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Introduction
It is very important to support children with auditory impairment in developing ToM skills 
from an early age. Early guidance and intervention can reduce the likelihood of problems in 
the future. Children come into contact with social situations at an early age, such as 
through day care or host parenting. At the start of primary school, social skills are expected 
of children.

With the release of Theory of Mind - feelings, thoughts and intentions (November 2019), an 
initial gap in the counselling of children with auditory impairment has been filled. This 
treatment module, in the form of a ToM training, is aimed at boosting the ToM skills of 
children in the age group of upper primary education (groups 6, 7 and 8). The training is 
fully tailored to the target group so that it can have a positive impact on the social well-
being of deaf and hard-of-hearing children. In recent years, extensive experience has been 
gained with this training; the results are promising. Deaf and hard-of-hearing children who 
have participated together with their parents show progress in their ToM skills. Parents 
report becoming more aware of the impact the hearing impairment has on their child. 
They suddenly see seemingly obvious things through a different lens. Thanks to the 
parenting programme, parents know how they can specifically support their child in 
everyday situations. They are also more aware of the developmental steps their child is 
taking.

There is widespread interest in the training from the professional field. The development of 
a treatment module for children in junior grades 3, 4 and 5 was a logical step for the 
authors. This has created a continuous line in the treatment offer for children with an 
auditory disability in primary education. Thereby, the training forms an appropriate 
connection to the offer of the Early Learning Centres.

This development has resulted in two treatment modules:
• Treatment module 1: Theory of Mind - from yourself to the other;
• Treatment module 2: Theory of Mind - feelings, thoughts and intentions.

The books can be used independently and both contain a theoretical section. To keep the 
theoretical background in both books as complete as possible, there is overlap in theory in 
some parts. Treatment module 1 contains an extension in terms of research and literature. 
This is because the young age of the children requires more grounding in the area of early 
ToM skills as precursors to ToM development. These also play a greater role in ToMmie 
training.



Reason for developing ToM & ToMmie training

Much has changed in the past decades in the care surrounding people with auditory 
impairment. Neonatal screening, the advanced technology of hearing aids and the 
possibility of cochlear implantation have brought about a shift in rehabilitation, diagnostics 
and counselling. There is ample attention to the family in which a child with hearing 
impairment grows up. The shift to outpatient care has led to the creation of Early Treatment 
Centres. They offer customized care to child and environment. Knowledge transfer and the 
use of parents' own strengths play an important role in raising an auditory impaired child.

Where previously the focus was on the cognitive abilities of the hearing-impaired or deaf 
child, there is now more attention on the social-emotional well-being. Many children now 
move on to mainstream education and seem to manage well there. These children have 
developed sufficient language skills and function didactically within the norm.

However, research suggests that the social-emotional development of children with 
hearing impairment often proceeds differently from that of hearing-impaired children (e.g. 
Theunissen et al., 2015; Laugen et al., 2016; Hintermair, 2007). Children with an auditory 
impairment have more difficulty participating fully in social life. At primary school age, this 
already manifests itself in the reduced connection with peers: maintaining friendships, 
playing together or cooperating on assignments.

The problems experienced by these children often appear to be related to the development 
of a Theory of Mind (ToM). Children with an auditory impairment have more difficulty 
assessing the feelings, thoughts and intentions of others. As a result, they are less able to 
tune in to others' behaviour and have more difficulty in social situations (e.g. Rieffe et 
al., 2017; Netten et al., 2017; Smit et al., 2019).

Being able to attune to others is crucial in social interaction. Ability to 
empathize with others (perspective taking) requires awareness of and the ability to 
attribute feelings, thoughts and intentions to others. Since children with auditory 
impairment miss a lot of information, they have fewer opportunities for 'social 
learning'. ToM development is delayed in many of them.

In today's age, social interactions take place frequently and at a rapid pace. This places 
great demands on the ability to assess  social situations and subsequently anticipate the 
behaviour of others. In addition, a good social-emotional development is important for other 
areas of development. When a child feels good, he or she has more attention, 
motivation and memory capacity. This benefits cognition, school performance and well-
being.

The aim of this ToMmie training is:

"Increasing and strengthening the self-awareness of young children with hearing 

impairment. Making children with hearing impairment aware of their own feelings, thoughts and 

intentions at an early age. To then move to the other person's perspective.

