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Module 4. 1: Learning objectives

Promotion of self-
development and 
self-regulation

Fostering

group processes

Encourage curiosity, 
social learning and 
knowledge growth

Bildquelle H. Kirsch
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Theoretical foundations

• You know the underlying pedagogical 
stance and its rationale.

• You know the important aspects of a 
mentalizing stance

• You know the importance of supervision, 
case reflection and collegial exchange for 
maintaining a mentalizing stance.

Module 4.1  Learning object ives

Learning objectives II

Relationship building

• You will learn about aspects of a 
supportive relationship. 

• Taking on the perspective of a child or 
young person promotes attachment 
security. You can find examples of 
how dealing with misunderstandings 
promotes trust. 

• You will reflect on how children and 
young people perceive the 
professionals.

Social learning and arousal regulation

• Epistemic trust is a central learning 
requirement for social learning and 
culture. 

• They can name examples of how to 
promote epistemic trust and apply 
them in practice.

• They develop ideas on how to support 
affect and self-regulation
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• Respect, curiosity and attitude of not-knowing

• Calm approach and flexibility in interaction

• Being able to take the perspective of the other person

• Forming a helpful relationship

• Helping to regulate emotions

• Inner space for play and humorous approachability

(Ramberg & Nolte, 2020, S. 43, Brockmann, J.; Kirsch H. 2020)

Module 4.2  Introduct ion

What characterises a mentalizing stance?
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„(…) the worker tries to hold in mind the truth that all minds are opaque to one another, accepting the fact (…) that they do 

not, and cannot, ever fully know. The very opposite of mentalizing is „mind-reading“, in which we simply assume to „know“ 

the experiences, hopes, fears, and beliefs that explain someone else´s behaviors at a point in time“ 

(Bevington et al., 2017, S. 125).

Module 4.2  Introduct ion

Core aspects: Interest and non-knowing attitude
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Humans are the only living beings that 

communicate across time and space through 

symbols (social learning, culture, tools) and can 

pass this on 

(vgl. Förstl 2012, Tomasello, 2014).

Module 4.3  Pedagogica l  stance

Basic anthropological assumptions

Imagination of physically non-manifest content 

requires symbol formation and serves to 

communicate previously incommunicable content 

and is the starting point for understanding = 

mentalising. 

Bildquelle: https://www.ulm-news.de/weblog/ulm-news/view/dt/3/article/78634/Geld_fuer_Museum_Ulm_fuer_zeitgemaese_Praesentation_des_Loewenmenschen.html
Quelle: Gingelmaier, Kirsch (2020)

The Lion Man, early 
symbolisation, approx. 40,000 
years old.

https://www.ulm-news.de/weblog/ulm-news/view/dt/3/article/78634/Geld_fuer_Museum_Ulm_fuer_zeitgemaese_Praesentation_des_Loewenmenschen.html


Our natural ability to teach and learn (natural pedagogical attitude) uses certain 

communication signals that indicate to the learner that important information 

follows that is personal and of general importance. These signals are called 

"ostensive cues" and reduce epistemic vigilance (Csibra and Gergely 2009):

➢ Relatedness, continuous attunement to a counterpart;

➢ eye contact and joint attention;

➢ personal address, naming and e.g. child-friendly language;

➢ the ability to include the other(s) (“having mind in mind” = mentalizing).

Module 4.3  Pedagogica l  stance

Communication signals

8
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Module 4.3  Pedagogica l  stance

Group discussion 

Please discuss in small groups ( 3-5 participants), approx. 15-20 min.

Which basic assumptions (theoretical, personal, experience-based) determine my 

professional actions ?

e.g. image of man, relationship building, educational and training goals
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Hillenbrand speaks of the "primacy of relationship" in pedagogy and rightly criticises that the term 

often has "more of a stopgap function" (Hillenbrand, 2006, p. 222): "A systematic and evaluated 

pedagogical theory of relationships is lacking".

The mentalization approach aims to close this gap and provides a systematic and evaluated 

pedagogical theory of relationships.

