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Living and Learning with Others

‘Being good with people’ has always been recognised as a strength in people’s

work and personal lives. Perhaps this is even more crucial in today’s world

when the pace of life does not easily allow time for personal contacts. Professor

Philip Zimbardo of Stanford University told the British Psychological Society

that we are entering a new ice age of non-communication. The use of comput-

ers, faxes and mobile phones and the disappearance of shop assistants and bank

tellers with whom to ‘pass the time of day’ are contributing to what he calls a

world-wide ‘epidemic of shyness’. An increase of 40–60 per cent of this condi-

tion is reported in almost every country. Zimbardo’s theory is that there is now

less personal contact and small talk that holds communities together (1).

This malaise is certainly not evident in early years settings. Children are open

and friendly. They chatter as they work and play. Disputes that flare up are usu-

ally settled amicably. Perhaps the most noticeable aspect to any newcomer vis-

iting a nursery is its sociability. However this social environment is not
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• Babies are attracted to others from birth. and grow up in a social world which

initially consists of the immediate family. 

• Every child needs a key person to form a special relationship with them and

provide them with a point of contact when they move to an early years

setting.

• Young children learn to relate to a wider group of adults and children when

they move from the security of home into a nursery setting. As they grow in

confidence children relate to other children. Their friendships are dependent

on them acquiring and practising complex social skills.

• The Early Years Foundation Stage is a time for practitioners to monitor 

and develop children's burgeoning social competence.
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achieved easily. We know that young children are, as with everything, brim-

ming with potential but lacking in life experience; interpersonal skills only

develop over time. Around the age of two young children start to respond with

caring gestures to a person who is upset or hurt and begin to take some part in

role play with others (2). Considerable social learning is required in learning to

become part of a group and this aspect forms a major part of the Early Years

Foundation Stage. 

WHY DO SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS MATTER?

When we consider the basic attributes for young children to acquire, social

skills must be a priority. Our children live in a democratic society and in order

to survive they must learn to rub along with others. We may know of adults

who are able and attractive but for some reason they are not able to relate eas-

ily – they are uneasy with people and consequently people find them difficult.

This can be a serious disability in life. Practitioners know that they have an

important task to ensure that children are equipped to live with and relate eas-

ily to others.

A good experience of transition can enhance a young child’s well-being and

learning and a poor experience can cause damage. Having a friend is now

found to be a strong factor in supporting a positive transition to a new set-

ting. Children who move into a reception class or Year 1 alone can feel

unsure, isolated, nervous, anxious and afraid. A friend (even a temporary one)

can offer companionship, physical closeness, shared past experiences and

reassurance. Howes showed that children who made transitions in daycare

with friends found it easier than those who came alone (3). Judy Dunn also

found that when children had moved with friends into new settings, they

remembered that the friends had helped them to feel happy (4). There are

wider claims that positive relationships with those around you and sustain-

ing friendships is an important factor in gaining the desirable state of being

happy (5).

THE PLACE OF SOCIAL SKILLS IN EARLY PERSONAL
DEVELOPMENT

To ensure their healthy growth and development, babies and very young chil-

dren need to feel securely attached and become socially competent.

Attachment

The Early Years Foundation Stage recognises the fundamental importance of

attachment, which is dealt with later in the book (see Chapter 3). For the

purposes of this chapter, we recognise that a secure initial attachment

underpins any further relationships. Significant people who are special, and
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who forge a primary link with the young child, gently introduce him to the

wider world; the special person encourages the child to branch out, meet new

people and learn to trust others. This is beautifully illustrated in the DVD Life

at Two, where at 26 months, Ava’s very secure relationship with her mum

helps her to adjust to her key person in the nursery (6). Maria Robinson

suggests that ‘the child who is loved, encouraged, respected and comforted is

able to learn about the world in a context of emotional safety and about

themselves as fundamentally loveable’ (7).

Social competence

Babies are primed to be social and to communicate. Within a very short

period of time babies are ‘reading’ eye contacts, facial and body gestures and

the tone of voice of those significant people who care for them. But we can’t

help but notice that some babies and toddlers are particularly keen to

interact. My experience suggests that these are the small individuals who

have already had their early attempts at conversations valued; they quickly

learn that the sounds they make are of interest to adults and they want more

of this affirming experience. The adult’s task is to tune in to the baby’s

intentions and efforts and maintain this social dialogue. This applies even if

the baby does not share a common spoken language with the practitioner as

babies are able to tune in rapidly to other languages and will be reassured by

warm gestures, expressions and tone of voice (8). 

