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Ask A School Psychologist: Friendships

Dr. R. Coranne Johnson, R. Psych.

Parents often worry about the overall development of their children - one of the areas that |
regularly receive questions about is social development, specifically in terms of making friends and
developing healthy friendships. Parents’ hearts break when their child comments that they have no
friends or their child is left out of social gatherings (birthday parties, for example). Parents can feel
frustrated and helpless when their child is experiencing friendship difficulties, these feelings are not
unusual so...

What can a parent do?

Friendship skills and attitudes do not develop in children through osmosis and should be taught,
primarily in my opinion, by a parent, as | believe that parents are children’s first and foremost
teacher. When teaching your child how to be a good friend, label the skill/attitude (sharing, for
example). Then discuss what that particular skill/attitude is, using examples from personal
experiences (yours or his/hers) in which the skill/attitude was used. Next, practice the skill/attitude
with your child in daily activities or routines. For example, play a game with your child (soccer,
Trouble), model for your child how to win and lose gracefully. Then coach your child on how to
replicate those behaviors when accepting a win or loss. | also recommend that parents read books
that target friendship skills/attitudes as an avenue to start discussions as well as reinforce
skills/attitudes that have been developed

Lastly, it is important to know that the most influential way to teach children how to be a good
friend is to be a good friend. We have all experienced our personal revelations when we see our
children imitating our behavior - both positive and negative. Parents should take the time to reflect
on their own friendship skills/attitudes and determine if they are modeling what they want their
children to emulate.

Teaching children how to be a good friend builds a foundation on which reciprocal and supportive
friendships can evolve. Parents can empower their children with the vocabulary to label and
describe to peers what skills and attitudes make a good friend. When children have a framework of
what to contribute and expect from a friendship, then they are more prepared to advocate for and
define boundaries in their friendships.We know that effective communication is key to the success
of all relationships.

Facilitating the development of friendship skills is a parenting role that never stops. The expansion
of friendship skills/attitudes is essential to your children as they mature and the complexities of
their friendships grow. Remember, it is always important to spend time with your children’s friends
(all ages) and get to know their parents. By playing a role in your children’s friendships, parents have
an opportunity to understand and possibly influence the evolution of their children’s friendships.

Dr. R. Coranne Johnson, R. Psych., has been working in the education field for 24 years as a teacher,
administrator and school psychologist. She has also taught university courses in the areas of special
education, psychology and program effectiveness. Through Dr. Johnson's work in schools, she has
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developed a wealth of knowledge about learning, literacy and special education. Dr. Johnson can be
contacted through her website, helpingchildren.ca.

Some suggested books are:

Making Friends is an Art! By Julia Cook How to Lose all Your Friends by Nancy Carlson Enemy Pie by
Derek Munson The Recess Queen by Alexis O'Neill Let's Be Friends by Amanda Miller How to be a
Friend by Laurie Krasny Brown Cliques, Phonies, & Other Baloney by Trevor Romain Making &
Keeping Friends by John J. Schmidt, Ed.D. (workbook, Grades 4 to 8)

Deciding which friendship skill/attitude to concentrate on is primarily an individual choice.
However, some foundational friendship skills and attitudes that | find important are:

Skill or Attitude

Sharing........... Both possessions and physical space.

Kindness.......... Empathy, sympathy, offering help and assistance.

Acceptance........ Individual differences and diversity, mistakes (personal and others), apologies.
Attitude . ......... Enthusiasm, positive.

Conversation....... Listening, asking questions, follow back and forth.

Sportsmanship .. . ... Winning and losing gracefully.

Cooperation........ Helping, working together.

Compliments....... Showing appreciation, giving and receiving compliments.

Manners.......... Please, thank you, excuse me.

Problem-solving . . .. Working out disagreements, negotiation, compromising to find a solution.
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