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EDITORIAL

Children’s Peer
Relationships

Peer relationships and friendships are very important for children, enhancing a child’s sense of

belonging and security, and bringing happiness, well-being and self-confidence. The skills needed

to create positive peer relationships, such as learning how to understand and regulate emotions,

how to relate to others, how to be patient and listen, how to share, take turns, solve problems,

respond to challenges and get on with others, are all key for lifelong well-being. Supporting children

to develop these skills is not a once-off activity and takes thought and understanding on the part of

all of the adults in their lives.

In this issue of ChildLinks, we examine children’s peer
relationships and consider how we, as adults, can help
children to form and maintain friendships, and develop
their social skills and their confidence.

In the first article, Dr Sonja Perren and colleagues outline
their research examining the causal relation between
social pretend play and children’s social development.
They suggest that social pretend play activities might be
a joyful alternative to conventional social skills training for
fostering children’s social competence and integrating
them into their peer group. This is followed by an article
from researchers from University of Eastern Finland, who
consider how peer relationships promote feelings of
belonging and prevent peer exclusion, particularly for
children with special educational needs, highlighting
the importance of providing increased support for
participation.

The third article in this issue gives an overview of
Barnardos’ experiences of running The Friendship Group
programme, an evidence-based group work programme
rooted in a strong understanding of children’s
development. The programme helps children who are
experiencing difficulty making and keeping friends to
develop and practise the skills they need to interact

appropriately with their peer group, and to form healthy
friendships.

Dr. Michelle Taylor, from California State University in
the U.S. then examines the role that teachers play in
supporting young children’s peer engagement at school,
focusing on three unique categories of interactions:
responsive caregiving, management and routines, and
cognitive facilitation. This is followed by a second article
from Barnardos exploring how educators can support
children’s friendships in early childhood education and
care settings.

Psychotherapist Dr Richard Hogan then explores the
increasing prevalence of anxiety among children and
teenagers, and considers how positive peer relationships
cansupportresilience.

Finally, Dr Caron Carter, from Sheffield Hallam Universityin
the UK, explores how young children select their friends,
and how teachers and educators can use these insights
to support the making and maintaining of children’s
friendships.
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LetUs Play Together!

How Social Pretend Play Can Foster
Children’s Social Development

Prof. Dr. Sonja Perren, Dr. Ann-
Kathrin Jaggy & Dr. Isabelle
Kalkusch, Thurgau University of
Teacher Education, Switzerland, and
University of Konstanz, Germany

Social Pretend Play and Children'’s Social Development

Pretend play is often used as an umbrella term for various
activities including symbolic play, having imaginative
companions, role play, or sociodramatic play. Social
pretend play allows children to create different make-
believe scenarios in which they can use pretence and
symbolism to take on different roles and perspectives.
Children can thereby experiment with themselves, their
peers, adults, and their environment, which is an ideal
way of developing social-cognitive skills and social
skills. Social pretend play may have a positive impact on
children’s socialdevelopment because itinvolves positive
peer interactions (e.g., sharing, asserting, waiting, and
role taking) and also because it challenges children’s
social-cognitive abilities such as Theory of Mind (ToM) and
understanding of emotions.

Vygotsky (1978) considered pretend play to be an
important and crucial facilitator of children’s social
development. According to Vygotsky (1978), ‘play creates
a zone of proximal development of the child’ (p. 102), in
which children can train and perform activities that they
are too young to perform in real-life situations. It may
help children learn to understand social situations and to
regulate their behaviour.

Development of children’s social pretend play occurs
at symbolic and social levels. Social pretend play is
characterised by developing a play theme with play
partners and by the interactions between the participants
in their play actions. Different elements of social pretend
play canbeidentified throughout normative development
(Smith, 2010; Thompson & Goldstein, 2019):

1. Decentration, which describes how children’s
orientation develops from themselves to others

2. Decontextualisation, the use of an object as
substitute foranotherinimaginary transformation

3. Role taking, which stands for the elaborateness of
engagementinroles

4. Planning of pretend play sequences (including
metacommunication)

5. Sequencing, which means that pretend play initially
consists of single sequences and develops into
play that follows a logical script

A higher level of one of these elements contributes to
higher quality of social pretend play. Bodrova et al. (2013)
proposed that the quality of play might be critical for the
developmental benefit of pretend play.
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Promoting children’s social pretend play quality (e.g.,
through play tutoring) might therefore be an educational
pathway to improve children’s social development.

Although pretend play has been intensively investigated
since the 1970s, however, there is still no consensus on
whether children’s social pretend play is essentially linked
to their social development, as suggested by Vygotsky
(Bergen, 2013). A review by Lillard et al. (2013) showed
that pretend play might be equifinally linked to children’s
social-cognitive, emotional and social skills, and therefore
be one path to fostering children’s social development.

How Can Adults Promote
Children’s Social Pretend
Play Quality?

Social pretend play is discussed as a highly important
activity for children’s positive development in theory
and empirical studies alike (Smith, 2010). Promoting it is
therefore a desirable educational aim. Importantly, the
quality of social pretend play, as opposed to its mere
quantity, is seen as the crucial factor that is linked to a
desirable impact on children’s development (Bodrova et
al., 2013; Vygotsky, 1978). In the discussion of educational
pathways to promote children’s social pretend play and -
to go even further - their positive development, the focus
should be on the question of what effectively promotes
the quality of social pretend play.

One potential educational strategy is to provide role play
material as a stimulus in children’s play environment for
social pretend play. Trawick-Smith et al. (2015) define
two functions of play material: (1) to be a stimulus for play
and (2) to focus the attention of a group of children. This
may lead to the hypothesis that providing thematically
structured role play material could encourage a group of
childrentoengagejointlyinsocial pretend play (frequency
and quality). Findings from some former studies cautiously
support the hypothesis that providing specific role play
material (e.g., theme-related items) may promote the
frequency of pretend play during play sessions (e.g.
Morgante, 2013; Trawick-Smith et al., 2015).

Some authors argue that providing role play material only
promotes pretend play if it is accompanied by active
play support from adults. Smilansky and Shefatya (1990)
argued that the use of play material as a promoter of social
pretend play quality may be limited. They considered play
material appropriate for evoking imitative actions, but
also probably limited in its potential for promoting more
elaborated role behaviour. The provision of play material

is only able to encourage activities and behaviours related
to that material, and might therefore limit children’s play.
In contrast, adult support that follows children’s ideas
is flexible in shaping the play to their needs, and could
simultaneously enrich the elaborateness of the play by
providing scaffolding (Weisberg et al., 2013).

In one of our former studies (Perren et al.,, 2019) we
showed that that adults’ active play supportis an effective
strategy to foster social pretend play quality. Active play
support includes: Prompting (using verbal or nonverbal
prompts toinitiate interactions or pretend use of objects);
verbalisation (use of questioning and language modeling
techniques); modeling (playing along and demonstrating
play actions andinteractions) and following child interests
(following children’s suggestions and play ideas); and
emotion expression (demonstrating emotions) (see also
Kalkusch et al.,2020).

The releFant
Study

The releFant-study is an intervention study that was
conducted at the Thurgau University of Teacher Education
in Switzerland. The study was funded by the Swiss
National Science Foundation. It aimed to investigate the
“relevance of fantasy play (releFant)” and took place in
Swiss playgroups.

In Switzerland, playgroups are educational institutions
open to children aged three to five with the aim of giving
children the opportunity to play with peers under the
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supervision of a trained playgroup educator. Most children
attend a playgroup one year before they start mandatory
kindergarten, and stay in the same group for that year.
Playgroup sessions take place on a regular basis, once
or twice a week, and one session lasts between two and
three hours.

To investigate the role of social pretend play quality
on children’s social development, we conducted a
randomised intervention study in 27 Swiss playgroups.
Taken together, 211 children (47.4% girls) from 27
playgroups participated in the study, with a median of
7 (range 4-12) children per group.

The playgroups in the study were randomly assigned to
one of three categories of intervention which differed in
terms of the material and active play support provided:

1. Play tutoring groups, whichinclude the provision of
specific role play material and active external play
support

2. Material-only groups, whichinclude provision of
specific role play material and standard adult support

3. Controlor‘treatment as usual’ groups (standard
educational practice), which includes the standard
play environment and standard adult support

As the study took place in a natural educational setting,
childrenfromthe material-only and controlconditions also
received some kind of adult support from their educators.

Data were collected at three measurement points: Pre-
test, post-test, and follow-up intervention (approx. 15
weeks apart). Between pre-andpost-test theintervention
phase took place, with sixconsecutive play sessions of 30
minutes each. These play sessions were video recorded
in each condition group. At each measurement point,
children’s social pretend play competence, Theory of
Mind, and emotion understanding were tested by trained
graduate students pursuing a degree in early childhood
education or psychology. Experimenters were blind as to
the intervention condition of each playgroup. Playgroup
educators completed a questionnaire on children’s
empathy, social behaviour, and peerrelationship quality at
allthree measurement points.

The provision of role play material in this study is used
as an educational strategy, which aims to focus the
attention of the whole group by providing a thematically
structured set of role play material. We combined
structured and unstructured role play material into a
thematically structured setting, which both provides play
material and transports a thematic message. Including

some new material in each session maintains a certain
level of novelty. Thus, the playgroups receiving role
play material children was given an ongoing stimulus to
explore the material, and the structured setting provided
aplay context that might encourage engagementin play.
Including flexible and challenging materialmeant children
were still able to expand their play ideas. This approach
combines both functions of role play material: a stimulus
foreach child, and a focus for a group of children for their
engagementin a shared pretend play theme.

The standardised set of role play material consisted
mainly of material with which to play firefighters (e.g.,
helmet, vest, garden hoses, yellow, red and orange silk
scarves, and wooden blocks). In all but the final play
session, new material was included according to the
social pretend play tutoring schedule. The set of role
play material was especially enhanced in its thematic
focus from session four, when princess/prince and
doctor play material was provided (e.g., crown, cloak,
and medical kit). In all play sessions the set included
structured role play material like firefighters’ helmets, as
well as unstructured role play material such as wooden
blocks (Kalkusch et al., 2020).

