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First Friends:
Social and Ermotional Competence

Assisting Children to Develop

Early childhocd pragrams have the opportunity to
maxirmize the potential of the early years and provide
the expenences that promote the social-emolional
competencies that everyone needs in order ta have

a productive and successtul school experience.

hen my four-year-old daugh-

ter had another fight with the

ncighbor’s boy and came
home in tears complaining that Joseph
was mean and she hated him, [ decided
enough was cnough. To me, it was
obvious that they should not play
together anymore. [ thought Joseph was
tco wild, noisy, and disobedient -
an unsuitable playmate for my gentle,
sensitive child. Imagine my surprise the
next afterncen when my daughter told
me she wanted to invite Joseph to come
to play and behaved as though nothing
had happened the day before. Today, as
a parent of three daughters, grandparent
of seven, and direetor of Variety Child
Leaming Center {(VCLC), a large center
providing services to young children,
I know that it is quite usual for young
children to fight with each other, 1o
make up, to complain to adults about
age-mates and siblings, and to continue
to master the basic ingredients required
for friendship {e.g., to wail. lake turns,
and to share).

Friends, even in the toddler stage.
help children feel good about them-
selves. adapt morc casily to child care
scitings. and build self-confidence.
Since social skills and the nature of a
child’s relationships will generate many
moments of pleasure or pain in later

years, these abilities are critical. “Some
kids seem to be bom with distinct social
talent that allows for friendship
formation...others have to be taught
how 1o relate” (Levine, 2002, p.10).

In berween are large numbers of

young children who will benefit from
opportunitics to improve their ability
to enjoy and play peacefully and
cooperatively with age-mates.

Stages of Friendship

Infants

There has been a growing understand-
ing that social-emetional competence is
of great value to people of all ages
{Goleman. 1995). The naturc of this
process and the potential {o improve
social competence in the early years hus
been significantly advanced in the last
decade (Shonkoft' & Phillips, 2000).
Newbomns, for example, are now
thought to ke interested in people in the
very first months of life and prefer the
human face to other sights and sounds
(Gopnik, Meltzoff, & Kuhl, 1999,
p- 27). “Infants as young as four months
seem to notice and respond appropriate-
ly to the emotions of adults™ (Montague
& Walker-Andrews, 2001, p. 826). By
eight ol0 months, infants are intcrested
in the activities of other children.
Children 12 to 18 months are looking
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Teaching and Parenting
Suggestions

« Use pictures (photos/drawings) to
identify feelings and moods

= Name and talk about emotions

« Expect and accept many different
kinds of emotions (anger, sadness,
happiness, etc.)

* Recognize and support the child’s
struggle to master unacceptable
behaviors even as feelings are
accepted

= Know when and how to intervene
and when to watch and wait

» Choose appropriate friendship
stories (See appended list)

» Read, re-read, and discuss favorite
friendship stories

* Encourage twosomes

= Teach group entry skills

» Structure group activities that
promote friendship, such as:

The compliment game
Conflict resolution discussions
= Encourage parents to set up play
dates after school; start with
twosomes

Competencies for First Friends Arficle
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for interaction with other children, even
though there may be confliets, such as
fights over toys, personal space, and adult
attention. And a number of 18-month-
old toddlers display the beginnings of
cooperation {Talay-Ongan, 1998, p. 91}
The early emcrgence of selective atten-
tion, social reciprocity, interest in the
world, attachment to others, and purpose-
ful communication are noted by astte
observers (Greenspan. 1992). While there
is a wide range of differences amongst
children and the course of development is
not always even. it is recognized that
“human relationships and the eflects of
relationships are the building blocks of
healthy development”™ (Shonkoff &
Phillips, 2002, p. 27).

Toddlers

Unfortunately, some of the delightful pro-
social qualities that toddlers demonstrate
were overlooked in earlier years (Piaget,
1. [1932], 1967). A “sequentiai perspec-
tive” was the established rule. A rigid
hierarchy described play that began with
solitary activities, gradually moved on to
parallel, and later cooperative play. For a
long time, many believed that this was a
finear and a predictable progression. This
owdated perception, taught just a few
short years ago, assumed that young
children are too egocentric and negative
to interact appropriately with peers or to
behave empathenically. This concept has
been revisited (Shonkofl" & Phillips.
2000). Wow, it is understood that the
progression to social play is more vari-
able and rapid, perhaps because of the
advent of preschool placements. Children
in group seftings such as child care spend
more time interacting and cornmunicat-
ing with other children their ewn age than
they do with adults and through these
interactions they develep the capacity for
pro-social behavior. Adults familiar with
the “terrible twos,” for example, have
scen that toddlers can become sad when a
well-liked classmate or adult is sick or
hurt, Those feelings are demonstrated in
simple words. facial expressions, or with
a gentle touch (Saarni, 1999, p. 173).