This will teach them to be more attuned to the behaviour of others and make it easier for them to 

participate in social interaction. This will increase their sense of 'being able to participate', leading to 

more living pleasure."



Part 1
The concept Theory of 

Mind (ToM)



Theory of Mind is the ability to attribute  thoughts, feelings and intentions to 

oneself and to others, and to adjust one's own behaviour accordingly (Baron-Cohen, 

2000). Cognitive developmental psychology forms the referential framework here, 

with the premise that social behaviour is driven by (social) cognitive processes. 

Another term for ToM is 'social cognition'. It concerns a thinking process in which you 

gain insight into other people's behaviour and intentions. This provides guidance on 

how to understand and interpret social behaviour.

Theory of Mind (ToM) refers to:

"The way young children interact socially, the people they interact with and the 

differences between perspectives and knowledge of others and self

interpret and understand."

(Bornstein et al., 2010)

Here, behaviour or emotions of others are understood, predicted or explained from 

that other person's perception rather than from one's own thinking or desires.

Wellman (1990) describes Theory of Mind as the emergence of a 'common sense' 

psychology. Children create their own theory of the world around them. When they 

realise that others act from their own ideas and thoughts about social reality (beliefs) 

and from their own wishes and preferences (desires), they will understand why people 

do things (intentions). People show certain behaviour because they think it will get 

them something. An example is putting on sunscreen because you don't want to 

burn, or buying a present for someone you like, you then hope that the other person 

likes you too.



Chapter 2

Theory of Mind 
development of children 

with hearing loss

?



The communicative environment of deaf and hard-of-hearing children is very important for 
the development of ToM skills. Children need to perceive conversations between family 
members. Examples include disagreements, interactions and conversations about 
feelings. It is important for them to learn about differences in perception between family 
members. Interaction and communication are essential for the development of social 
cognition.

Deaf children of deaf parents grow up with a wide range of conversational and language 
experiences. This is because their parents are fully proficient in sign language. Because of 
this, these children receive a language range comparable to hearing children of hearing 
parents.

Research shows that hearing parents have a different conversational and communication 
style towards their deaf child than towards their hearing children. The language offered 
to the hearing-impaired child tends to be less rich and complex. The use of 
language is kept simpler and is often more directive. Parents use fewer terms to indicate 
state-of-mind and considerations and often limit themselves to the core of a message. 
Even at a very young age (from about one and a half years), terms such as 'think', 
'know' and 'remember' were used more often in conversations with hearing 
children than in conversations with deaf children (Morgan et al., 2014).

Since hearing parents have only a low command of sign language compared to deaf 
parents - after all, it is a second language for them - there is a different interaction style. As 
a result, the transmission of information is different and often of lower quality and form. 
Parents often do not get around to exchanging ideas, thoughts or perspectives of the other 
person. This means that important social learning moments are missed. The above 
indicates the importance of parents learning gestures to indicate states of mind and to 
subtitle and name emotions for their children.

Research (Wellman et al., 2011) shows that deaf children need more time to master ToM 
concepts. This has implications for social development. The extent and frequency of 
conversations about feelings and mood have been found to be predictive of the 
development of false belief understanding (Dunn et al.,1991; Siegal, 1995).

Hearing-impaired children, who do not rely on gestures, also miss many social learning 
opportunities. Many studies focus on children with severe hearing loss. However, a 
moderate hearing loss also complicates the perception of conversation and limits 
participation in small talk with peers. Those around them often have little awareness of this 
because children with moderate hearing loss seem to receive verbal information 
adequately.

Research (including by Nette et al., 2017) shows that children with moderate hearing loss 
have more difficulty with ToM reasoning than their well-hearing peers. This was found to be 
so despite the fact that their language-speech development was within normal limits. A 
delay in ToM development was also seen in them. Research by Dirks (2018) shows that 
moderately hard-of-hearing toddlers have more difficulty with understanding other people's
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intentions. They also appear to exchange fewer social cues within interactions with others 
and with their parents.