Module 4.3  Pedagogica l  stance

Pedagogy and relationship

(Gingelmaier, 2016) 
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What does relationship mean here?

✓ Pedagogical relationships are the "carriers" of children's development (affective, cognitive, practical) in the 

pedagogical process. 

✓ The relationship is both a necessary foundation and a pedagogical form of work, e.g. in the sense of diagnostics 

or interventions. 

✓ This is all the more true the younger and/or more psychosocially burdened the children and adolescents are. 

(Gingelmaier, 2016, S. 203)

Module 4.3  Pedagogica l  stance

Pedagogy and relationship II
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Example school: Results from empirical educational research clearly show positive effects of a good pupil-teacher 

relationship:

➢ On pupil motivation (Cornelius-White, 2007; Den Brok, 2001). 

➢ On academic achievement (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Henderson & Fisher, 2008). 

➢ On teacher well-being (Evertson & Weinstein, 2006; Spilt, 2011; Wubbels et al 2006).

Module 4.3  Pedagogica l  stance

Pedagogy and relationship III

(Quelle: Gingelmaier 2016) 
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Mentalizing is "everyday psychology”. In everyday life, people usually cannot help but mentalize!

This is central to psycho-social and pedagogical work:

Every beneficial pedagogical intervention requires (directly or indirectly) mentalizing pedagogical professionals and 

institutions.

Mentalizing produces mentalizing and Non-mentalizing leads to non-mentalizing

Module 4.4  Mental iz ing stance

Mentalizing stance

(Gingelmaier, 2016) 
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A mentalization-based pedagogy asks: What are the issues of the child and its environment? (Kautter, 2003)

Where is the child or young person as an individual:

a) situationally, 

b) biographically 

c) in his or her self-development, and 

d) in social development against his/her socio-cultural background,

as well as within the group and in the pedagogical institution?

and what mental states (needs, desires, motives, etc.) are associated with this in the child/adolescent but also in 
the pedagogical staff?

Module  4.4  Mental iz ing stance

„Having the child in mind“

Quelle Gingelmaier, 2016
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Relationships: They shape one's entire life - how one enters into relationships, how one conducts them (Strauß 
& Schauenburg, 2016).

Social learning: Being able to learn from social interactions. (Förstl, 2012; Fonagy & Allison, 2014).

Social-cognitive learning: Positive relationship experiences stimulate cognition (Nolte &Fonagy 2017; 
Gerspach, 2020, Gingelmaier 2022).

Coping and prevention: Mentalizing relationship experiences can help to process stressful experiences. 
(Gingelmaier, 2018; Holl, Blachowiak, Wiehmann & Taubner, 2020).

Diagnostics: Mentalizing relationships can be a very important building block in diagnostics and developmental
support. (Gingelmaier, 2020)

Module  4.4  Mental iz ing stance

Systematics of the meanings of relationship
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"The first consequence is that we have to consider all educational institutions as a relevant social environment 

influencing a child or a young person. A (school) environment that is not capable of stimulating effective 

mentalizing and recognising the subjectivity and authorship of individual children and young people will have a 

lasting negative impact on their development". 

2. "The second implication of mentalizing and epistemic trust theory arises from what it can teach us about how 

individual educators teach knowledge." (Fonagy, 2018, p. 11)

Module  4.4  Mental iz ing stance

Consequences for a mentalization-based 
pedagogy
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The professional initially takes responsibility for misunderstandings and helps to reduce the 

emotional arousal (vgl. Bateman & Fonagy, 2013, p. 601).

Module 4.4 Mental iz ing stance

The importance of misunderstandings

The other person is appreciated as a human being with his/her own affects and perspectives.



18

It's not just about looking at the same thing.

It is about a shared experience of looking at something 
third.

It's about a sequence, an intense communication: We look 
at the same thing and it has meaning neither the object nor 
the other are interchangeable or arbitrary

Willingness to pay attention is tested beforehand - are you 
willing to look with me?

Module  4.4 Mental iz ing stance

Attention regulation: shared attention

Human thinking begins with cooperation, a 
pointing gesture and joint attention to something 
third.