Preschoolers
You'll find that many preschoolers have
already acquired some of the social skills

and knowledge needed to maintain rela-
tionships with other children, especially
when they ve been presented with prox-
imity and opportunity. In fact. most three-
vear-olds have onc or two friends. This is
the age when a child’s understanding of
more complex emotional feelings {e.g.,
empathy), ability to self regulate, and
language skills are more developed and
integrated. Preschoolers are also begin-
ning to demonstrate an ability 1o negoti-
ate play roles. 1o share, to help, and to
deal more effectively with aggression,
During this stage. children show an
increased awarencss of their own desires
and the intention of others (Bronson,
2000, p. 67). The child’s increased ability
1o read the emotions of others and to
control her own cmotional expression
leads to social emotional competence.

A basic understanding of these early
stages will serve to goide staff as they
start to help youngsters lcarn to share,
wait, take turns, consider the feclings of
others, solve problems. and. in the
process. take the important steps required
for initiating and maintaining {riendships
(Talay-Ongan. 1998, p. 117).

The Role of Teachers

The relationship between the teacher and
child is critical if any effect on the child’s
social-emotional adjustment is o take
place. However, evervone working with
young children brings attitudes, expecta-
tiens, and values that affect their own
functioning. All of us who are deeply
interested 1n children will want to better
understand these forces, particularly
when they interfere with our ability o
attach or help the children in our carc.
Affection and appreciation for cach child
requires a sincere interest in her well-
being. It shows by the way we view and
respend to the child and the assumptions
we make about their strengths and needs.
Some assuniptions arc:

I. Children need to feel protected and
valued and cannot always be expected
lo carn this with approved behavior
(NAEYC. 1991}

2. A relationship with the child s deep-
cned or qualitatively enhanced as a
result of the adult’s empathic response
to the child’s distress (NAEYC, 1991).

3. Children will give up unacceptable

hehavior and even immediate gratifica-
tion to please a significant adulr.

4. Punishments work for the moment but
don’t necessarily lead the child to self-
mastery. Punishment teaches a child
what NOT to do. but not what TO DO.

The effective teacher knows that
frequent eriticism and disapproval may
alienate the child and increase her
dislike of school and learning (Ferber.
1996, p. 45). Children. on the other hand.
will change their behavior for a beloved
adult, but, they usually do this aradually
and inconsistently. A sel of basic guide-
lines and daily schedules are helpful:

« Consistency: Set clear and appropriate
expectations about acceptable behavior,

* Structure: Develop routines and pre-
dictable schedules.

* Priorities: Focus on the umportant;
ignore less important misbehavior.

» Respond:  Give children choices to
prevent problems and decrcase mis-
behavior.

* Humor: Use to deflect conflict or
defiance (Bloch. 1999),

The Pro-Sociol Classroom

We now have considerable support
for conclusions alreadyv arrived at by
experienced professionals: The brain is so
malleable during the carly years that good
interventions in c¢hild care settings can
undo and overcome bad starts {Guralnick.
1997). Since quality interventions in carly
education programs assist in offsetting
the negatives associated with certain bio-
logical or environmental risks. there arc
powerful incentives to improve these
services. Just as work is primary for
adults, your program Is the child’s main
experience in life after home, The child’s
response to this world. adults, pecrs.
specitic activities. and materials provides
data which enables us to understand them
better and take advantage of the opportu-
nities to provide expericnecs and relation-
shups which can aller and shape their
behavior and future.

Promoting Pro-Social Classroom
Behavior

Teachers can be successful in creaing
classes that promote kindness, empathy.



helpfulness, and generosity and  assist
children in learning how to resolve
conflicts  without  undue  stress
{Bronfenbrenner. 1979). Thus approach
requires a teacher to understand early
child development and appreciate the
transformalive power of relationships and
personal attributes that include sensitivity
to the needs and cucs of voungsiers
(Honig & Wittmer. 1996}, The selection
of activities and curriculum, the use of
malterials and space. and most important-
Iy, the adult’s approach and reaction to
behavior are major considerations,

Eimotions arc now seen as central to
numan functioning. along with cognitive
and language skills. Emotions serve to
regulate intemal behaviors as well as
interpersonal  interactions  (Denham,
[998. p. 3). Even very young children are
much more perceptive and sensitive than
rescarchers ever imagined. As they gel
older, their emotional and social abilitics
change as do the wavs in which they
express and manage their feelings. Just
wateh the wav an upsct infant can be
comforted by the touch and voice of a
farmiliar adult!