In order to communicate, babies, young children, and indeed all of us need to

have someone to communicate with. Piaget (an educational giant in his time)

encouraged us to believe that the very young child was a little scientist – the

role of the practitioner was predominantly to provide interesting and stimulat-

ing resources and then observe the child as he freely interacts with them. This

belief led to marginalising the adult’s work. Further study has emphasised that

all of us, children and adults, grow up and learn more with others. As a result,

practitioners have an important responsibility to pave the way for young chil-

dren to reach out and communicate with a widening circle.

Social relationships with peers develop very early out of the family. Babies will

respond to other babies. Eleanor Goldschmeid and Dorothy Selleck have shown

in their studies that children from a few weeks old are able to use sound, gazes

and touches (later they exchange objects) to develop loyalties and attachments

to other children in their group (9). From this very early start, other children

continue to be important. Toddlers already show considerable interest in what

people do. They tune in to how adults react to different situations and use these

reactions as a point of reference for their own behaviour. All parents and care-

givers will have experienced a toddler’s delight when she is praised for an activ-

ity or their knowing look when the adult says ‘no’. By three years friendships

start to become of interest although at this stage they are transitory. The devel-

opment of relationships has always been a fundamental part of early childhood

education. Young children are recognised not just as individuals but as part of
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their family. Practitioners recognise that the development of close links

between the home and the setting is above all else in the interests of the child

(see Chapter 10). Depending on their family experiences, children will also

have learned a great deal already about getting on with people. They may be

used to warm loving relationships within the family and have had many and

varied chances to meet a wide circle of different adults and children. Other chil-

dren may have been sheltered from social contacts, been reared in a culture of

privacy, or live in geographically isolated areas with no other young families

nearby. Parents are usually keen for their children to spread their social wings;

for most parents, an important reason for sending their child to a nursery is to

help them to mix with other people which they recognise as a key factor in liv-

ing a happy and successful life.

Whatever social experiences young children have had prior to coming to an

early years setting, it is likely that many relationships will have been estab-

lished since babyhood and will have developed with the support of parents.

The process of moving into a new environment and facing often a completely

unknown group of children and adults is a challenge for any child. For those

who have experienced only a small social circle of contacts at home the expe-

rience can be daunting. The vast majority of children now have some early

experience in a nursery setting, but for the few who make a direct transition

from home to a reception class in a mainstream school, this is probably the

most challenging move for a child during her school career. In Pollard’s study

of five children who started school very shortly after their fourth birthday, the

children’s parents provided constant emotional, practical and intellectual sup-

port in the early days of school. Pollard emphasises the vital role that parents

and carers play as the reference point and interpreter for their children as they

move into a wider social context (10).

Relating to adults

Babies and toddlers are very concerned with themselves and they do need

attention given to their particular needs. Most children will have received this

at home as part of a loving upbringing. Parents and other close family members

and friends will have listened, responded and demonstrated interest in all that

the child does. Within this secure and interested environment children thrive.

On moving to a group setting the child’s first need is to develop a link with new

adults whose task it is to provide a similar framework of security. When they

first separate from their parents, children must be able to feel confident in the

care of the people who are temporarily taking the place of their parents.

Children need to make this relationship with at least one adult in the setting

who they know is there for them. This is no longer left to chance as it is now

required for every baby and child in a setting to have a key person. The impor-

tance of a key person for babies and young children is described clearly by Rosie

Roberts. She suggests that a key person and significant people at home often do

the same things. They help the very young child manage through the day; they
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think about him; they get to know him well; they sometimes worry about him;

they get to know each other; they talk about the child (11). 

Confident and sociable children who are already socially experienced may rap-

idly ‘branch out’ to relate to other children. The Early Years Foundation Stage

points out that creating a climate of good relationships will encourage children

to relate to each other and suggest that early friendships can emerge in children

as young as two years (12). Other children, however, continue to have a greater

need for adult attention throughout their early years.