A major factor in the delay in ToM development seems to be the reduced 'incidental 
learning'. Incidental learning takes place through 'overhearing' conversations. This 
involves information the child happens to pick up that is not directly addressed to the 
child. Examples include communication between family members, a conversation in a 
room other than where the child is, background information via radio or television or 
a neighbour making a comment from his own garden. The often 
unintentionally gained information from these conversations is precisely the additional 
learning moments in the child's life. These aspects of communication enrich social learning. 
They nurture social knowledge and awareness that the other person's perspective may 
differ from their own. In addition, in noisy situations, it is more difficult for hearing-impaired 
children to participate in social interactions with peers. Think of a school canteen or a 
playground. As a result, they have fewer practice moments for social-emotional 
experiences.

2.4 The importance of ToM training for children with
hearing impairment

The stages of ToM development are the same for deaf, hearing impaired and 
hearing children. However, children with a hearing impairment go through the different 
stages at a  delayed pace. This puts these children at a social 
disadvantage. When they enter primary school, these ToM skills are increasingly 
called upon. Joining in and connecting with peers are important aspects of the feeling of 
well-being and have a great influence on self-esteem and self-image. During school 
age, the importance of social participation only increases.

In the theoretical section, it was explained that children with hearing impairment have fewer 
social experiences. This makes it more difficult for them to fit into situations with age-
matched peers. This gives them less opportunity to practice ToM skills, which can 
negatively affect ToM development. At the transition to further education, social-emotional 
problems are more often seen.

With the advent of Theory of Mind - feelings, thoughts and intentions, an initial gap in 
counselling has been filled. Children in the age group 6, 7 and 8 of primary education 
are customised on skills that are important within ToM development. From the fact that 
ToM development is an ongoing and continuous process, however, you cannot start 
young enough. Theory of Mind - from yourself to the other is suitable for the youngest 
groups of primary education (groups 3, 4 and 5).

When children with hearing impairments learn to empathise with the perspective and 
mindset of others, they are better able to tune into social situations and interact with 
peers. Their social well-being is thereby enhanced and strengthened. This gives these 
children more opportunities to develop according to their abilities.

e.wesselink
Doorhalen
ge vere mag weg
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The ToMmie training is a group offer for children with hearing impairment in the age range 
of groups 3, 4 and 5 in primary education. It offers a child programme and, in parallel, a 
parent programme. A ToM training focuses on increasing understanding of yourself and 
others. This allows you to better understand feelings, thoughts and intentions of others, 
making it easier to get along.

3.1 Structure of training

The training consists of two blocks of four meetings. Each meeting lasts  two hours. The 
meetings preferably take place once every fortnight, but experience shows that scheduling 
two meetings consecutively once per block can work positively. Between the two blocks 
there is a break period of six to eight weeks. This gives parents and child room for practice 
in everyday situations to master skills. In the second block, the ToM skills from the first 
block are reinforced and deepened.

The training includes a parent and a child programme. These are offered in parallel 
sessions. The contents of the sessions for parents and children are coordinated and follow 
the same themes. This enables a transfer to the daily situation and provides opportunities 
for targeted practice and support by the parents.

The parent and child programme is described according to a fixed structure. Each meeting 
focuses on a number of aspects. Each lesson description starts with a 
theoretical explanation. When explaining the topics, a link is made to children with 
an hearing impairement. It gives trainers a theoretical framework to support their 
actions.

Following this, points of attention for the trainer are included. These points will help trainers 
to guide the activities. Then the purpose of the meeting, the equipment and the activities 
are described in sequence. The description of alternative, in-depth or 
supplementary activities is at the bottom of the lesson description.



Part 2
Children's programme



Meeting 4
Emotion recognition



Emotion recognition

The literature assumes six basic emotions: joy, anger, fear, sadness, disgust and 
surprise. From these basic emotions arise the secondary or complex emotions, 
such as: pride, regret, hatred, shame, guilt, love, despair or jealousy. According to 
Darwin (1872), basic emotions are universal and innate. Regardless of 
culture, facial expressions of basic emotions appear to be similar across the world.

For children with auditory impairment, it is important to deepen the knowledge and 
intensity of emotions. Indicating nuances in emotions enables a person to express 
feelings more clearly. Extending the emotion vocabulary supports this process.