Several studies have used play tutoring as a training
method with some approaches being more teacher-
directed (e.g. Hermann, 2017; Richard et al., 2021) while
others have a more child-centred approach. This study
understands play tutoring as the latter, characterised by
taking children’s needs and interest into account while
providing active play support from an adult (Gmitrova &
Gmitrov,2003; Lang et al., 2009).

Our social pretend play tutoring is based on the work
of Craig-Unkefer and Kaiser (2003). Play tutoring
was conducted by two trained play tutors and its
implementation was monitored by the trainers. The play
tutoring followed a child-centred approach of active
play support with a particular thematic focus (‘Let’s play
firefighters’). It was supplemented by the described
standardised set of role play material.

In the play tutoring group, the introduction of the material
was accompanied by the play tutors during the planning
phase. At the beginning of each session they presented
each new item once, asked the children what it could be,
named it, and briefly modelled a play action using the
material.

In the play phase the tutors used specific play support
strategies (e.g., prompting, modeling), the promotional
effect of which is supported by the results of Perren
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and colleagues (2019). While the tutoring followed a
standardised schedule, the play tutors had the flexibility
to take children’s ideas and needs into account. In all but
the final session, the content of the play was extended.
The starting point was a simple scenario (“fight a fire”)
and this was expanded in its content and complexity
through different additional scenarios (e.g., life in the fire
station, rescue of the princess/prince from the burning
tower) within the play theme ‘Let’s play firefighters’, and
complemented by additional roles (e.g., princess/prince
ordoctor) (Kalkusch et al., 2020).

Can we promote children’s social pretend play quality
through the provision of role play material and active
play support?

To investigate whether play tutoring and the provision
of role play material can improve children’s pretend play
quality, we observed children’s and adults’ behaviour
and compared three randomly assigned experimental
conditions. The provision of role play material was
compared to play tutoring and standard educational
practice - treatment as usual (TAU) - in terms of the
impact on the quality of social pretend play in a group of
children, and considering their play activities and active
pretend play support. Results suggested that as far as
the frequency of social pretend play is concerned, the
material group did not differ from the play tutoring group,
while both the material and the play tutoring group had
significantly higherscoresthanthe TAU group (i.e., material
= play tutoring > TAU). Results pertaining to the quality of
social pretend play showed a slightly different pattern.
The material group scored significantly lower than the
play tutoring group but significantly higher than the TAU
group (i.e., play tutoring > material > TAU). After controlling
for adults’ active pretend play support, the difference in
social pretend play quality between the material and TAU
group was not found to be significant. For pretend play
frequency, the TAU group scored significantly lower than
the material group even after controlling foradult support.
These findings indicate that providing role play material
increases the frequency of pretend play in preschoolers,
while adult play support is more important in fostering
social pretend play quality.

Can the improvement of social pretend play quality
foster children’s social-emotional skills?

In a second step we investigated whether social pretend
quality can foster children’s social-emotional skills. To

answer this, we compared three experimental conditions:
Play tutoring, material and treatment as usual.

The analysesregarding the intervention effectsindicated
that children’s pretend play competence, social skills
(cooperative behaviour, setting limits), emotion/
behaviour regulation, and positive peer relationships
as reported by their educators increased most strongly
for children in the play tutoring condition (Jaggy et al.,
2023; Kalkusch et al., 2022). No significant intervention
effects emerged regarding children’s social-cognitive
skills (Theory of Mind or emotion understanding). The
results indicate that social pretend play is causally
linked to children’s social behaviour and positive peer
relationships, but not to their social-cognitive skills. We
have also demonstrated that a high pretend play quality
(manipulated through our intervention) is particularly
beneficial for children with a low local language
competence whose peer relations quality significantly
improved over time (Perren et al., 2021).

The present study sheds light on the causal relation
between social pretend play and children’s social
development. The results indicate that social pretend
play is causally linked to children’s social behaviour
and positive peer relationships, but not to their
social-cognitive  skills. These findings contradict
the metarepresentational perspective, and support
the behavioural perspective that pretend play may
promote children’s social development because it is
an opportunity to experiment with social behaviour and
peer interactions during pretense. Social pretend play
therefore constitutes a perfect training ground, i.e.,
‘the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) for
children to practise and develop their social behaviour
during pretend play.

The implemented play-based intervention approach (play
tutoring, i.e., high active play support) can be considered
as an educational activity that successfully promotes
children’s social learning and development. As reported
in Kalkusch et al. (2020), providing role play material
stimulates children to engage in social pretend play, but
adults’ play supportincreases the quality of social pretend
play. As being actively involved in interactions with other
peers (i.e., the social domain) is one characteristic of
high-quality pretend play, these results also show that
adults can actively promote positive and playful peer
interactions.
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Children need time and space to engage in social pretend
play. This includes unguided free play opportunities with
structured and unstructured play material. Our study has
shown, however, that children can benefit from active
adult supportsuchasprompting (using verbal ornonverbal
prompts toinitiate interactions or pretend use of objects);
verbalisation (use of questioning and language modeling
techniques); modeling (playing along and demonstrating
play actions and interactions) and emotion expression
(demonstrating emotions). To ensure that play support is
still child-centred (and not teacher-directed), educators
needto follow childinterests (e.g. follow their suggestions
and play ideas) (see also Kalkusch et al., 2020).
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Building Peer Relationships
in Early Childhood Education
and Care . o\

Tiina Kuutti, University Teacher and Doctoral Researcher in Early Childhood Teacher
Education, University of Eastern Finland; Minna Laitinen, University Teacher and Doctoral
Researcher in Early Childhood Teacher Education, University of Eastern Finland

Introduction

Inclusion for children, where every child is engaged and valued in their learning community,
can be considered as a global priority. The purpose of inclusion is to increase children'’s
participation and reduce exclusion (Booth et al., 2006). The goal of inclusive teaching,
therefore, is to create a learning environment where all children - regardless of ethnicity,
disabilities, gender, sexual orientation, and background - have equal opportunities to
succeed. This involves a deep commitment to appreciating and valuing diversity, ensuring
that every child feels welcomed, included, and that they belong to the group, and supported
to participate in all activities. In early childhood education and care (ECEC), a child’s daycare
group forms a group and a feeling of belonging to this group is extremely significant for the
child’s well-being, increasing their sense of security and freeing the child to learn.
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Belonging

It is widely recognised that individuals seek emotional
connections with others and desire to be acknowledged,
supported, and cared for socially (Wentzel et al., 2016).
Belongingness, as defined by Baumeister and Leary
(1995), refers to being fully accepted within a group,
irrespective of individual characteristics. Being accepted
and welcomed to the group is a fundamental element
of a person’s well-being. As social beings, humans are
inherently sensitive to exclusion and belonging to a
group prevents social exclusion, something which poses
significant risks to well-being, learning, and development
(e.g., Bennett, 2014; Gerber & Wheeler, 2009). Being
left out hurts, it causes changes in the same areas of the
brain as physical pain (Eisenberger et al., 2003). Social
exclusion can also have long-term negative effects
on well-being. Research has consistently shown that
persistent peer neglect during childhood can lead to
enduring social, cognitive, and health-related challenges
(Arslan, 2018; du Plessis et al., 2019; Rodriguez et al.,
2021; Shochet et al., 2011; Jarcho et al., 2019; Ladd et al.,
2014; Will et al., 2016) while exclusion jeopardises healthy
development, learning, and well-being. Undoubtedly,
social relationships form the foundation of well-being.

Peerrelationships often stand out as the most significant
aspect of a child’s day in ECE. For every child, peer
relationships and opportunities for participation are
crucial. Children themselves think that peer relationships
and playing with friends is a fundamental and essential
part of their day in ECE (Pihlainen et al., 2022; Sandseter
& Seland, 2018). While friendships positively impact the
development of a children’s self-regulation, including
social and emotional skills, the absence of supportive
relationships can hinder socio-emotional development
and increase the likelihood of behavioral issues
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Foley et al.,, 2012; Ladd &
Troop-Gordon, 2003; Sandseter & Seland, 2018).

Forexample, childrenwho need socio-emotional support
can get into a cycle where they are constantly being
left out, which causes frustration. As children naturally
gravitate towards prosocial peers and tend to avoid
antisocial peers (Hamlin & Wynn, 2011), this makes it even
more challenging for a child with negative experiences
to form and establish peer relationships. Experiencing
exclusion can lead to negative feelings toward peers,
whichin turn may lead to antisocial behavior orvice versa,
creating a negative cycle that is difficult to break. Acting
together creates a positive atmosphere in the group
and increases caring and goodwill. Being left out, on the
otherhand, has the opposite effect (Twenge et al., 2007).
Caring and goodwill can, however, be increased by the
empathy and kindness experienced and conveyed by
adults and children (Haslip et al., 2019).

The Role of the Adult
in Supporting Peer
Relationships

Itisimportant toremember that all children, regardless of
their need for special education, have the right to active
participation, care, protection, and peer relationships,
as outlined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child (1989, Article 23). As mentioned above, exclusion
is a serious risk factor to well-being and the learning
environments and actions of the adults in a setting are
key to enhancing interaction between the children and
confirming belonging and peer relationships. The model
shown by ECEC professionals is significant for children
learning social skills and forming peer relationships.

As well as being an important contributor to learning,
well-being and development as outlined above, having
friends helps children to learn how to behave in various
social contexts. Interacting with peers plays a crucial
role in children’s development, allowing them to acquire
social skills and gain familiarity with social norms and
processes (Beazidou & Botsoglou, 2016). It falls upon
ECEC professionals to establish inclusive environments
where every child feels accepted, valued, and included,
but peer relationships and a sense of belonging do not
naturally develop in such environments; they require
continuous, active guidance andfacilitationfromalladults
involved (Andersonetal.,2018;Morganetal.,2021). ECEC
professionals play a crucial role in supporting children’s
participation and interactions throughout daily activities.
This involves being aware, sensitive, and providing
appropriate scaffolding when necessary (Syrjamaki et
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al., 2019). Through scaffolding, adults can facilitate peer
interactions and ensure that children with disabilities are
meaningfully engaged with their peers (Feldman & Matos,
2013). This isimportant because peer relationships play a
crucialrole not only in children’s well-being but also in the
development of multiple skills. Friendships and positive
peer interactions foster social, emotional, cognitive, and
behavioral growth, shaping children’s development in
meaningful ways.