Infants and toddlers scem
aggaressive when they grab or push some-
onc clse fo ger what they want. But.
usually, there is litde intention 10 hurt.
Their behavior is more likely designed o
cxplore or obtain a desired and interesting
object. This is the kind of situation that
requires adult attention. Children can be
shown how to ask for a toy and told how
another child feels when a oy is taken
awayv. In a gentie volee you can say. “You
really wanted this toy and tried to get it
but you pushed vour friend. and he is
hurt, unhappy and crying.”™ Modeled with
appropriale voice tones and body move-
ments. this type of interaction helps each
child recognize his own feelings and sug-
gests the need to control and regulate
responses. Young children strive for an
understanding of their own cmouons as
well as the perceptions and thoughts of
others. Children come 1o realize thal
others with whonm thev interact can feel
and think diftferently than they do. (Freyve
& Moore, 1891: Micthell 1997; Wellman
& Gelman, 1992

Enhancement of these abilitics is
addressed by Martha Bronson (2000).

may
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who 1s particularly perceptive in the way
she presents and discusses onc of her
central tenets; namely, the connection
between intention and regulation. Or, in
other words, the child's ability to self-
regulale and control his bebavior and
thoughts and the important and separale
idca of intent or the desire 10 do so. She
points out that these lwo separate faclors
need to be addressed f the adull s
to successtully promote the child's
intentional and voluntary control over
his own behavior.

Finding a way to reconcile our
affection for and relationship with
the children while sctting reasonable
expectations for good behavior is some-
tmes a diflicult task. Behavior manage-
ment dilemmas have a way of making
adults feel less adequate and confident,
While we kpow that we can control a
child’s behavior with reprimands and
punishments, we also know that these tac-
tics do not always lead the child to
develop the necessary inner conirol. How
then to accomplish this purpose?

Examples of Teacher interventions

The principal of VCLC’s program for
young children with disabilitics, suggests
an approach (o “sharing” thar captures an
important kind of learning. Danny wants
Suzic's dollhouse. Suzie savs "No!™ A
couflict is brewing, The adult quickly
intervenes. acknowledging Danny’s feel-
ings and saving, "1 know vou want the
dollhouse. but it’s Suzies time to play
with it now. When she s finished, you
will have a tum. When it is your .
you. too. will play with it until you are
finished. Then you will decide when to let
another child have a tum.” At this point.
the adult direets her attention to Danny to
help hint wait or perhaps [ind a different
Loy that they can play with 10gether until
Suzie iz finished. In this example, we sce
several different strategies operating.
What are they? First. decision-making
has been assigned to the child expecied 10
share. Suzie has been given penmnission to
truly enjoy the dollhouse and not worry
about having to give jt up before she is
finished and ready, or because the adult
requires her to do so. This suggestion
helped Suzie satsty her own play necds
and timetable. At the same time. the

teacher proposed an alternative and
attractive activity to Danny, Her sugges-
tion avoided a potential conflict by offer-
ing cach child a vzlued option. It gave
Suzie, who was expected to share, some
control over her own behavior and a
chince to take responsibility for her own
responsc, [t helped her master any
impulse to deny and. instead, gently
prompted and inercased the likelihood
she would share. Issues of power and
control did not muddy the exchange.

As a result, Suzie seemed 1o take a
reasonable amount of time lo play and
finish. And. indeed. once finished with
the dollhouse, she loudly and generously
offered it 1o ber classmate who accepred it
with great pleasure as the teacher beamed
her approval. This outcome previded the
adult with an additional opportunity to
further reinforce thie desired behavier by
saving, “Good for vou. Suzie. You fin-
ished playing with the dollhouse and now
vou want to share it with Danny.”
Sharing, in this instance, was not imposed
by an adult but given freely by the child,
Child-initiated. rather than adult-divected,
interactions carry a potential for a longer
lasting impact, cspecially for the child
who is leaming how to incrcase lher
ability for sclf-regulation and sharing.
Ewven though intentional behavioral self-
regulation is an ongoing process in
childhood, precursors of these important
abilities appeur at earlier stages.

Other. more usual adult interven-
tions. are also useful. These include the
provision of an adequate number of
duplicates of tavorite toys and sometimes
time limits for the use of each. particular-
Iv for two- and three-year-olds. There are
also already many established procedures
in place in pursery schools that use our
knowledge of child development and age-
related activitics that serve to promote
{riendships. We know that block building.
water and sand play, and arts and crafis
fend themselves (o side-by-side activites,
and this kind of self-initiated paralicl
play may easily lead to cooperative
exchanges.

Storvbooks. aris and crafts, frec play
time, and puppets all offer ways for the
teacher to stop, note the way a characier
feels. and talk about that particular
quality. and its connection to friendship.



These activities also create opportunities
for the teacher and group to enjoy each
other’s company.