Learning to recognise emotions takes place in everyday interactions. In different 
situations, the child learns to link the emotion. To know, recognise and understand 
these emotions, context and repetition are important. When you can read emotions 
from a face, it affects the way you approach the other person. It helps you connect with 
the other person and create mutual understanding. An example of this is a smile that 
shows understanding or approval. Emotions often spur action. A certain reaction 
follows. Examples include withdrawal, activation (by fighting or comforting) or 
continuing a conversation.

Emotion recognition precedes the development of higher ToM skills, such as first-order 

belief (thinking about what another person thinks and feels) and false belief (the other 
person acts on the basis of knowledge they themselves have; this may be incomplete 
and thus different from your knowledge).

Research (Wiefferink et al., 2013) shows that children with auditory impairment 
develop emotion recognition skills in a delayed manner. This is partly due to- that the 
context in which emotions take place is important for their correct interpretation. 
Emotions can be seen in facial expressions, but gestures, body language and into- 
nation also contain important information to express an inner experience or feeling. 
Social learning within everyday interaction ensures that children get information about 
moods and learn to distinguish between them. Children with auditory impairment miss a 
lot of information due to reduced incidental learning.



Points of attention for the trainer

During this meeting, emotion recognition is central. The trainers link emotions to every 
activity. They emphasise the emotions they themselves experience, but also see or 
think they see in others. Again and again, they name what they see, feel or hear. In 
doing so, they verbalise their actions and feelings. For example: "A big motorbike 
drove by, I felt the vibration; I took a step to the side; that scared me a bit, it scared 
me."

When seeing emotions in the children or the co-trainer, the trainer names what she 
sees in the other person. For example: "You look a bit surprised. I see you raise your 
eyebrows and open your eyes more." She then links an emotion to this and names it to 
the children: "You are surprised, is that right?" The trainers always ask whether the 
other person's interpretation of the emotion(s) is correct. The children are given 
enough space to respond.

Some activities require the children to make a choice that suits their own feelings. 
Some children find this difficult. At these moments, the trainer uses supportive 
questions to guide the child step by step in making their own choice. When the trainers 
see that the children mainly follow each other in choosing, the trainer asks helping 
questions to strengthen the child's individuality. The trainers act as role models to 
make these differences visible.

The trainers encourage the children to look specifically at the visible reactions in the 
other person and link an emotion to it. They summarise the children's reactions and 
make the children aware of the link between context, facial expression and emotion. 
The trainers create a climate in which the children dare to be open. There is no 'right' 
or 'wrong' when performing the activities.

During the meeting, trainers adjust their actions to the children's hearing impairment.

The trainers deploy the following elements and skills during this meeting:
• natural role-playing;
• strengthening self-awareness;
• genuine curiosity and interest in each other;
• subtitle a feeling, thought or situation;
• use of the feeling words 'think', 'feel', 'know' and 'find';
• highlight differences and similarities in children's perceptions;
• highlighting characteristics of individuality;
• different questioning techniques;
• making visible and naming emotions of oneself and others;
• making a link between visible emotion in face and body posture, the situation and 

the emotion experienced by the child;
• questioning and checking the link the trainers make when recognising an emotion in 

the other person.



Purpose

(Re)knowing emotions in oneself and others, empathising with another's thoughts.

Supplies

Break supplies, Talking domino (appendix 1), music box, music excerpts (Sofia), images 
emoticons (appendix 4), 'Imagine that' - cards situation sketches (appendix 10), television or 
beamer, musical instruments, magazines, scissors and glue, episode from season 1 of 
'The Rules of Floor' (Sofia), home assignment 4 (appendix 2), video camera.

Activities

1. Welcome
The parents and children separate into parallel groups. The trainers welcome the children
and offer them drinks and sweets. The trainers name the feeling they are experiencing at
that moment. They ask the children whether they are experiencing a similar feeling or
whether their feeling is different. The trainers make a link between the answer and the
child's facial expression and body posture. The trainers look back at the previous meeting
together.
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6. Link to feelings

The trainers divide the free space into eight planes. In each plane, they place a picture with
an emoticon of the six basic emotions: joy, anger, fear, sadness, disgust and surprise. In
addition, there are two surfaces for complex emotions.

The trainer again names the emotions that match the pictures. She then emphasises that 
there are also emotions that match the ones mentioned, but are slightly different or feel 
slightly different. Nuances in emotions. The trainer gives an example of a basic emotion, 
nuances and complex emotions that match: happy, cheerful, excited, proud, satisfied, 
relieved. These emotions all fit a happy feeling, but they are all just different.