"[T]he early humans at a certain point [...] were 
forced into cooperative ways of living and 
therefore their thinking became more directed 
towards devising ways of cooperating with others 
to achieve common goals. That changed 
everything" (Tomasello, 2014, p. 18).
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Module 4.4  Mental iz ing stance

Attention regulation II

"The failure of volitionally directed attention appears to be directly related to unstable affect (...). 

Inadequate attentional control combined with difficulties in affect regulation are likely to be sufficient to 

directly or indirectly undermine individual competence to act adequately in the interpersonal 

context" (Bateman & Fonagy, 2013, p. 8)
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Self-regulation skills as characteristics of the self

Module 4.4 Mental is ing stance

Self regulation

➢ Decreased in stress, trauma, disorganised attachment.

➢ When the self is insecure, 

➢ social interactions/groups are often stressful.

➢ In insecure/disorganised attachment: Punishment often ineffective, no fear of love withdrawal

➢ Criticism is perceived as an attack on the self

➢ Sometimes provocatively escalating behaviour (shame avoidance)

➢ Goal: Arousal regulation and understanding of intentions instead of control
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Security

➢ attachment security 

➢ Transparency, reliability; 
predictability

➢ 'Holding mind in mind’

Module 4.4 Mental is ing stance

What helps with self-regulation?

De-escalation/arousal regulation

➢ Eye contact, personal address 
(ostensive cues)

➢ Find a quiet place (time out)

➢ Assumption of perspective

➢ See the task from the children's or 
young people's point of view

Structure and task orientation

Tasks must be 

➢ understandable by the child or young 
person

➢ be achievable

➢ have a structure and be divisible into 
steps

➢ be able to link up with what is 
already known

➢ ……

Goal: explicit, conscious mentalising can 
Modify implicit, automatic mentalising
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Module 4.4 Mental iz ing stance

What helps with self-regulation?

Bildquelle: https://pixabay.com/de/illustrations/zeichnung-haus-geb%C3%A4ude-einfach-516251/

The house building metaphor

Top floor: Mentalizing relationships

First floor: Simple mentalizing

Ground floor: Affect regulation, naming affects, marked mirroring.

Foundation: Attention regulation, shared focus in play/conversation, 

naming activities, supporting, de-escalating 

(Diez Gieser & Müller, 2018, p. 87ff)
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Stress and breakdown of 
mentalizing often manifest in:

- Rapid pace

- Urgent behaviour

- Concrete descriptions, 
accusations

- Pseudo-mentalizing

Module  4.4  Mental iz ing stance

Viewing problems in slow motion

Invitation to describe the difficulties with 

emphasis on interactions and motives, 

feelings

Slow down the pace

Who said what, when, how was it answered 

(exact facts like director's book), then 

develop narrative and work out affects 

involved, what are the affects now?

Involvement of other group 

members

Appreciation of different 

perspectives

Inclusion of feelings
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The task of the professional is to maintain and/or restore mentalizing in him/herself and the child or young person.

Module 4.5  Supervis ion

The importance of supervision and case reflection
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Pedagogical professionals in all fields of work are 

confronted with considerable stress and strain. 

Module 4.5  Supervis ion

Supervision and mental health

Example school: 

Increased stress among teachers has an inhibiting 

influence on the quality of pedagogical work.

(Klusmann, et al 2006; Klusmann, Klusmann & 

Richter, 2014, Gingelmaier et al 2022)
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The following can be named as overriding stress factors:

➢ High density of individual and group interactions in the coercive context of school with a large number of 
interaction partners (pupils, parents, colleagues, superiors),

➢ great openness in the organisation of work inside and outside the classroom with simultaneously high 
expectations, e.g. from supervisors, parents and evaluations, and thus

associated with the danger of an increasing mental and active mixing of the private and the official.

(vgl. Rothland, 2012; Aktionsrat Bildung, 2014, Schwarzer 2019, Gingelmaier et al 2022)

Module  4.5  Supervis ion

Supervision and mental health II
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