Children with Special
Educational Needs (SEN)

To develop social skills, children need opportunities to
form friendships and situations where they can practise
their social, language, and communication skills (Kemp et
al., 2013; Diamond & Hong, 2010). Being left out is one of
the biggest problemsin today’s society and children who
have some kind of special educational needs (SEN) are
particularly vulnerable, with studies showing that children
with SEN have a high risk of being left out (Kuutti et al.,
2022; Suhonenetal., 2015).

Astudy carried outin 2022 (Kuuttiet al., 2022) highlighted
the importance of providing increased support for
participation, particularly for children facing self-
regulation difficulties and severe disabilities. The goal of

our study was to explore the variety of everyday activities
among childrenwith and without special educationneeds
(SEN) in Finnish Early Childhood Education and Care

CHILDREN'S PEER RELATIONSHIPS

(ECEC) centres. A total of 1,623 children from 108 ECEC
centres in southern and eastern Finland participated
in observations as part of the Progressive Feedback
research project. The project aimed to compare different
aspects of ECEC and improve learning environments
based on research findings. During observations, an
observer randomly selected a group of children and
noted their activities, involvement, target of attention,
and social interactions. The observer was unaware of
the children’s SEN status. ECEC professionals provided
information about children’s special needs separately,
allowing for a comparison between children with and
without special needs. The study revealed that children
with self-regulation difficulties and severe disabilities
tended to engage less in social activities compared to
their peers. Instead, they spent more time on material
play, different kind of tasks or without a specific focus.
This meant that they were almost repeatedly excluded
from situations where their peers were present and
involved. Interestingly, when interacting with others,
children with self-regulation difficulties or severe
disabilities often directed their attention toward adults
rather than other children, suggesting that they might be
already used to interacting only with adults. On the other
hand, children with language problems participated in
various activities throughout the day, interacting with
their peers. However, they attended reading sessions
significantly less frequently than children without SEN.
This finding is concerning because reading plays a crucial
roleinlanguage skill development.
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Peer Relationships and Play

Effectiveself-regulationiscrucialforanindividual’soverall
functioning, and the early childhood period is particularly
significant forits development (; Holochwost et al., 2021,
Horm et al., 2024; Montroy et al., 2016; Whitebread &
Basilio, 2012). Children with low self-regulation skills
are more likely to be excluded from collaborative play
activities (Braza et al., 2007; Li et al., 2016; Kuutti et al.
2022). This is concerning because collaborative play
contributes to the development of self-regulation skills
(Elias & Berk, 2002; Vieillevoye & Nader-Grosbois, 2008).
Consequently, children who most need to practise self-
regulation skills may miss out on a critical opportunity
to do so. This is concerning and therefore it is important
to pay attention to how ECE professionals can help all
children participate in play.

Play is one of the central activities influencing children’s
peer relationships in ECE. Previous research indicates
that peer interaction is typically more prevalent during
free play sessions, whereas it may decrease during
routines, transitions, and group activities (Kemp et
al., 2013; Kuutti et al., 2022). Given the importance of
peer interaction in play, the play context can serve as a
valuable opportunity to develop the skills necessary for
effective peer interactions and relationships (Kemp et
al., 2013). Facilitating inclusion in play, fostering group
cohesion, and creating a positive atmosphere are closely
tied to strengthening children’s social relationships and
promoting benevolent social interactions. To ensure
that the positive social, cognitive, and emotional effects
of play benefit every child in the group, professionals
working in ECE need to understand the unique nature of
play and theirown role as enablers orinhibitors.

Children’s self-regulation skills are still developing, and
emotional outbursts can occur several times during the
day. Playing togetherand actingina group evoke arange
of emotions in children. In play situations, it is crucial
to have adults who can observe the group dynamics,
intervene when inclusion and well-being are at risk, and
enableplaytocontinueevenaftermomentarydisruptions
and emotional outbursts. Effective intervention in play
requires an understanding of children’s play culture and
the internal rules associated with it (K&ngas et al., 2022).
The unstructured, unpredictable, transient, and narrative
logic of play situations can be stressful and confusing
for adults approaching them rationally (Hakkarainen &
Bredikyte, 2020). Diminished feelings of control may
reduce sensitive interactions and committed presence.
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Pedagogical group sensitivity and emotional presence
are particularly needed during children’s play, where
incidents of intentional or unintentional exclusion from
peer groups may occur more frequently (Fanger et al.,
2012). According to Harkoma et al. (2022), pedagogical
groupsensitivityreferstothe ability of ECEC professionals
to recognise and regulate children’s emotional states
at both the group and individual levels. It involves adults
being sensitive to verbal and nonverbal cues from
children and responding in a way that allows them to
participate as part of the group, even when emotions run
high (Harkoma et al., 2022). Emotional availability means
committed presence, reflecting the emotional states
of children in the group, strengthening their sense of
security, and providing appropriate guidance during
play when necessary (Biringen et al., 2014; Harkoma et
al.,, 2022). Adults who emphasise playing together and
practise pedagogical group sensitivity in play situations
are active, flexible, and adaptable in theirapproach. They
recognise and respond to even subtle play initiations,
guiding group members toward shared play experiences.
Suchadults employ communication-supportive methods
and support fragile peer relationships (Pursi & Lipponen,
2018; Syrjamaki et al., 2019).

Pedagogically group-sensitive adults constantly observe
children while guiding activities. They are acutely aware of
individual children’s emotions, arousal levels, and unique
characteristics, as well as the overall group atmosphere.
These adults cansense the generalmood withinthe group
andfosterpositive sense ofbelongingamongthechildren.
Drawing on informed and empathetic observations, they
identify children who may be on the periphery of group
situations and adapt their interactive approach to meet
the specific needs of the child or children, taking into
account the prevailing circumstances.

Conclusion

One of the ECEC professional’s most important tasks is
to ensure the well-being of the child. Essential to securing
well-being is that adults ensure peer relationships are
formed for all children in the group. It is crucial for adults
to actively support children’s well-being and foster
positive social interactions. Adults are also responsible
forensuring that children’s participationin play is secured
and scaffolded. The first step is to become aware of this
responsibility. After that, it is necessary to consider and
reflect how these issues could be promoted through
one’s own actions.



By implementing the strategies below, a supportive and inclusive environment that promotes

positive peerrelationships for every child is secured.

1.

10.

Create a positive andinclusive environment where children feel safe, respected, and
valued. This includes promoting kindness, empathy, and understanding among peers.

. Actpedagogically sensitive. Strive to recognise and regulate children’s emotional

states and be emotionally available. Observe children and be aware of the children’s
emotions and the overall atmosphere in the group.

Celebrate diversity and teach children to appreciate differences in backgrounds,
cultures, interests, and abilities. Encourage them to make friends with peers who may
be different from them. Create moments that result in positive emotions and joy.
Ensure that the environment is inclusive and accessible for children with SEN. This may
involve making accommodations or modifications to activities, materials, or physical
spaces to support their participation.

Help children develop empathy by teaching them to understand and consider others’
perspectives, feelings, and experiences. Encourage acts of kindness and compassion.

. Teach and model social skills such as active listening, cooperation, conflict resolution,

and problem-solving. Encourage children to express their thoughts and feelings clearly
and respectfully.

Be a positive role model by demonstrating healthy social interactions, positive
communication, and respectful behaviour towards others.

. Teach children effective communication skills, including how to start and maintain

conversations, ask questions, and listen actively. Use visual aids, social stories, or other
communication supports to help the child understand social cues, navigate social
situations, and express themselves effectively.

Create an environment that supports play and encourages children to engage in play. A
play-friendly environment fosters curiosity and social interaction. Arrange furniture and
play areas in a way that allows flexibility.

Develop your own play skills and participate in children’s play as a player. Participating
in play is a more effective way to support peerrelationships thanjust observing or
supervising play situations.

N
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Introduction

Barnardos has been running Friendship Groups, a small-group social skill training
intervention programme for children, in various locations in Ireland since 2008. Barnardos
originally delivered the programme to identified groups of children through our family
support services and in school settings. In 2015, Barnardos changed to an emerging
model delivered in the classroom setting. In this model, three core children form a group

and they are joined each week by three other children from their class on a rotating basis,

which allows for a whole class approach for all children.
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What is Friendship Group?

The Friendship Group programme, developed by DrKaren
Bierman, a professor of psychology at Pennsylvania State
University (PSU)inthe United States,isanevidence-based
group work programme rooted in a strong understanding
of children’s development. The programme helps
children who are experiencing difficulty making and
keeping friends to develop and practise the skills they
need to interact appropriately with their peer group, and
to form healthy friendships. The main aims of Friendship
Group are to:

Increase positive peerrelationships
Increase emotional understanding
Increase social problem solving and negotiation

Increase social interaction and cooperation

Which Children Benefit from
Friendship Group?

Friendship Group is a fun, interactive programme that
supports children who need extra help making friends
and could benefit from more opportunities for social skill
development and confidence in forming and maintain
positive relationships. It is also helpful for children
experiencing difficulty with friendships, due perhaps to
social or behavioural issues, helping them learn to slow
down and cooperate more with their friends. Through the
programme, children who have difficulty resolving conflicts
peacefully and children who feel anxious about interacting
with peers are likely to gain confidence in their social skills.