The trainers have a card with a description of a situation. One of the trainers reads 
the description aloud. The trainer asks the children what emotion they themselves think 
fits this situation. How would they feel? The children then run to an emoticon 
appropriate for them. If a child does not find a suitable emoticon among the pictures, he 
can also stand between them. The space between the emoticons allows them to choose 
an emotion that fits a feeling that lies between two or more emotions.



8. Emotion in a photo

The children sit at the table. They take the picture from the second meeting and place it on
the table in front of them. For each picture, the trainers briefly repeat what can be
seen in the picture. "Where was the picture taken? What were you doing? Who were
you there with?" The trainer then asks further about perception and feelings: "How did you
feel in the photo? Did you think it was scary? Were you scared or excited but a bit tense?"
The trainer summarises the answers and links the emotion to the context.

9. Emotion in pictures

The children watch an episode from the first season of the youth series 'The Rules of
Floor' on a big screen. The excerpt contains moments where emotions are clearly visible
and appeal to ToM skills. The excerpt is shown in full the first time. The trainers instruct
the children to pay attention to the main character Floor. After this, the trainers play the
excerpt again, and each time a facial expression changes, the picture is stopped. The
trainers point out to the children the details in the main character's face. They then ask
the children what emotion they see in the character. The children link facial expression
and emotion. The trainers ask further about the choice made: "What did you see that by?
What makes you think that?" They summarise the answers affirmatively and link emotion
and context.
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Part 3
Parent programme



Meeting 4
Emotion recognition

or



Points of attention for the trainer

This session focuses on emotion recognition. When explaining emotion recognition, 
the trainer starts by naming the basic emotions. Here she lets the parents experience 
that every emotion has nuances. She also lets the parents experience that the options 
for expressing yourself expand when you have more choice between words that 
indicate emotions. To convey the theory, the trainer uses examples from everyday and 
recognisable situations.

During the meeting, the trainer makes parents aware of their role in learning the 
complex emotions. This can be done by consciously naming emotions that are visible 
in another person, but also by adding nuances in recognising emotions.

The trainer makes parents aware of the use of 'subtitling' to support recognising 
emotions and being able to understand emotions in others. Subtitling' is the step-by-
step articulation of what is happening in a situation. Here, you name feelings, thoughts 
and intentions of yourself and the other person within the situation. You put into words 
what you see, feel or think and what you think the other person sees, feels or thinks. In 
doing so, you name how it came across to yourself and how you think another 
person experienced it. This gives the child an explanation for the other person's 
behaviour and reaction. In this way, a parent includes their child in the feelings, 
thoughts and intentions of themselves and the other person. Any information that a 
child has missed or cannot place well, the parent can supplement in this way.

While exchanging experiences and opinions among the  parents, the trainer leisurely 
lets the parents experience that emotion recognition plays a role in matching with the 
other. She names the emotions she sees in the parents. She then asks whether the 
emotion recognition matches the parent's experience. Finally, she lets them 
experience the effect on peer interaction at times when emotion recognition is 
appropriate or inappropriate.

During this session, parents experience in different ways that emotion recognition 
takes place within a context. They become aware of the importance of naming 
emotions. The trainer maintains the goal of the meeting. She makes a choice about 
the duration and depth of the exercises '9. Emotion and sound', '10. Emotion and smell' 

and '11. Emotion in context'.

The trainer deploys the following elements and skills during this meeting:
• genuine curiosity;
• creating a safe and open atmosphere;
• using spontaneous situations to explain theory;
• use of humour;
• multi-partisan stance;
• empowering parents;
• raise awareness of patterns and current perceptions;
• raising awareness of differences in perception;
• clarify situation;
• feedback on the topics of the meeting and the objective o f t h e training;
• use of examples to clarify theory.



Purpose

Increase understanding and knowledge about ToM development and how parents can 
support and encourage this development, increase knowledge about emotion recognition, 
awareness of the impact of incidental learning on emotion recognition, awareness of the 
added value of increasing understanding of complex emotions.

