
Strategies to Support Children in Developing Friendships

Ways to teach children friendship skills include teaching the concept, modeling appropriate behavior,  providing practice opportunities with feedback, and supporting children’s use of the behavior in context. 

Modeling:   Modeling can include adults or peers demonstrating the friendship skill or video based modeling with short vignettes of children engaging in friendly behavior (Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1997). Often, it is effective to model both examples and non-examples followed by opportunities for correct responding. There are four guiding principles of effective role-play modeling strategies:

· Use invisible support, that is, call on the child who you are confident will model the skill appropriately before calling on a child who will need more support.
· Sometimes when children are modeling the friendship skill in front of their peers, they can get carried away with being silly or inappropriate. It is important to give children another chance and more support so that they are successful in demonstrating the skill appropriately. This approach allows them to receive encouragement from the teacher and other children for doing the skill.
· Because role-plays typically involve only one or two children at a time, it is necessary to plan ways for the rest of the children to be actively engaged. Strategies for including children who are not involved in the role play include having them give a thumbs up for friendly behavior and a thumbs down for unfriendly behavior; patting themselves on the back if this is a behavior they do; clapping when the role-play is over; saying “ready, set, action” before the role-play begins; or having a Popsicle stick sign with a happy face on one side and a sad face on the other (children show the happy face when the behavior being modeled is friendly and the sad face when the behavior being modeled is unfriendly). It is also important to keep  track of who has had a chance to role-play and ensure that all of the children in the class get a turn during the week.
· Whenever possible, using small groups to teach these skills will be useful in terms of giving all children opportunities for practice.

Modeling with Video:   The use of video to help model friendship skills can be very effective with young children. Video-based modeling is particularly effective for several reasons:

· Videos can capture real-life examples of children using friendly behavior. These examples can be used to generate discussion about the friendly behavior and the context in which it is used in the video. Video vignettes can also display non-examples. These vignettes can be used to teach children to discriminate between friendly and unfriendly behavior and prompt children to develop and share alternative behaviors and solutions if initial ideas are not effective.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Video clips can be paused, and children can be prompted to attend to the salient features of the friendly behaviors and the context in which they occur. Children can also make predictions about “what will happen next” when the child featured in the video uses a friendly or unfriendly behavior.
· Children love watching videos, which makes this format particularly powerful in engaging and keeping children’s attention.




Modeling with Puppets: Similar to videos, puppets are very engaging to young children:

· Because adults are in control of the puppet, the puppet can always be a responsive play partner. The puppet can model friendly play and, when appropriate and planned, can model non-examples. Puppets in the image of children are particularly effective because they provide a proximate model. That is, children are more likely to emulate the behavior of models that look like themselves. But, any puppet will work!
· Additionally, some children will disclose more about their feelings and friendship problems to puppets than to adults, especially if adults are historically not seen as trustworthy by the child.

Peer Pairing: Often it is helpful to utilize a “peer pair or buddy systm” when trying to increase the friendship skills of children. You can use peer pairs for individual children or for all children during select class-wide activites.  For individual children you would:
1. Identify a child who is strong in a specific skill area and pair them with a target child.
2. Give matching stickers/necklaces, etc.
3. Provide praise to peers who are working together.
4. Ask students to reflect on the time with their buddies.

For all children during a select class-wide activity you would:
1. Identify a time of day or activity that involves cooperation.
2. Select Peer Partners.
a. Either be intentional about your pairing (i.e. plan out who would benefit from working together and assign) or choose at random.  For example, create a “Freindship Can” with each child’s name on a card inside and have the children pull from the can to find out who their partner will be.
b. Children should not pick their own partnrs.  When children select their own partners they tend to play with the same students repeatedly (not expanding friendship skills in new situations).  Also, children who are struggling with peer interactions are often not chosen by their more successful peers resulting in pairs where both children are lacking social skills.

In utilizing peer pairing, there are several rules to follow:
· It is important to always have two or more buddies for each child who needs them (when assigning a child a buddy to work with regularly). This arrangement helps to keep the play interesting for the socially competent children, and it helps to create the conditions for maximizing the number of diverse play ideas.
· It is also important to rotate buddies for several reasons:  First, rotating buddies helps to ensure that children have the opportunity to engage in friendship skills with the widest variety of playmates. Second, rotating helps to avoid buddy burnout, a condition in which children come to respond negatively to their helper role because they always play with the same individual.
· One can optimize the peer pairing system by pairing the most popular and liked children with those who need the most help. This type of pairing can lead to other children simultaneously helping their peers because the “cool” kids are doing it.
· At the end of a peer pairing period, children should receive specific feedback for being buddies and be provided with feedback that specifically enumerates the friendship skills they used in interacting with their assigned partner.


Priming: Teachers can increase the likelihood of children using friendship skills with specific priming strategies. For example, prior to a free-play period, teachers can ask children who they are going to play with; they can ask what specific toy or material they are going to share; and they can provide practice opportunities. A practice opportunity might include, “Hey, Jaymin, let’s pretend I am Cody and you are going to ask me to play trucks.” (or for older children: “Hey, Jaymin, let’s pretend I am Coday and you are going to ask me to play catch.”) Jaymin would then practice asking, with or without adult prompting, and the adult would provide encouragement or feedback for Jaymin’s social initiation to play. Other play ideas include the following:

· Teachers can increase the duration of peer play by providing suggestions or prompting role reversals.
· Expanding play ideas can occur by suggesting new ways of playing with the materials, new ways for dramatic play to unfold, and new ways of including more children in a game or activity.
· When a teacher notices that children are disengaging from play with one another, he or she can prompt the children to reverse outdoor play roles (“How about you be “it” now in your tag game and she can run after you?”). This strategy can reengage children in the play sequence and lead to more lengthy social encounters.

Correspondence Training: This strategy involves interacting with a child before he or she engages in an activity. However, instead of prompting or cuing the child to engage in a specific social behavior, you can ask the child what he or she is going to do at the activity center. For example, Marcus transitions to math centers where another student is already working, you stop him and ask him what he is going to do with the other child when he gets there. You then go with Macus to the math center and wait to see whether the he follows through with what he told you.

Direct Modeling: Another way to keep children engaged in friendly play is to directly model desired behaviors as a play partner. When teachers notice that children are becoming less engaged, they can join the play and provide specific models of friendly behavior. For example, a teacher might join two children who are playing together and begin to share the materials available.

Encouragement: Although it is important to acknowledge children for their use of friendship skills, it is also the case that the effective use of acknowledgement requires ongoing attention to several key factors:

· Timing of encouragement and feedback is crucial. As long as children are engaged in friendly behavior, it is a good idea to withhold feedback. Although this approach may seem counterintuitive, evidence suggests that adults’ delivery of attention to children at play can have the immediate effect of terminating their play. Given this fact, it is advisable to comment on children’s friendly play shortly after the fact.

· When commenting on children’s friendly play, it is essential to describe the specific friendly behavior(s) that you observed. Instead of saying, “You’re playing so nicely together,” say, “You are taking turns and saying nice things to each other.” This descriptive commenting provides children with specific feedback about what they are doing well.

· For many children, caregivers may need to provide lots of encouragement early on. Once children start to use their friendly behaviors, however, adults need to begin the process of slowly removing their specific feedback from the ongoing play. The goal is not to remove all adult feedback, but to provide sufficient opportunity for friendly play in and of itself to become rewarding for the child.
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