Friendship Group helps children learn how to be part of
a group, and how to make and keep friends, by teaching
them about the following:

Feelings: How to recognise their own feelings and the
feelings of others

Solving problems: How to negotiate with others and
find solutions to problems

Working together: How to play fair, cooperate, get
along with others and develop their give-and-take
skills

Cooperation and conversation skills: How to

have conversations, initiate interactions, practise
conversations joining in and inviting others into play/
conversations

Understanding and respecting others: How to
cooperate and negotiate with friends, and how to
manage conflict, listening to others points of view
and being a peace-maker

Coping with social stress: How to plan together,
make a deal, give choice, negotiate and decide who
goes first

Responsible decision-making: How to take turns
and follow the rules, be a good sport when you win or
lose, resist the temptation to cheat, put friendships
first and employ fair play skills

Some of the target skills of sessions include good
teamwork (participation), tellabout you (self-expression),
talkaboutfeelings(labellingandunderstandingemotions)

and share and help (cooperation).

How Does the Programme
Work?

In the Friendship Group Programme, small groups
of 4-6 children meet for an hour once a week with a
coach. Each session features a specific emotional (e.g.,
emotions, empathy, self-control) or social (sharing,
cooperation, group decision making) skill or challenge,
that is explored and practised using group activities,
games and discussion. There is amanual for staff to guide
sessions and each session has three basic instructional
components:

1. The skill or skills for the day are introduced using a
variety of media (stories, videotaped presentations,
role-plays, quiz-show games). The coach helps
children understand the importance and use of each
skill, and encourages children to think of examples.

2. Next, the children are given a chance to practise the
skills with each other through activities selected to
encourage and support the development and use
of those target skills.

3. Group time alsoincludes awide variety of activities
and games that give children a chance to practise
social skills in a naturalistic peerinteraction context.
At the mid-point and end of each session, the
coach engages the childrenin areview of the skills
and a discussion of their performance.
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Friendship Groups can be carried out with children of
different ages and can be implemented both in schools
and in out-of-school contexts such as school age
childcare. There are two different levels of the Friendship
Group programme:

1. Theyounger orjunior Friendship Groupis a 22 week
programme for children aged 5 to 8 years of age

2. The olderoradvanced Friendship Groupisal4
week programme for children aged 8 to 12 years.

The Friendship Group in
Barnardos

In the original phase of the Friendship Group programme
in Barnardos, groups were made up of six children with
two staff who met every week forapproximately one hour.
In some areas, the children were identified in consultation
with the local school as being those who would most
benefit from participating in the group.

After an initial pilot phase, Barnardos carried out an
evaluation in 2009 (Barnardos, 2009) with a view to
using the learning from the collective experience of
implementing the Friendship Group to help inform the
future implementation of the programme in existing and/
ornew project sites.
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A mixed methods approach was adopted for this
evaluation. The qualitative aspect to the study included
semi-structured interviews with the Friendship Group
coaches, their project managers, regional and national
managers, children and their parents. In sum, a total of
55 respondents were interviewed. Quantitative data was
collected fromthe children’s teachers, and the Friendship
Group coaches assessed changesinthe children’s target
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behaviours e.g. shy/withdrawn, aggressive/oppositional
and pro-social behaviours before the programme, during
and after the programme.

The experience of running the Friendship Group was, on
thewhole,seenasaverypositiveexperienceforBarnardos
staff, participating children and their parents. The variety
of staff interviewed for the evaluation commented on
the value and importance, for both the organisation and
the participating children, of implementing a proven
programme with a clear theoretical and conceptual
foundation. Rather than finding it limiting, as confidence
grew and experience developed, many of the staff found
the use of the manual to be a very useful and reassuring
guide to support theirimplementation of the programme.

The coaching model and some of the induction strategies
represented new ways of working, and for the most
part, they were embraced by staff. The impact of the
programme was reported to be felt beyond the coaches
to theirwiderteam as coaches discussed the programme
with their colleagues at team and regional meetings and
in their day-to-day case management discussions about
children and families. Coaches and their managers often
reported that the methods and styles of the coaching
model were being used by other staff members and that
staff now spoke to each other and to the children in a
different way.

The evidence on the outcomes in the area of pro-social
behaviour was promising. Coaches, parents, children and
teachers all felt that the children’s pro-social behaviour
improved over the course of the programme. Typical skills
that were developed included an increased capacity to
name and talk about their feelings and emotions, greater
confidence, sharing with others and cooperative play.
The findings on outcomes in the area of shy/withdrawn
and aggressive/oppositional were more ambiguous but
the majority of children showed some positive change in
theirbehaviours and attitudes.

Findings from the evaluation did, however, show some
challenges of the programme, including coaches not
always being fully aware of the range and depth of needs
of the children participating in the group. Furthermore,
parental involvement was identified as a gap by most of
the staff involved in the programme.

A clear outcome from the evaluation was that the need
for a programme such as the Friendship Group existed,
with Barnardos being committed to achieving improved
emotional well-being for children attending services and
understanding that positive peer relationships are key to
this well-being.
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Change of Model

In the years since it first inception in 2008, the way
Barnardos delivers the Friendship Group programme has
continued to evolve and change.

In 2014, after staff attended attending training in US and
subsequently discussed the models and approaches with
regard to the delivery of the programme, a decision was
madeinsomessitesto change to anemerging modelwhere
three core children formed a group, and they were joined
in each session by three other children from their class,
with these three being different children each week. The
model was trialled in St Johns National School in Limerick
in 2015 and this format has been adopted there ever since.

In this new model, Barnardos staff meet with the class
teacher and Home School Liaison Officers (HSLOs)
to explore the upcoming Friendship Group, including
discussions on the social competencies of all children
in the class. Three children are identified as the core
childrenthat will attend every session (group composition
one child with aggressive behaviour, withdrawn and a
pro social child) and then, each week of the 14-week
programme, the teacher will identify the three other
children who will attend the next session, with Barnardos
staff feeding into this following on from observations of
children in the group. Consent is sought from all children
in the class (all those would wanted to be involved) and
from parents of all childrenin the class.

Inthe first session, itis explained to the three core children
why they have been chosen. The format of sessionsis also
set out, including the fact that three others will be joining
each week. The children are given responsibility to feed
backtotheirclasseachweekonthenewskillslearned. This
concept works particularly well in St John’s school where
a fortnightly discussion forum is in place. In this forum,
an agenda is set and any issues arising for the class are
discussedincluding, forexample, disagreements children
are having in the yard. Friendship Group has become a
standing agenda item for this forum and children share
new tips and strategies to help in their friendships with
their classmates. During the 14 weeks that the sessions
take place, Barnardos staff also provide activities and
posters to the class teacher that can be used during the
time givenin school to the subject of Social, Personal and
Health Education (SPHE).

With the weekly rotation of three of the children in the
group, all children in the class are given the opportunity
to avail of at least one session and, as the group content
is shared at the fortnightly forum, all children in the class
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can benefit, with positive outcomes achieved for a larger
group of children.

This model of Barnardos Friendship Group works well
in practice as it is a needs-led approach. Barnardos
responds to the needs identified by the school and from
experiences in delivery of previous groups and classes.
Teachers are involved throughout with a review at the
midpoint of the 14 weeks.

The Friendship Group programme in St Johns has been
seen to have many positive outcomes. Teachers, HSLOs
and pupils have reported improvements in the children’s
interactions and communication in the class setting, with
children learning to tease out problems, and displaying
a good sense of how to make and include friends in their
school setting going forward. One example was a HSLO
reporting that one particular child was seen to show
empathy to another child in their breakfast club which
would have been unusual for her in the past. Teachers
have observed improved negotiation skills, an example
being that a group of children were given back a skipping
rope backto play within the yard that had previously been
taken away asitwas a huge cause of arguments.

Later, smaller scale evaluations have had similar findings
to the earlier one described above. Below are some key
findings from an evaluation of teachers and principals in
2024:

1. Strategies forinitiatinginteractions and
listening skills: The children were reported as
displayingincreased confidence in their ability
to hold a conversation and waiting their turn to
speak and showed betterlistening skills. They also
actively listened and took onboard feedback and
constructive criticism. The children also displayed
better cooperation skills. Whenissues arose, they
were better able to deal with conflict and deal
withitin a calmer manner, resolving issues without
violence and with little input from the teacher.

Children’s conversational skills in general are
greatly improved, they are using eye contact,
actively listening and waiting their turn to speak
when communicating with teachers or friends.

2. Cooperation and negotiation and self-control:
Children displayed anincreased awareness of their
own and others’ feelings, and were described as
being able to communicate theiremotions much
more easily. They had anincreased confidence
withregard tojoining in and inviting others to joinin
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the play, and more awareness of including others
and making sure no one is excluded. They would
encourage each otherto consider their own and
otherpeople’s feelings and social stresses, for
example, their experience of being bullied or those
that may bully others. Children were also able to
explore what they value in friendship, what they
would like in a friend and what qualities they brought
to friendships, as well as bullying and cyberbullying
and the effectsithas on people. Children were
described as being ‘less confrontational because
they are vocalising theirissuesin a more calm way
and expressing theiremotions better’.

3. Stress management and appraising social
situations: Staff reported that childrenhad an
increased understanding as to the benefits of
thinking positively in social situations. This positive
mindset was seen to have a good impact children’s
relationships within the class. Children had increased
confidenceinusing the strategies such as the stress
ball, thinking positively and the take 5 exercises
toreduce their stress ormanage a social situation
in class or the school yard. Children were also
reported to be more confident in sharing opinions
and partakingin class discussions. The children
were taking partin another Barnardos programme,
Roots of Empathy and had greatly developed their
empathy towards others, which has helped with
negotiating and confrontations within the class.
Childrenin the Friendship Group programme were
seento have a deeperunderstanding of friendship
andthevalue it brings to life.

The friendship group is the highlight of
[children’s] week. They always love to go and
always come back smiling which is great to see.
The friendship group has had a greatimpact
onthe boys and it is very effective. It positively
affects theirmindset and their conflict resolution

skills, which overall positively affects the class.
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Children’s comments were positive too, with children
stating they ‘liked the activities’ in Friendship Group,
and ‘liked making stress balls, making posters and the
compliment circle’. One child commented that through
the Friendship Group they ‘learned to be kind’, while
another remarked that they wished they ‘could have
come very week and notjust sometimes’.

