated the effectiveness of the preliminary
psychological-educational ~ program  "Separation:
Parent-Child Mind Differentiation” on mothers'
reflective functioning. Familiarity with the individual
differences of children helps mothers perceive and
reflect on why children's behaviors and actions occur,
leading to a deeper interpretation. This reduces
negative and incorrect attributions about the child,
lowers the mother's confidence in the psychological
status, and helps her understand that mental states are
not always clear. Consequently, the mother's interest
and curiosity about the child's inner world increases,
leading to an improvement in her reflective
functioning.

Given that the sampling method in this study was
convenience sampling, the generalizability of the
results should be considered with caution. For each
age group, the required sample size was not available,
so a case study approach was used. Other limitations
of the study included the lack of cooperation from
some participants in  completing homework
assignments, the lack of access to prior research on
the topic for comparison with the current study’s
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findings, maintaining mothers' motivation throughout
the course and after it for implementing educational
activities.

Additionally, given the effectiveness of the
Comprehensive Child Development Program, it is
suggested that its effectiveness be compared with
other interventions designed to enhance mothers'
reflective  functioning.  Conducting  in-person
interviews with mothers, in addition to using the
questionnaire, would allow for the observation of the
mother-child relationship and a more comprehensive
evaluation. Considering the role of fathers and their
constructive interactions, the effectiveness of the
Comprehensive Child Development Program for
fathers should also be examined in an experimental
design. The effectiveness of the program on other
variables related to mothers, such as maternal self-
efficacy, psychological well-being, etc., should be
investigated. Longitudinal follow-up studies should
be conducted to assess the long-term impact of the
program with greater confidence. Furthermore,
incorporating video recordings and filming of parent-
child interactions, observing and analyzing them with
parents as part of the Comprehensive Child
Development  Program, could enhance its
effectiveness.
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4. Prementalizing modes (PM)
5. Certain about mental state (CMS)
6. interest and curiosity in the mental states (IC)

1. content validity ratio (CVR)
2. content validity index (CVI)
3. Parental Reflective Functioning Questionnaire (PRFQ)
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3. Bartlett's Test

1. Levene’s test of equality of error variance
2.Box’sM
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