Supplies

PowerPoint session 4 (Sofia), A4 paper, pencils, mind map emotions (appendix 15), images 
emoticons (appendix 4), 'In conversation' (appendix 12), excerpt 'Titanic' (Sofia), music 
excerpts (Sofia), image 'The cheerful family' - Jan Steen (Sofia), image 'The drop' - Marius 
van Dokkum (Sofia), home assignment 4 (appendix 2), flap chart.

Activities
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4. Mind map

The trainer makes a mind map together with the parents on a flap chart (or digitally) on the
concept of 'emotions'. In the centre of the mind map is the word 'emotions'. The trainer
asks the parents to fill in the branches of the mind map. In doing so, she asks activating
questions such as, "What do you think of when you think of emotions?", "What situations
evoke emotions?", "What do we need emotions for?", "How do emotions affect social
interactions?", "What emotions can you name?", "Are there only big obvious emotions,
or are there nuances as well?"

Using the mind map, the trainer visualises  the following elements: the six basic 
emotions, complex emotions, emotion recognition, social interaction, relationship to 
auditory impairment. After completing the mind map, the trainer explains the completed 
branches of the mind map.

An example of a completed mind map is in Appendix 15. The trainer can use this example 
as input for the mind map to be formed. This mind map may differ from the example 
because it is formed with the parents.

9. Emotion and sound

Parents listen to four different musical excerpts. Afterwards, they indicate what emotion the
music evoked in them. What link do they make between the music and emotions? Some
fragments can evoke different emotions. The trainer makes parents aware of the
differences between them, the nuances that can be present and the  ability of parents to
put into words which emotion they are experiencing. She ecourages parents to
consciously link emotions to sounds, smells and things or people that they see,
hear or experience together with their child.



link to sounds, smells and things or people they see, hear and experience together with 
their child. In doing so, the perception of parent and child may differ.

After listening and discussing the music and emotions, the trainer makes a connection to 
the context. "What does the music remind you of? In what situation or at what time did you 
hear this music?" Context plays a role in the recognition of emotions, in the past, when 
parents first heard the music at a particular event or age stage, and probably now.

10. Emotion and scent

The trainer shows an emoticon and asks the
parents which emotion they think fits with it.
She now asks the parents to name an
object, food or situation whose smell fits this
emotion. For example, for t h e
emoticon 'disgust': a rotten banana or
stinky socks or poo on your shoe. This will
be different for each parent. The trainer
highlights the differences and links the
differences to the situation they experienced
as parents. When did they smell this and how
did they experience it? Smells evoke different emotions. Some people get angry at the
smell of smelly socks. It reminds them of their adolescent son leaving his socks lying
around. Others get excited by it. It reminds them of the old days when they played
sports themselves. The trainer makes additional use of her own examples. She focuses
on the differences and emotion in the context.
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THEORY OF MIND
FROM YOURSELF TO THE OTHER

Due to reduced 'incidental learning', deaf and hard-of-hearing children miss 
social learning moments, which contribute to the development of a Theory of 
Mind. This makes it harder for them to empathise with other people's feelings, 
thoughts and intentions. A delay in Theory of Mind skills affects children's 
social-emotional development. In the age when they enter primary school, 
these are increasingly called upon . Think about establishing and 
maintaining friendships, playing together and cooperating. Early guidance 
and intervention can reduce the likelihood of problems in the future. It is 
therefore very important to support children with hearing impairment in the 
development of ToM skills from an early age.

This book contains a ToMmie training programme for children with 
hearing impairment in the age range of groups 3, 4 and 5 in primary 
schools . It offers a children's programme and, in parallel,  a parent's 
programme. The training focuses on increasing understanding of yourself 
and others. This allows you to better understand the feelings, thoughts 
and intentions of others. The children's programme contains a wide variety 
of playful and appealing exercises per meeting. In the parent programme, 
parents learn how they can support their child in a targeted way in 
everyday situations. The themes and activities of the children and parents 
programme are carefully coordinated. This promotes transfer to the 
everyday situation.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Anke van der Meijde, Healthcare psychologist, and Evelie Wesselink, 
speech therapist-family counsellor, both work at Pento Vroegbehandeling.

Together with Theory of Mind - feelings, thoughts and intentions (2019), the 
authors have realised  a complete treatment offering for children with hearing 
loss aged 5-12.

Would you like more 
information?

Mail us at: 
tomtraining@pento.nl