Observcations and Guidance

Having run the programme for both age cohorts over the
years, Barnardos staff, while recognising that both levels
have the same aims, identified differences in facilitating
theyoungerandolderFriendship Groups programmesdue
to the children’s ages. Coaches in the junior programme
are more involved in the sessions, prompting the children,
supporting them to listen, to work as a team, take turns,
etc. While there are activities that allow the coach to step
back, children at this age (6 to 8 years old) struggle with
co-operation and need support to actively listen to their
friends. Withthe older groups, itisimportant to encourage
the group to be independent from the start, making their
own rules and contract, allowing the children to ‘own’ the
group. While coaches can frame each section they want
to achieveinthe session, oldergroups cancomplete tasks
on theirown.

With both age groups, it has been recognised that it is
impossible for an individual coach to meet every child’s
needs in the group on their own. A co-worker is essential
to the running of the group, with an agreement between
coaches drawn up that outlines the main tasks that each
person takes on, and names communication styles,
difficulties and strengths, supports needed etc. Other
observations and useful guidance identified for the whole
class approachinclude:

Children like to talk about personal things going on

in theirown lives and often use Friendship Group as a
place to discuss these eachweek so at the beginning
of each session, allow the children some time to talk
about the week before. Support children to use the
snack time orredirect them to the end of the session
forany further discussions.

For the first two weeks of group you will identify
children that will need extra support to engage. Make
sure to position yourself next to them, and gently
reassure them with a hand on the shoulder to support
them to calm and wait their turn.

Itis ok to forget your piece aslong as you ask your
‘friend’, aka co-worker, for help. This demonstrates
good teamwork and friendship.


https://www.barnardos.ie/our-services/work-in-schools/roots-of-empathy/
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Role modelling is very important throughout this
programme so role play often. During role plays, use
situations that are real and relevant to the childrenin
the group. Childrenrelate better when they think the
role playisreal.

Smile often, use eye contact, and have a giggle

with your co-worker and children. A friendly, relaxed
approach helps children to relax and open up to the
learning.

Know what the goalis for each session and stick toit,
otherwise you may get side tracked by otherissues
the children bring up.

While the sessions are scripted, use your own
language. Sometimes children are not familiar with
some of the dialogue in the original programme so
change this to suit theirneeds.

With the younger groups in particular:

Get familiar with the games and make sure to
understand the purpose of them, otherwise children
getconfused and don‘t engage. Some appear
complicated on paper but are easy when you see
them acted out.

While itis important to be well prepared for each
session, you need to be able to adapt quickly, for
example, suggesting an alternative game if the
children don‘t respond positively to the game that was
planned.

Make sure sessions are interactive. For example, when
reading the stories, don‘t sit with the book facing

you andread, either show the picture while you read
orhave the book on the floor with everyone sitting
around it while you read.

With the older age groups:

Animportant aspect of coachinginthe older

group is role modelling and supporting positive
communication such as active listening, positive body
language, and active participation. While you are
there to support, itis ok to allow the group to discuss
difficult situations on their own and work throughiit.
Don‘ttry and 'fix it forthem. The coach’sroleis to
make sure itis done respectfully, everyone has a voice
andislistened too, and feelings are acknowledged
and supported.

References

Conclusion

The provision of adequate and comprehensive training
for coaches, as well as ongoing supports, is an important
factor in the successful implementation of the group.
It is essential for the success of Friendship Groups that
coaches understand the conceptual and theoretical
framework underpinning the programme. This, coupled
with a clear understanding of the needs of the children
participatinginthe group, means coaches can ensure that
the Friendship Group is the appropriate intervention for
the nominated children.

Barnardos experience has been that the vast majority of
children who have partaken in the programme have loved
the sessions. Most children develop positive relationships
with their peers in their group and find that, through their
newly found skills, they are able to form new friendships in
their daily lives. The group can be challenging and children
will struggle at times with the new social skills they are
learning but, as problem solving is a core focus of the
sessions, they will find a way to work through any issues
that arise.
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HoW' Can Teachers Prorhote
Peer Engagement within
Early Childhood Classrooms‘?
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Dr. Michelle Taylor, Associate Professor of Child Development and Family Studies,
California State University, Long Beach USA

Introduction

Children’s social-emotional skills lay the foundation for all future learning. One primary
way that children acquire these important skills is by practising them with peers at school.
Peer engagement refers to how frequently children interact with one another and the level
of skill they demonstrate in those interactions (Downer et al., 2010). During the preschool
years, children are capable of having fun and cooperating with peers, initiating and
leading peer interactions, and communicating with peers to express themselves and
accomplish their goals (see Bukowski et al., 2018). With appropriate support, preschool
classrooms can provide children with productive opportunities to practise their peer
interaction skills during play and academically oriented tasks. However, there is wide
variability in peer engagement across classrooms (Howes & Wishard Guerra, 2004; Howes
etal., 2008; Howes et al., 2011), and it is unclear which specific teaching practices actually
promote peer engagement at school (Curby et al., 2014).
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This article gives an overview of findings from a research
study that explored the relationship between classroom-
level teacher-child interactions and individual children’s
peer engagement within preschool classrooms in the
United States (Taylor et al., 2023). The research focused
on three unique categories of interactions teachers have
with children: responsive caregiving, management and
routines, and cognitive facilitation.

Theprimaryaimofthe studywastounderstandmore about
therole teachers play in supporting young children’s peer
engagement at school. The research explored teacher-
child interactions (an indicator of classroom quality in
the United States) as they related to children’s observed
sociability, assertiveness, and communication with peers.
Information was collected from over 200 classrooms
of teachers participating in a larger
development study. Trained observers documented the
frequency and quality of teacher-child interactions and

peerengagement ontwo separate visits. Eachvisit lasted

professional

approximately four hours. Below is a summary of the main
findings and suggestions for how this information can be
used toimprove teaching and learning.

Modeling Positive Interactions

Ourresearch emphasises the critical role early childhood
teachers play in setting the stage for positive peer
engagement within classrooms. Specifically, study
resultsindicate alink betweenwarm, sensitive, responsive
caregiving present across all teacher-child interactions
and positive peer engagement. When teachers know
children well and can respond to children’s cues with the
appropriate degree of support, they create a classroom
climate characterised by warmth and respect, positive
interactions, and low conflict. In turn, this models positive
social behaviour and contributes to the development of
positive relationships at school.

Teachers can model positive interactions by greeting
children using their names, sharing positive emotional
with  children,
conversations to learn about children’s interests and
family life, and by engaging in effective communication
and problem solving in the classroom. A large body of
research has linked teachers’ use of these responsive
behaviours with the quality of children’s peerinteractions
(Howes, 2000; Howes & Ritchie, 2002; Howes, 2010;
Yudron & Jones, 2016). When early childhood teachers
enact such behaviours, they are better able to provide
effective guidance and model appropriate social
interactions for children (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009),

experiences engaging in social

2]

thus creating a classroom environment conducive to
positive socialexchangesbetweenteachersand children,
and among peers.

Balancing Structure and
Flexibility

Findingsfromourresearchstudysuggesthighlystructured
classrooms may not allow for the time and space
necessary to engage in a high level of peer engagement.
Specifically, we found that when the content and focus of
teacher-child interactions was classroom management
and routines, children were less likely to engage with
peers. While the goal of classroom management is to
organise children’s classroom experience and maintain
a well-functioning environment, children’s behaviour in
the United States is often managed externally via teacher
control, resulting in few naturally occurring opportunities
for children to practise self-control (Durkin et al., 2022).
This can result in fewer opportunities for positive peer
engagement.

Teachers can use these findings to create environments
that are both structured and flexible. An important
component of overseeing the classroom context
is managing children’s time and creating varied
opportunities for learning across tasks and settings
each classroom day. Research on peer interactions
emphasises child-directed contexts that provide ample
time and opportunities for play as critical for peer
engagement (Fuligni et al., 2012; Vitiello et al., 2012).
Teachers are also paramount when it comes to creating
and nurturing the classroom culture including how
children should treat one another (Waters & Bateman,
2015), and providing positive guidance during peer
interactions that promotes skill building, sustained
interactions, and positive relationships (Farmer et al.,
2017).

Optimising Instructional
Opportunities

Our research highlights the importance of the content
and focus of instructional interactions for children’s peer
engagement. In classrooms with teachers who engaged
in higherlevels of cognitive facilitation, children displayed
higher levels of peer engagement. In these classrooms,
teachers intentionally support children’s meaningful
discovery by building on their prior knowledge and

engaging in frequent conversations, self-directed



Childlinks ISSUE?22024

discovery, and higher order thinking (Pianta et al., 1999;
Mayer, 2002). The interactions teachers provide via
cognitive facilitation are inherently flexible and interactive
in nature, allowing for increased child engagement both
with teachers and peers.

This type of teaching and learning closely aligns with
guided play, a teaching approach conducive to positive
peerengagement.AccordingtoWeisbergandcolleagues
(2013), guided play represents a middle ground
between pedagogy that is heavily focused on academic
instruction and that which represents completely open-
ended free play. Instead, teachers initiate a playful
activity with specific learning goals for children but allow
children to direct their own learning through play with the
ability to reach goals in their own way. During the peer
play, teachers provide social scaffolding by providing
an unobtrusive supportive presence, commenting on
children’s meaningful discoveries, modeling new ways
to play, playing themselves, and asking children open-
ended questions (Weisberg et al., 2013). This guided
play approach has been linked to a range of learning and

22

CHILDREN'S PEER RELATIONSHIPS

developmental outcomes including increased language
and literacy, math, and social emotional gains (Burts et al.,
1992; Fisheretal.,2013; Han et al., 2010).