It may be that for various reasons, some children have been denied the time of

an adult at home. Other children who initially may require a great deal of the

practitioner’s attention and time may be those who are used to having a great

deal of attention – possibly an only or first child. Some children need the prac-

titioner more at specific times when they are vulnerable – this can happen

when a new baby arrives or if there is illness or turbulence in the family. In all

these cases it is important for the practitioner to be aware of and to respond to

individual needs and give the message that he or she is consistently there for

the child. 

Good communication is at the heart of any successful relationship; Petrie sug-

gests that ‘Whether it involves children, babies or adults, interpersonal com-

munication is a two-way process. Listening to children shows our respect for

them and builds their self-esteem’ (13). In this context, it is a matter of the

adult tuning in to all that young children are trying to convey. This involves

using professional skills and developing attitudes which are at the heart of good

practice. However, a study initiated by the Coram Family highlighted that this

practice is far from universal. The ‘Listening to Young Children Project and

Training Framework’ (14) began because of concerns, expressed particularly in

national reports, that young children were not being given a voice. The project

concluded that this was largely to do with a belief that children under eight

years were too inexperienced to have a view or make a useful contribution

about matters that concerned them. The Training Framework suggests ways in

which children can be encouraged to communicate both verbally and through

the visual and expressive arts. 

DEVELOPING UNDERSTANDINGS AND SKILLS OF
FRIENDSHIP

Making friends is very important to young children; they approach other chil-

dren openly, often asking ‘Will you be my friend?’ They also show great distress

if they are refused friendship. Common and heart-rending cries from some

young children are ‘Peter won’t play with me’ or ‘Zareen says that she is not my

friend’. One small-scale study demonstrated that when a number of children in

a kindergarten left for their new school, both the group transferring and the

group left behind showed signs of negative behaviour and mild distress.
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Although the researcher admitted that the agitation demonstrated by the leav-

ing group may have been due to the anticipated transfer, the group of children

remaining appeared to have missed their ‘friends’ after they had gone (15).

Studies suggest that the first six or seven years of development are critical for

the development of social skills. By four years a child should easily be able to

deal with several peer relationships. If a child fails during this time to learn

to relate to other children, this can lead to great unhappiness. Nurseries and

schools, as we have seen, are social communities. If a child is condemned to attend

school daily without having the support of friends she is unlikely to learn well;

studies show that lack of friends can ultimately lead children to refuse to attend

school (16).

Some children have difficulties with friendships, particularly if they are shy or

not inclined to co-operate (17). Other reasons may be less obvious and the fact

that most young children in the settings do make friends easily and quickly

sometimes makes us overlook the complexities involved in establishing rela-

tionships. These complexities include developing certain understandings

which are explored below.

Becoming aware of others’ viewpoints

Piaget tested young children in a formal situation and consequently found that

most individuals under four were not able to appreciate any other view than

their own. However, as Margaret Donaldson has shown, when they respond in

everyday situations that make sense to them, children show a higher level of

understanding (18). The most familiar context for children is the home. Judy

Dunn’s work with young families in their homes shows that even babies in

their first year are sensitive to those who are close to them. Toddlers less than

two years old show some understanding of how older siblings will react when

teased or annoyed (19.) They observe and are able to ‘tune in’ to quarrels

between members of their family. Their own behaviour is sympathetic and sup-

portive to the member of the family who is upset, but they are also able to

recognise and join in with a shared joke. By the age of three, children in one of

her studies were able to recognise, anticipate and respond to the feelings of

their baby brothers or sisters (20). (See also Chapters 3 and 6.)

These studies offer powerful evidence of how, even before they can talk, very

young children take a real interest in and begin to understand how other peo-

ple behave. Although they are not able to appreciate another’s perspective in

an intellectual task, they already work from a sharp social intelligence.

However, during these first three years of life, this understanding of people’s

behaviour is largely influenced by the child recognising feelings that they have

themselves. In the best circumstances young children will have been able to

observe family interactions and have been encouraged to take an active part in

them. They are then able to take their social learning into a group setting.
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Figure 2.1 Children come to understand what is involved in being a friend and
maintaining that friendship

Understandings about friendships

Young nursery-age children regard their current playmates as their friends.