With the selection of stories, certain
ideas are introduced that can have a
profound impact on children. There are
classics that have engaged and fascinated
voung children for years because they
deal with basic lengings. fears, and
conflicts, many of which have long-term
emotional and psychological conse-
quences. Good stories identify themes
that help children understand what is
expected. permitted, disallowed or
dangerous. A rich discussion of selected
materials can be found 1n fuside Pichure
Books (Spitz, 1999). She underscores the
importance of “conversational reading,”
an approach that gives children the
opportunity to discuss issues identified
in the stories (e.g., separaticn, loss,
curiosity, fear, and disobedience). The
addition of friendship stories in the same
discussion format will also implant ideas
and help shape behaviors.

The Importance af Developmentally
Appropriate Practice

Adults need to remember to gear their
expectations to the child’s developmental
stage and age. During the two- to five-
vear-old ages, this means that expeeta-
tions for behavior are linked to the child’s
cognition. language capacity as well as
emotional state and ability to self regulate
{Denham. 1998, p. 9. And. by the time
children are three- and four-years-
old, they can benefit from a problem-
solving process that helps them resolve
interpersonal  conflicts  (Adams &
Wittmer., 2001, p. 10).

A videotaped study of preschoolers
focused on acts of peer rejection in
preschool settings. It found that children
became targets of rejection shortly
aller exlubiting aggressive acts (Amold,
Homrok, Ortiz, & Stowe 1999, p. 183).
The results of this study reaffirms the
importance of anticipating problems and
developing interventions that could pre-
vent a cycle of aggression and rejection
acts. A social problem-solving maodel
includes a number of basic steps (Adams
& Winmer, 2001, p. 10: Shure. 1994),
The following suggestions can help two
children in conflict. The adult asks them
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to first stop their fighting, then o listen,

and try to use their words to:

* Identify the problem

« Examinc it (from each child’s point
of view)

« Discuss optional ways to resolve it
(Raise questions instead of offering
solutions. e.g., “What else da you think
vou could do?”)

« Evaluate solutions ("How would vou
feel?” “Is this suggestion fair?™)

» Consider consequences ("What do you
think could happen i vou did that?”)

A game that can help voung children
learn how to become a good friend
15 suggested by a VCLC Supervisor.
During a sit-down cirele ume. she
introduces and explains the concept of
compliments. She then shows the
children a lavge, beautifully decorated.
“gold” treasure chest, which will be used
o collect compliments. Anvone in the
class, she says. teachers or children. can
give another child a compliment, They
can write, say, or draw something “nice”
or “positive” about another child in
the group. She gives examples and uses
circle time to periodically read the com-
pliments aloud on Friday afternoons, The
complimented child takes home the paper
with a drawing or compliment. The
teacher is carcful to make sure (hat each
child receives a compliment and that
important friendship qualities are noted
and appreciated. These identify the waits
of popular children, such as kindness,
helpfulness, the ability o accept the
behaviors of others in a non-critical way,
the tendency to enjoy, have fun, play with
others. and demonstrate a sense of humor,

Summary and Conelusian

Early childhood programs have the
opportunity to maximize the potential of
the carly wvears and provide the expert-
ences that promote the social-emotional
competeneies that everyone needs in
order to have a productive and successful
school cxperience.  Bronfenbrenner’s
early work on the ecological system
(1979) and the more recent reports
in From Neuwrons to Neighhorkoods
(Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000} emphasize
the importanee of paying atlention Lo the
child’s contextual setting. Young children

learn best through their interactions with
the people m thew natural environment
and exposure to ongoing activities. An
approach that provides frequent and
appropriate interactions during daily
routines increases the likelihood that
the child will lcarn, generalize, maintain
skills, and make friends.

This article concludes with a mild
word of caution. All of us need te also
remember not to become too rigid. over-
invested, or prematurely involved in
“teaching™ cenflict resolution and “good
behavior.” After all, seme “rough and
iumble™ play, such as chasing. and hitting
and wrestling, especially by two-. three-,
and four-year-old boys, may be expres-
sions of simple exuberance. Even though
this play scems 100 aggressive. children
may experience it as pure fum with
no harm done. Such age-appropriate
exchanges do sometimes result in
physical and emotional allachinents, as
children become “friends.” Do not forget
that we do not want to take childhood
away fron preschoolers as we enter their
world to be of assistance when needed.

Judith S. Bloch, ACSW, is Faunder/CEQ
of Variety Child Learning Center (VCLC),
formerty Variety Pre-Schaoler's Warkshop
(VPSW). Estoblished in 1966, VCLC was
ane af the first preschaols an the easfern
seoboard fo identity and educate young-
sters with serious learning, longuoge
and/or behaviar prablems.
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Judith Bloch. Free materials. Teacher
stipends. Parent gifts. For more infor-
mation, please eontact Janice Friedman
by phone at (516) 921-717], ext. 212¢;
outside New York call, 800-933-8779,
ext. 2126; by fax at (516) 921-8130;
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