Conclusion

This research highlights the important role that adults play
in supporting young children’s peer engagement within
classrooms. Findings suggest that appropriate support
for peer engagement must include a balance between
creating warm, sensitive, well-managed classrooms in
conjunction with high levels of instructionally supportive
interactions that allow children to actively participate in
learning. Guided play is one potential way early childhood
programmes can support children’s meaningful
discovery while supporting positive peer engagement.
This study provides a strong rationale forincluding a more
intentional focus on how classrooms can “set the stage”
for peer interactions, as well as the need for intentional
teaching aimed at promoting and maintaining positive
peer engagement within classrooms for all children.
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Introduction

Babies and young children learn and develop not only through the relationships they have
with their main carers and educators, and through their explorations of the environment
around them, but also by engaging and playing with other children. Young children learn
a great dedl from each other, ‘they learn how to share, to engage in reciprocal interactions
(e.g., taking turns, giving and receiving), to take the needs and desires of others into
account, and to manage their own impulses’ (Shonkoff et. al, 2004, p.1). Social competence,
together with emotional well-being, provides a strong foundation for emerging cognitive
abilities, and the skills needed to make and maintain friendships, such as learning how to
understand and regulate emotions, how to be patient and listen, how to share, take turns,
solve problems and get on with others, are all key for lifelong well-being.
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Relationships engage childrenin the human
community in ways that help them define who
they are, what they can become, and how and why
they are important to other people....establishing
successful relationships with adults and other
children provides a foundation of capacities that
children will use for a lifetime.

(Shonkoff et. al, 2004, p.1)

Babies have afundamental need to be able to trustin their
caregivers to keep them safe. With this trust and a sense
of security, ababy willbeginto develop the confidence to
explore, discover and learn about the world around them.
The foundations of friendship skills are laid down during
the early interactions a baby has with their first carers
and, like other skills, they take time and need support to
develop.

Following on from the most important basis formed at
home, in a quality Early Childhood Education and Care
(ECEC) environment, young children will learn about how
to relate to others, respond to challenges, regulate their
behaviour and emotions, and develop their social skills
and their confidence in the context of caring, responsive
relationships. This is best supported by well-structured
experiences with peer interactions, and opportunities
to play with familiar and compatible peers (Phillips &
Shonkoff, 2000). Early years educators can work in
partnership with parents to support children to thrive
socially and emotionally, and to make and maintain
friendships with other children.

Friendship

Often, when talking about friendships between young
children, many adults use the word friend to describe any
child of a similar age who a young child plays with or near.
Just aswe choose our own friends as adults, itisimportant
that we recognise and value the special relationships
that children choose for themselves. Friendships are very
important for children as they enhance a child’s sense of
belonging and security and reduce stress. Having friends
brings happiness, well-being and self-confidence, and
promotes a positive outlook. Children also learn and play
more competently with friends rather than with casual
acquaintances or unfamiliar peers, where they have to
deal with the social challenges of interacting (Shonkoff
et.al,2004,p.1).

A key component of Siolta, the National Quality
Framework for Early Childhood Education, is that ECEC
settings make provision to ensure that children can form
and sustain secure relationships with others, including
friendships with other children.

Friendship amongst young children should not be
underestimated, particularly in out-of-home settings.
Adults need to foster children’s friendships between
the children they care for as these relationships act to
enhance the child’s self-esteem and self-worth.

(CECDE, 2005, p.37)

Early Development of Social
Skills

As with any relationship, the ability to communicate and
interact well is very important for the development of
friendships between young children. Newborn babies
come into the world ready to begin communicating, and
all of the relationships and interactions they have help to
build a foundation for skills in relating with other people
and, later, forming friendships. To support children’s
friendships in ECEC settings, there needs to be an
understanding of what can be expected from children’s
interactions with other children at different ages and
stages of development.!

For very young babies, the relationship with their main
carer and educator is what is most important. This
relationship has alifelong impact and all of a child’s future
relationships are built on this early model.

Babies are interested in one another from as early as two
months of age, at around six months they engage with
familiar and unfamiliar children in different ways, and by
nine to 12 months babies begin to imitate each other. They
imitate to make a social connection with their peers, to
initiate interactions, and to create shared understanding.
At around the age of one, children will interact with other
children through body language and take the lead from
what other children are doing. Importantly, children aged
between one and two seem to find it easier to play with the
children they play with often (Howes, 1996). Children of this
age have not yet learned to share and find sharing difficult.
Very young children who cannot speak can show their
frustration or anger by hitting or grabbing if they cannot

1 Itisimportant torecognise that children are individuals who do not all develop at the same rate, so the age ranges given here are

justageneral guide.
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have a toy they wish to have. When they are in a group,
having aplentifulandvaried supply of openendedtoysand
materials helps to prevent difficulties between children.

The more relaxed children are around other children, the
more likely they will enjoy having other children around to
play near. Sharing reading and story time in pairs or small
groups is a great way for very young children to enjoy
calm, happy playtime in the company of other children
and comfortably side by side with an adult.

From around the age of two years, children begin to learn
how to take turns with toys and to share. These skills are
only just developing so there will inevitably be some
difficulties and children need practice and experience.
This can be provided by playing turn-taking games with
children and modelling sharing and the language of
sharing.

Younger children tend to be drawn to others who enjoy
playing similar games or with the same toys or materials.
As theirinterests change, they may also change who they
want to play with.

Educators and parents of young children should keep the
following in mind about toddlers and friendship (Kiehl,
2015):

Toddlers need time to form friendships - they need
to have many opportunities to interact with the same
children toreally getto know them and they need
unstructured time to play together.

Toddlers choose their own friends - they choose
their friends through shared interests during play and
personal qualities that appeal to them.

Toddlers demonstrate their friendship by imitating
each other - toddler friends imitate each otherin
play and signal their relationship by using identical
objects.

Toddlers miss their friends when they are gone - years
of careful observation of toddler friends showed that
they went through a grieving process when a friend
moved to another town or to anotherroomin an early
childhood setting.

Toddlers vary in how they interact with others - while
some toddlers are outgoing and make friends easily,
others are quieter and tend to watch others before
they make a friend.

Toddler friendships should be respected and
honoured - toddler friendships deserve the same
amount of attention and respect that the friendships
of older children and adults are given.

26

From around three years old children begin to interact
more with other children and they start learning to
negotiate sharing. They need lots of opportunities with
other children to practise these skills. They also need
adultstostaynearbyforwhentheyfind sharingparticularly
difficult, forexample, at times they are tired or stressed or
are expected to share something they particularly like.
Children of this age can usually name the children they
most like to play with.

It is not usually until children are around four years old
that they can learn how to take another’s perspective
or to imagine the world from someone else’s point of
view. By the age of four most children know who their
friends are. They will, however, have ups and downs in
their friendships. Books and stories can help children with
learning about things that might arise in friendships such
as understanding and accepting difference, being kind,
taking turns, sharing and solving problems in positive
ways.

Children of preschool age need space and freedom to
develop relationships without the constant intervention
of adults. It is important to observe children to know
when it might be a good time to interrupt to encourage
language use, ask questions or extend their thinking, and
when it may be better not to interrupt and just see what
childrendo togetherand where theirinteraction might go.
It is important for educators to continuously reflect and
learn how and when to intervene. For example, educator
intervention may be helpful to support children with
disabilities during play to help them build relationships
with their peers (Jarvis, 2023).
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Supporting Young Children's
Social Skills

To develop and maintain friendships, a child needs to be
able to be aware of not only how they themselves feel, but
also how their friend might be feeling in a given moment.
It takes time for childrento learntorecognise, understand
and manage feelings and emotions. Talking with children
about emotions can help this process, particularly when
emotions are discussed with children in context, either
when a child is experiencing a particular emotion directly
orthey canseethatacharacterinastory they are enjoying
is experiencing a particular emotion. This is best done at
a time when everyone is relatively calm. Chatting casually
over meals or reading a book together can help young
children to be calm and to reflect on their own feelings
and those of others.

All children need to feel like they belong, that they are
safe and that their culture and language, and their family
and identity is respected. Feelings of belonging to a
group supports self-esteem and overall social skills and
relationships. It is hard to make friends and build healthy,
strongrelationships when we feel threatened or not seen,
orlikewe donotbelong.ltisimportantto facilitate asense
of belonging together between children of different
races, languages, family backgrounds, traditions and
cultures. Shared experiences, like dancing and singing
together, can help children feel more alike and build
cooperation and sharing (Jarvis, 2023).

ltisimportantalsotonurture the development of empathy
in children. The ability to imagine how someone else
might be feeling in a particular situation and to respond
with care is a very complex skill to develop. Children can
be supported to be able to look at a particular situation
(e.g. another child saying goodbye to their parent) and
imagine how they themselves might feel in that situation,
and, therefore, how the other child might be feeling. They
canbe encouragedto think about what might comfort the
other child (e.g. offering to play with them) by modelling
and making the most of ‘teachable moments’ when they
occur.
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Modelling positive interactions helps children develop
theircommunication skills and their ability to connect with
other children. Having two-way conversations with young
childrenencouragesthe talking andlistening skillsthatare
so important for friendships while modelling pro-social
behaviour when interacting with others helps children
to develop social skills such as taking turns, listening,
sharing, asking for something, and speaking kindly.

For some children who do not know how to join others in
play, it may be necessary to model some interactions to
help children connect with one another and encourage
playing together. This can include modelling strategies
forsolving problems, sharing materials, keeping calm, and
language for talking about feelings or ways to respond.
Children can be encouraged to be kind and friendly to
other children by modelling fairness and respect in all
interactions with others. Inclusiveness can be supported
by acknowledging that everyone is different, and helping
children to learn about and understand difference. The
actions of characters in picture books can also act as
models for how to behave in certain situations and how
to communicate with others, and may give children some
ideas that they could try for themselves.

Young children need alot of support to develop the ability
to share. Forexample:

Teaching children by modelling how to ask nicely,
‘Please can | play with that when you're finished?’, and
respond politely, ‘I'll have it for two more minutes and
thenyoucanhaveaturn’.

Checking how they might feel about sharing, ‘Are you
worried that youwon’t get it back?’

Discussing options for settling disputes, ‘How about
swappingin alittle while?’

Pointing out examples of good sharing, ‘Giving
Saoirse that toy when she asked forit was very kind.’
Notimmediately steppinginif childrenarein

conflict over sharing something, and giving theman
opportunity to try to sort it out on their own first.