When a three-year-old says ‘I’m your friend now’, it’s likely to mean that ‘I am

playing with you now’. By four, a friendship is becoming more stable, based on

shared experiences over a period of time. At this age children look for each

other in the nursery and may spend considerable amounts of time together. It

is at this stage that ‘friendship’ has a much more sociable meaning although a

long-lasting relationship is rare until a child is around seven or eight.

These social understandings are linked to a child’s level of maturation.

Generally speaking, the more practice that young children have in making and

playing with friends the more experiences they will have of both rejection and

acceptance. In this way they come to understand what is involved in being a
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Case study 

Jodie brought into the nursery her new teddy, which she had received for her fourth

birthday. She proudly showed it to the other children but became very upset when

Gary, a new three-year-old, grabbed it from her and sat on it. The other children

pushed Gary away and returned the bear to Jodie. Later she was observed going to

Gary and offering for him to borrow the bear. Jodie explained to her teacher that

Gary was only little and she knew that he really wanted a bear like hers.

Comment

Jodie’s generous response showed her ability to recognise, empathise and respond

positively to Gary’s envy and longing for a similar toy.
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friend and maintaining that friendship. However, it is not always simply a mat-

ter of providing the experience, as there are powerful factors, which affect rela-

tionships. Young children are differently equipped to make friends and have

friendship preferences.

Ramsey suggests that young children’s social behaviour can be grouped into

four different categories (21):

• Popular children are usually very capable and more intellectually, socially

and emotionally mature than their peers. It is also a sad but evident truth that

popular children are often more physically attractive and this is particularly

noticeable with little girls (22).

• Rejected children may show aggressive or withdrawn behaviour. They may

angrily retaliate to others or avoid other children.

• Neglected children appear to take little part in the social life of the group and

are often quite content with their own company.

• Controversial children are described as having a major impact on the social

group, socially and intellectually talented but often in trouble for aggressive

behaviour and rule breaking. Although these children are often group lead-

ers, they are regarded with caution by some of their peers.

It can be helpful to recognise these behaviours, although Ramsey recognises

that they are crude descriptors and many children may be socially well adjusted

but not fit into these categories at all. When looking at friendship preferences

research indicates that, for whatever reason, girls find it a little easier to make

friends than boys. Children also tend to select friends who are like them. Thus

the popularity of an individual child may be affected by the child being in a

group with others of the same ethnic origin, or with those of a similar level of

maturity or ability. Moreover, while little girls will play with either boys or girls,

boys prefer to be with other boys.

Rubin’s study of nursery-age children suggests that there are intricate social

skills involved in making friends. These include the ability to gain entry to

group activities, to be approving and supportive of one’s peers, to manage

conflicts appropriately and to exercise sensitivity and tact. The most popular

children were seen to be particularly accomplished in using these skills (23).

The more experiences young children have of relationships and contacts with

others in their play, the more they gain from it. Rubin’s work and his

reference to other studies show that the children who make friends easily

show generous behaviour; they involve others in their play, praise them,

show affection and care. These socially experienced children also learn that,

in order to maintain a friendship, they need to recognise when others are

upset and do something about it. They start to learn the skills of reconciling

arguments and negotiating roles.

It is very noticeable when young children find it difficult to relate and establish
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friendships and it is important to distinguish between ‘aloneness’ as a matter

of choice rather than necessity. ‘Neglected’ four-year-olds may have all the

social skills to communicate and play with others, but may prefer to spend time

alone. Practitioners quickly learn the difference between that autonomous and

self-sufficient behaviour and behaviour demonstrated by the child who is long-

ing but unable to relate to others. The ‘rejected’ children are the ones who

become socially isolated, although this is not their choice.

Scarlett’s study of nursery children suggests that socially isolated children

spend a considerable amount of time ‘on the sideline’ observing others at

play but without the strategies for joining in. When they do become

involved, they are necessarily inexperienced players and they need direction

from other children. This can mean that they are devalued in the group and

they are very often the individuals who end up in role-play being the dog or

the baby (24). When these children do try to make friends, their overtures to

others are often either too timid or over-effusive and other children ‘back off’.

Vivien Paley vividly describes her concern about the social exclusion that

operated in her class when some children announced to others ‘you can’t

play’ (25).

THE FAMILY AS A SOCIAL CONTEXT FOR LEARNING

Piaget’s view of the child making sense of the world through her own

investigation emphasised the importance of the environment rather than

other people. Since then his views have been modified to take account of the

importance of social contacts. We all need other people to help us learn and

young children need adults and other children. Thus, a child’s ability to form

good relationships not only enhances her personal development but helps

her to progress intellectually. Despite the quantity of day care, most children

still spend the bulk of their time at home, particularly those who are under

two years, and during this time they learn a great deal from daily social

interactions. One of the great strengths of family relationships is that they are

founded on mutual interests and shared past experiences. Tizard and Hughes’

classic study vividly describes the rich and easy conversations that can take

place between parents and young children as a result of daily routines and

social contacts (26). Any practitioner who has visited young children in their

homes is aware of most children being comfortable and confident on known

territory and with people who know them. One of the most challenging tasks

for the practitioner home visiting for the first time is to develop a

relationship with the child, given that she knows little about him. She will

take care to be a gentle presence, only following a lead from the child,

observing his interests and willingness to be approached. She carefully notes

the parent’s ways of holding, soothing and interacting with her child. This

information is invaluable to pass on to the child’s prospective key person,

although ideally the key person should home visit as part of her role.
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LEARNING WITH ADULTS IN THE EARLY YEARS SETTING

This task of really getting inside children’s minds and understanding them

can only be properly achieved though observing their actions and conversing

with them. Since the last edition of this book there have been noticeable

developments in these practices. Increasingly, practitioners recognise that

observation is the basis for planning for young children’s future

development. Where this work is taken seriously, time is set aside to observe

children at play and note their social behaviour. Young children’s social

development is going to be most noticeable in situations where they make

decisions in self-chosen play experiences. A good rule of thumb is to follow

advice from the National Assessment Agency for no more than 20 per cent of

evidence for each scale in the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile to be

drawn from observations of adult-focused or adult-led activity (27). This

advice refers to children in the reception class. Younger children essentially

need time for choice although they can benefit from social experiences

focused and led by practitioners who know their key children really well and

can build on play the children enjoy already.

Access to communication is every young child’s entitlement and of course

involves much more than talk. We know that long before young babies can

communicate verbally, they listen to and respond to intonations in adults’

voices. Tina Bruce and Jenny Spratt suggest that babies and children note

and use

the sounds and subtle messages of non-verbal communications, to do with
pauses, the music of anger, lovingly, affectionately muttered sounds, surprise,
fear, protective shouts, a sudden look, meeting someone’s gaze, or avoiding
eye contact, pulling someone to look and share a focus, pointing (28).

Daily routines of meal times and nappy changing offer wonderful opportuni-

ties for informal social conversations with babies and toddlers. For those very

young children who are new to English it is particularly reassuring if they can

hear practitioners use a few words of their home language, but above all prac-

titioners will take their cues from the baby and respond to their sounds, expres-

sions and gestures. The overall experience should be relaxed and enjoyable for

both parties.

By the age of two children start to use language to make sense of social bound-

aries such as telling others not to do things. Most three- and four-year-olds who

are settled and secure in their setting are hungry to talk and by listening to

them we gain insights into their interests and ideas. But adults also need to con-

tribute in order to develop and sustain a conversation. Too often in the past dia-

logues with young children have been dominated by practitioners, using

management talk, linked with routines such as clearing up, organisation of

snack time and washing hands, with children not encouraged to have a voice

(29,30). Increasingly, practitioners recognise that a successful conversation with

a child or small group of children needs to be reciprocal and based on the
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child’s interest. And it is dependent on using similar interactions that we would

have when chatting with an adult. Early Education training materials designed

to support young children thinking (see Chapter 3) suggest some useful com-

mon conversational ploys which include:

• tuning in – listening carefully to what the child is saying or conveying

through gesture and expression

• showing genuine interest – giving eye contact, affirming, smiling, nodding

• respecting a child’s own decisions and viewpoint

• inviting a child to elaborate on an idea – ‘I really want to know more about

this …’

• gently recapping or clarifying what has been said – ‘so what you are saying

is …’

• speculating on what might happen – ‘I wonder …’

• offering an alternative viewpoint – ‘maybe he wasn’t the baddie …’

• sharing your own experience – ‘I was scared of that bit as well …’

• asking open questions (but sparingly to avoid the impression of interroga-

tion). 