It is important to always consider the age and stage of
development of the children. For example, three-year-
olds might find sharing activities easier to do in pairs,
while four-year-olds might be able to work well together
inagroup.
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Creating a Friendly
Environment

Relationships can be promoted among young children

by observing the friendships that children are making,

considering these during transition planning and

organising the environment to support their friendships.

As outlined in Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum

Framework (NCCA, 2009), the environment can be

set up so that there are lots of opportunities for social

play, particularly in the pretend play area and outdoors,

and plenty of space, materials and time provided for

children to play together. Other ways to ensure the ECEC

environment promotes friendshipsinclude:

© Planning pair and small group projects.

© Encouraging children to help each other during their
activities, play and routines.

© Helping children share skills and knowledge with each
other.

© Encouraging and acknowledging spontaneous
co-operative efforts made by the children.

© Talking with children about the time they spend
together.

© Teaching and encouraging children to play
co-operative games.

CHILDREN'S PEER RELATIONSHIPS

Difficulties in Friendships

Sometimes children may not have had enough of the
positive early learning experiences they need to give
themthevocabulary,communicationandsocialskillsthat
are soimportant for theirlearning and for making friends.
ECEC settings have a valuable opportunity to provide
children with experiences that can make a significant
difference for theirlearning and development.

Children have different temperaments and this affects
how comfortable they are in groups. Very young
children, more reserved children and highly sensitive
children will generally prefer to play in pairs or smaller
groups and need to be allowed time to observe before
being expected to join in activities, especially in larger
groups. Children also need to be allowed time to play by
themselves sometimes rather than always be expected
tojoinin.

It is inevitable that conflicts will arise among young
children as they learn to interact, share and negotiate
with other children. Working things out when there
are disagreements or difficulties sharing can often be
challenging for young children. By anticipating conflict,
adults can come to the assistance of frustrated children
and help them to find solutions.

Observing children closely and documenting their
everyday interactions helps to tune into their individual
strengths and learning needs, and identify their interests,
the skills they are struggling with, and the learning they are
ready for.
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Conclusion

Young children experience their world as an
environment of relationships, and these

relationships affect virtually all aspects of their

development.
(Shonkoff et. al, 2004, p.1)

Supporting young children to develop the skKills
needed to build and maintain friendships is
not a once-off activity and takes thought
and understanding on the part of all of the
adults in their lives. All children experience
ups and downs with their friendships.
Acknowledging their feelings and helping
them to think about why their friends
might be behaving in a particular way
can help children manage friendship
problems as does talking with
them about what qualities and
actions show that someone is a
good friend. To support children,
early years educators and parents
should communicate daily about the
child’s relationships, activities, interests
and development, maintaining open
communication and being sensitive to the
child’s individual needs.
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Children, Anxiety and
Peer Relationships

Dr Richard Hogan, Family Psychotherapist and Author

Children and Anxiety

Working with teenagers for many years, I have seen different issues come and go. While
some remain the same, the majority of issues facing teenagers ten years ago are not
the same as they are today. With smartphones and recommender systems that filter the
information we are shown online having so fully gripped the world of the adolescent,
there are some new pressing issues. The biggest issue facing children and teenagers
today is anxiety. While anxiety has always been an issue among teenagers, there is no
doubt that we are in the age of teenage anxiety, and it has even become a part of their
lexicon, That's just my anxiety’. The question we have to ask ourselves as clinicians,
policy makers, educators and parents is, why are our children so anxious?
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Out of all the issues facing our children, anxiety seems
to be the one that grips them the most. Why is that? We
have never before had such awareness and discussion
around mental health issues in our schools, messages
about mental health are ubiquitous. That would all be
fine if the curve on teenage anxiety was showing signs
of decrease but the opposite is the case. | think it is
accurate to say, anxiety is the modern epidemic among
our children and teenagers. Of course, children today
have much to be anxious about. They have experienced
a global health crisis with the pandemic, climate change
threatens their future, economic stress and the housing
crisis threatens their ability to go off into the world and
become independent like their parents, and wars in
Ukraine and Gaza are nightly images of destruction and
devastation. Al too, we are told, is going to change the
worldirrevocably.

Weneedtolookathowwe are going about the promotion
of mental health and think about the messages we
are giving our children. As a species we are incredibly
suggestible. | had a teenage girl in my clinic tell me
recently that she never heard of self-harm until someone
mentioned it at a talkin her school and then she tried it. If
we keep mentioning mental health issues to children and
suggest what they could possibly be suffering with, we
willhave a surge in children presenting with dysphoria.

| am not suggesting for a moment that we go back to
the dark ages of mental health with people not knowing
what is happening to them or suffering in silence, but we
do need to reconsider the information that we are giving
our children, and ensure that the mental health message
includes positive psychology. The message currently
being givenis, ‘It’s okay not to be okay’, which isimportant
as it takes the stigma out of experiencing a low mood or
dip in our psychology, but we also need to include the
message, ‘It's okay to be okay’. In fact, okay is what most
of us are all the time. The human brain isn’t really designed
for persistent elation, it is more designed to worry and
figure out what threatis around us.

Children Online

With the arrival of smartphones and endless internet
access we have placed constant distraction and
misinformation in our children’s hands. They are told
by mental health influencers on social media platforms
that they should constantly feel amazing. They should
constantly ‘check in’ with themselves. Imagine if you
thought about how you felt every second of the day, how
do you imagine you would feel? Teenagers are young
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denizens of this constant mental health world, surrounded
by mental health messages and often accessing the most
dramatic, most extreme information online rather than the
most reasonable or safe information. If a child is having
a dip in their mental health, very quickly everything they
consume becomes drenched in negative information.
The way out of a depressive episode is feeling connected
to your family and friends. Connection is vital to improve
Smartphones
life activities and

negative
disconnect teenagers from
connections.

intrapsychic  experiences.

real

Children today are also subjected to messages from
online influencers telling them they have to be constantly
productive to achieve anything in life, however, nothing
could be further from the truth. When children and
teenagers come to me and sit in my clinic, | ask them,
‘Out of 10, how do you feel?’, and they will often respond,
‘About 4’. They think that | am going to be surprised with
how low they feel, there are 6 missing after all. When | tell
them that 4 is a good enough score, they are shocked. |
tellthem ‘It’s okay to be okay’, and that most of us only feel
about 4 or 5 most of the time, sometimes we are higher
and sometimes even lower, but in general we feel about 4
or 5. limmediately see the tension lift from their shoulders
as what | am telling them is in stark contrast to what they
have been told online. If we expect to be feeling amazing
every day, we will feel even worse when we inevitably wake
up one morning and don’t feel so good. When I'm talking
with students about mental health, my message is very
simply, ‘When you are feeling good, what are you doing?
Do more of that.’

It is vitally important that children are given the message
about positive thinking, so when they have a low period
theyreacttoitin ahealthy way.
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Resilience and Peer
Reinforcement

We cannot live without having anxious moments in our
lives, it is essentially a warning system that keeps us
alive. If that warning system is firing all the time, however,
professional intervention may be required to figure out
why itisin a heightened state and how to calm it down and
have a betterrelationship withit.

Anxiety is caused when a perceived threat of an unknown
future event is viewed consciously or otherwise by a
person who believes they do not have the competency to
meet that event. Children need to have some experiences
of overcoming adversity to know that whatever tomorrow
may bring, they will be able to manage it. When that is
missing, children are anxious. It would be like needing to
getto adestination quickly, and having a map to get there,
but parts of the map are missing. The situation would
provoke an anxious response because we would know
that we don’t have all the information to get to where we
want. The antidote to anxiety is teaching our children that
they do have agency and they do have competency.

Being resilient doesn’t mean that a person doesn’'t get
anxious like everyone else, or never has bad days, it simply
means that they talk to themselves in a more positive
way when those bad moments occur. They understand
that bad moments are transient and will pass. When | was
interviewing students who had low levels of resilience,
they shared a commonality in that they all selectively
abstracted bad moments and made them a gestalt,
a whole of their experience. They miss a penalty and
immediately decide, ‘I'm crap at football’; they have a fight
with a friend and think, ‘No one likes me’. They internally
attribute every negative experience they have, whereas a
child with higher levels of resilience externally attributes
negative experiences. A bad exam, ‘It was tough’; a
missed penalty, ‘I'll get it next time’; a fight with a friend,
‘It’sjust afight, we’llmake up soon’. Their ability to reframe
negative experiences is more sophisticated than a child
who struggles.

When I'm sitting with a child who is being bullied, for
example, and listening to their experience, the first
thing | try to do is to hear how they have internalised this
experience. Children have an uncanny ability to make
everything their fault. They come to see the reason why
theyhave beenbullied as theresult of something they have
doneorbecausetheyare‘odd’,a‘nerd’ or‘annoying’. They
rarely blame the person who is attempting to victimise
them. When | am working with a child who has a negative
internal voice | help them to see the error of their thinking.
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The famous German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, says,
‘When the premise is wrong the conclusions will always
be wrong’. The premise here is that it is the child being
bulliedis at fault, so all the conclusions they come to about
themselves and the reason why they have been targeted
willalways beincorrectand cause huge suffering. Itis often
a striking moment in therapy when they realise they have
beenholdingsuchfalse premisesaboutthemselves. When
a child understands that it is the person who is targeting
them or excluding them that has the issue and not them,
it allows the truth of the situation to emerge, which gives
power back to the child. To support a child who is being
bullied, the first thing we must do is to fight the impulse
to problem solve the issue for them. We should listen to
the child’s experience without becoming emotional, and
help the child with their negative internalised voice, taking
time and asking leading questions like, ‘When does he/she
say those negative things?’ ‘Why do you think he/she says
it when everyone is there?’” ‘Why does he/she use those
words to try and hurt you?’ “‘Why are those words hurtful?’
These kinds of questions allow us to understand how
the child is speaking to themselves about the situation,
and helps us to show them both the error in their thinking
and that they have power in this dynamic. Once they
understand that it's not their fault and they have power
in this situation it can help them to view things in a more
positive way and make them more resilient.