• The training materials emphasise that adults who engage young children in

worthwhile talk have established warm trusting relationships with them.

‘They are able to enter the child’s world, recognise his/her interests, dilem-

mas and concerns and have a conversation which encourages further think-

ing’ (31). 
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Case study 

Leila in her first term in a reception class decided to make a box for her teddy to use

as a hidey-hole. Margaret, a teaching assistant, observed her cutting out squares of

thin cardboard to make the different faces of the box. Simon approached and com-

mented that Leila would not be able to make a box like that because the pieces

wouldn’t stick together. Leila ignored him but became upset when she was clearly

not succeeding with her construction. Margaret suggested that the three of them

think of an alternative approach. Simon said that he had seen boxes stacked flat in

the supermarket and the sides had been folded. He suggested that folding was a

good idea. Margaret collected a box and together they looked at its construction.

Leila was delighted to find that she could produce a box through a combination of

folding and cutting. ‘We’re friends aren’t we,’ she said. ‘That’s what friends do –

they help each other.’

Comment

Margaret observed carefully and only intervened when Leila was upset. When she

helped, it was to work alongside Leila and Simon as an equal partner. Her main role

was to support both children on the basis of what she had observed. Leila’s com-

ment at the end shows how her experience of being helped confirmed in a practi-

cal way her view of what constituted friendship.
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The potent role of the adults is further exemplified in the Italian pre-schools

in Reggio Emilia. Warm, supportive relationships underpin all of the work

with children but the scaffolding of learning is never underestimated. This

scaffolding is likened to a game of ping-pong where the educator helps the

child to clarify and articulate her ideas; she also picks up one child’s idea and

offers it for consideration within the group; other children throw back their

responses. The educator also encourages conversations that help children to

reflect, exchange and co-ordinate points of view; she acts as the ‘memory’ of

the group by making tape recordings and taking photographs of the

children’s discussions and activities. The continuing relationship between the

practitioner and child is recognised as so significant that in these schools

children stay with the same teacher for three years (32).

This way of working is not limited to the Italian schools. In the best nursery

settings in the UK, practitioners develop easy social relationships with

children and with consummate skill use this as a means of helping children

learn more.

LEARNING WITH OTHER CHILDREN

For years we have accepted the need for children to be with other children,

to play together and learn how to live with others. In addition we now

recognise how important children’s relationships with one another are in

assisting their thinking. Lev Vygotsksy strongly supported social learning; he

claimed that mental activity begins with social contacts and exchanges

between people. Eventually these exchanges are taken on board; a child will

use conversations as a basis for her own thinking. Vygotsky suggested that

what the child does in co-operation with others she eventually learns to do

alone (33).

Azmitia’s work also highlighted the value of shared thinking. She observed

five-year-olds working in pairs and produced the following conclusions.

Having a partner can increase the amount of time children work on a task.

The presence of a partner can prevent children from giving up in a difficult

situation and it can also provide added enjoyment to the activity. Moreover,

when children work together this can often increase their total work

strategies as different children bring different skills to a task. Finally, when

less mature or less experienced children are paired with an older or more able

partner, the ‘novice’ learns a great deal from observing her partner and

through benefiting from ‘expert’ guidance (34).

Children new to a setting with English as an additional language can be helped

greatly by another child (35).
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However, not all young children socialise naturally and for some, as we have

seen, social skills are difficult to acquire. In order for children to work collabo-

ratively they have to learn the skills of turn taking and sharing. Sally Thomas

suggests that young children are gently introduced to these skills through a

progression: first helping the child to ‘wait a minute’ with adult support and

then with a resource such as an egg timer, then taking turns in a structured

game and finally in a freely chosen activity. The aim should be for the child by

5 years to share confidently but always with the proviso that maturation levels

and circumstances may differ (36). The environment will also be influential.

Elizabeth Jarman’s useful toolkit encourages practitioners to look critically at

how well their environments are designed to support children to communicate

with one another (37). 

In the Reggio Emilia schools practical ways of fostering social knowledge are

encouraged deliberately through their project work and the way in which the 
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Case study 

Antoni, three years old, had recently arrived in England and started at a nursery

class attached to a primary school. He appeared very confused and his key person,

Marie, despite trying different approaches, found it difficult to communicate with

him. Although there were no adults in the school who spoke Polish there was one

Polish boy in Year 1 who had adapted very well to school life. Marie introduced

Brunon to Antoni and asked him if he would be a buddy to the younger boy.