Resilience is really found in a child’s connection to their
peers, family and wider community. Teenagers can be
quite reticent and sullen, but they crave connection, they
crave interaction with their peers and family. Brain regions
associated with peer reinforcement and attention are
more sensitive during adolescence than any other time
in our life span. So, peer reinforcement is vital for the
healthy development of a human being. Children need to
be with peers to make sense of who they are in relation
to others and this is often missing. Being on games
or connected through social media does not create
those peer bounds that are so important for healthy
maturation and development of self. Being isolated and
up in a dark bedroom all day does not create the bonds
so desperately needed for developing an understanding
of self and resilience. Itis out there in play and interaction
with peers that children learn how to regulate and manage
their emotions. If we want less anxious children, we have
to rethink how we talk with them about mental health and
allow them to some experience of adversity so they have
the memory of overcoming challenges. If we did this, |
believe we would see a remarkable shift in the current
surge inanxious children.
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Introduction

Children’s friendships can provide a variety of positive outcomes for holistic learning

and development (Daniels et al, 2010; Hedges & Cooper, 2017). However, friendships

can often be overlooked due to busy routines, curriculum demands (Carter & Nutbrown,

2016) and even uncertainty about how to support children. This article focuses upon

how young children select their friends, and how teachers and educators can use these

insights to support the making and maintaining of children'’s friendships. I will draw upon

examples from my own research to illustrate how 5 and 6-year-olds navigate friendship

selection in a school context.

The Importance of Young
Children’s Friendships

Friendships are often children’s first voluntary
relationships (Rose et al, 2022) and are of significant
interest to children (Unicef, 2011). Friendships can provide
positive outcomes, including opportunities for learning
social skills, positive academic outcomes and fostering a
sense of belonging (Nix et al, 2013; Rogoff, 2003). Having

quality friendships is also associated with higher self-
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esteem and can reduce the possibility of feeling lonely
and anxious(Samaraetal,2020). Therefore, itisimportant
that we understand more about children’s friendships and
how to support them.

It is particularly pertinent that we pay more attention
to children’s friendships in a post Covid era. Children
experiencedanunprecedented phenomenon, where many
children were affected socially and emotionally (Carter et
al,2023; Pascal et al, 2020). During Covid, the importance
of friends for children’s holistic learning, development and
wellbeing became acutely evident. Paediatricians were
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calling for restrictions to be eased so children could play
and socialise normally (Grant, 2021). The impact of this
period cannot be underestimated, and it is essential that
friendship is kept on the agenda (Carter, 2024).

lacknowledge that children’s friendshipsinvolve nuanced
and complex processes and justice to these cannot be
done here. Therefore, this article will focus on one aspect
of children’s friendships: how children select friends.

Selecting Friends

Before children make friends a process of selection takes
place. Research into how children select their friendships
has previously taken place in the field of psychology
and with adolescence (Ojanen et al, 2010; Dijkstra et al,
2013). Adolescents select friends for a variety of different
reasons including popularity and high educational
aspirations (Bravo, 2022; Lorenz, 2021). Less research
has been conducted into how young children select their
friends. One of the few available studies noted that young
children made specific friendships selections (Wang
et al, 2019), whilst other research found that children
were drawn to those with similar preferences (Fawcett
& Markson, 2010). The research outlined below asked
young children directly how they selected their friend(s).

The Research

My research (Carter, 2023) took place in a large multi-
cultural infant school (4-7 years) in the North of England.
Seven Year 1 children (5- & 6-year-olds) participated in
the study. Yearlis associated with the start of compulsory
educationinEngland andis typically recognised as having
feweropportunitiestolearnthroughplayincomparisonto
the previous reception year (4- & 5-year-olds). Playtime
and lunchtime, where children can play freely, therefore
become important times and spaces as play is integral to
children’s friendships.

Children’s voices were central to this project. The
research design was grounded in the knowledge that
young children can “express their views, feelings and
wishes in all matters affecting them” (Article 12, United
Nations, 1989). This research listened to children’s
everyday friendship experiences to begin to explore how
friendships can be supported. It is important to listen
to children’s perspectives and opinions because it is
likely that adults and children will have different priorities
(Brogaard-Clausen & Robson, 2019). If we genuinely want
to support then we need to listen, learn from children and
allow suggestions to be made.
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To talk to the children, | used small world play interviews.
These interviews were inspired by the Mosaic Approach
(Clark, 2017) and included a small playground ‘Playmobil’
sceneforthechildrenandtheresearchertoengageinplay
together. During the play the researcher asked questions
inrole, so the process was close to everyday practice and
non-threatening for children. Two interviews took place
across two terms. Each interview was approximately 30
mins in duration and were audio recorded.

There are important ongoing ethical considerations
needed when children participate in research. This
started with gaining ethical approval from the University,
followed by visits to the schoolto get to know the children
and develop rapport (Barley, 2021). Informed consent
was obtained from gatekeepers, parents/guardians and
children. For children, the information about the project
was shared verbally and in a written and pictorial format
appropriate for children to understand. To make sure that
children wanted to participate on each occasion, at the
beginning of each session | ensured there was ‘assent’
from the children (Ericsson & Boyd, 2017). The children
were made aware that this was not schoolwork, and they
had a choice to participate, come at another time or opt
out completely (Heath et al,2007; Carter, 2023).

During both interviews, | was aware of the power
imbalance between myself and the child (Coady, 2010).
To address the power imbalance,
played with the small playground and ‘Playmobil’ figures
alone. Some children involved me in their play from the
start, whilst with others | entered the play slowly and

initially children

cautiously through some ‘in role’ dialogue to see if my
involvement was welcomed. One child showed through
body language that they did not want to play so their
wishes were respected. Pseudonyms were used for all
participants and any names of other children referred to
during the interviews.

How did children select their friends?

The children noted three important stages to their
friendship selection.

B Selectionin action
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D Pre-selection

The first stage of selecting a friend was pre-selection. This involved a period for children to survey and
observe the playground and decide who might be an appropriate peer to approach. Once children
had spent some time surveying the playground, then they started to apply a selection criterion to
select or eliminate who to play with. This criteria is outlined in the table below.

b Selection criteria

Children used specific criteria for selecting who to play with and befriend as outlined in Table 1 below.

CHILDREN'S PEER RELATIONSHIPS

Table 1: Selection criteria used by the children.

Selection Criteria

Child Voice

Description of each Criterion

for Selection

if you're nice to somebody they all
want to be your friend.”

Presence at the start of Elsa: “Go out quickly at playtime... Childrenfelt that being outon

playtimes If people are already playing you the playground quickly made
canask, ‘Canljoininplease?’. being selected forgames
Sometimes they say no orpretend | easier. If games were already
they can’t hearyou..Akind orlonely | established, it was harder to gain
person might say yes.” accesstoplay.

Nice and Kind Nancy: “By beingkind and, because | All the children stated they

would look for children who were
‘playing nicely’ and being kind.

Strengths and Interests

Theo: “Because he might be a good
footballer.”

Being good at something and/or
having a shared interest.

play withit.”

Theo: “He might show his new
skateboard.”

Appearance Nancy: “Because he mightlook Physical appearance and
abitbabyish and wants to play behaviour were criterion, e.g., if
babyish things..they might notlike | theyliked the clothes a child was
his clothes.” wearing that would influence

their selection orif a child was
‘babyish’ this would potentially
eliminate them.

Toys and objects Henry: “She’s gotakite andhe can | Toys and objects were used to

persuade selected children to
play or children with objects or
toys were selected so children
could also play with the toys too.

B Selectionin action

Oncechildrenhadselectedafriendtherewasaperiod of hesitationandtrepidationaboutapproaching
that child or children because approaching a child has the potential for rejection. It is important that
teachers and educators have awareness of the courage involved when instigating a friendship and
consider ways to support children to manage rejection.
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Implications for Practice

We can use this knowledge about how children make selections to support friendships. It is not
onlyimportant tolisten to what children say but to also reflect on this and adapt practice wherever
possible, as shownin Table 2. This process will support children to navigate their friendships.

Table 2: Key messages from children and potential action.

Children Said:

(i) Theyneedtobeout
onthe playground
straight away at the
beginning of playtime
They need time and
space to decide who
to play with.

Let children go out promptly at playtime and make alternative
provision for fruit and toilet time.

Preserve playtime wherever possible. Allow time for children
to have agency in their friendships and be available for support
whenrequested.

Therefore, We Should Reflect Upon...Adapt Practice..

Friendships are
important.

(i)

friendships.

Teachers/Educators who have knowledge of peer culture, e.g.,
approaching a potential friend.

Teachers/Educators who value and respect children’s

Teachers/Educators who support children to manage rejection.

(iii) Theylook forchildren | Gettoknow children’sinterests and funds of knowledge
who have specific (Chesworth, 2016). Teachers/Educators can act as brokers for
interests or strengths. children’s friendships by sharing this knowledge.

(iv) They pick friends Pick up on aspects of friendship where direct teaching can
based on appearances | take place inwhole class PSHE (personal, social, health and
(e.g. clothes). economic) sessions with a specific focus oninclusion.

(v) Theyusetoysand Introduce alocal policy where children can bring in small pocket
objectsto select toys/objects to play with at playtime.
friends.

Conclusion

This research used innovative small world play interviews
with children to examine how children selected their
friends. The findings draw attention to the everyday
practices and challenges of navigating friendship. The
children revealed three stages of selection, namely: pre-
selection, application of aselectioncriteriaand selection
inaction. Time and space are needed forallthree of these
stages. It is acknowledged that this can be a challenge
for teachers and educators under pressure to deliver
frameworks, curricula, and progress outcomes. That
said, time and space for friendship needs to be carved
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out as friendship is important and provides positive
outcomes, including for happiness and wellbeing (Taylor,
2015), which are essential ingredients for good mental
health. Indeed, children’s friendships have become even
more significant in a post-Covid era (Lariviere-Bastien
et al, 2022; Carter et al, 2023; Pascal et al, 2020; Pascal
& Bertram, 2021). | therefore hope this article provides
schools and settings with the opportunity for further
dialogue andreflection around how to support children’s
friendships.
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