Brunon was delighted to be asked and to have the chance of conversing with

another in his mother tongue. Brunon initially visited Antoni in the nursery daily for

half an hour. He read stories with him and played with construction which was prov-

ing to be Antoni’s favourite activity. Brunon also stayed near Antoni at lunch times

– often eating with him and encouraging him to play outside. During these times

Antoni proved to be a different child – vivacious, chatty and interested. By the end

of half term the little boy was mixing with others, understood most of the routine

of the day and used a few words of English. At that stage Brunon reduced his visits

to one day a week. 

Comment

Brunon played a very important role in helping Antoni settle into nursery life.

Although he did not usurp Marie’s role as a key person, initially Antoni trusted

Brunon to interpret the nursery conventions for him and to represent his thoughts

and views. Anton’s parents spoke very little English and it was Brunon who told

Marie about Antoni’s interest in animals and how he longed for a dog of his own.

Marie built on this through showing Brunon photographs of her dog and later,

bringing the dog to the nursery. Brunon also taught Marie several Polish words

which were a great help in establishing early spoken conversations with Antoni.
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building is planned. Dressing-up areas are situated in a central area; classrooms

are connected by phones, passageways and windows; both dining areas and

cloakrooms are designed to encourage children to get together; the daily menu

for lunch is a vivid display of close-up colour photos of the food to be served

that day, encouraging children to comment on the shape of the pasta or the

colour of the vegetable. 

Furthermore, these Italian pre-schools believe passionately in the

effectiveness of learning in small groups; the staff consider that this is the

most favourable type of organisation for an education which is based on

relationships.

Figure 2.2  What a child learns to do in co-operation with others he eventually
learns to do alone

These small groups are not set up as a convenient way of managing learning

but as the best way. Staff assert that contact between children can provide

opportunities for negotiation and communication that can be at least equal

to that achieved when an adult is working with a child, and sometimes

greater. When children are with children the contacts are equal; although

children can learn a great deal with an adult there can be the relationship of

authority and dependence, which can detract from a child’s confidence.

When children form their own groups they choose to work with others who

share their interests or schemes of thinking (see also Chapter 5). Cath Arnold

found that children played in this way in her family group at the Pen Green

Centre; she also noted that when disputes arose, this was often because these

interests or schemas conflicted (38). My own observations of four-year-olds

revealed some particularly concentrated work from pairs of boys who shared

the same schema.
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MONITORING THE DEVELOPMENT OF SOCIAL SKILLS

Children’s social development is dramatic during the first six years of life The

very experience of being alongside other adults and peers means that all chil-

dren ‘pick up’ some of the conventions of living and learning in a group.

Depending on their starting point, for some individuals this is a hard and slow

lesson, while others leap ahead with their interpersonal skills and show an abil-

ity to lead and influence others. Most practitioners are broadly aware on a day

to day basis of their children’s different levels of sociability. Others dig more

deeply; they closely observe and reflect on the child’s play and activity in order

to acquire a properly informed and more detailed picture. The Social Play

Continuum developed by Pat Broadhead (39) provides a useful tool for observ-

ing and assessing children’s social play. It highlights four domains of play –

associative, social, highly social and co-operative. The emphasis in the obser-

vations is on the children’s activity and use of language, with a stress on conti-

nuity and progress as play moves across the four domains. Some helpful signals

of progression are identified, one being when children’s actions and language

become reciprocal. Another sign is the impacts of altercations on play; for

example, in the earlier domains the adult is often called on to resolve a dispute

which inevitably halts the momentum of the play; when children play more

co-operatively, they tend to resolve their own disputes rather than call on an

adult to intervene.

The Social Play Continuum not only provides a good structure for observations,

but also encourages practitioners to assess the level of play in a particular area

of provision and to reflect what action might help children to move into a

higher social domain. 
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Case study 

Mark and Ben, three years six months, used large brushes and buckets of water to

paint patterns on stone paving slabs. They painted long, straight lines and matched

them for length. Mark noticed nearby pine trees and commented that their lines

were like ‘lying down trees’. Ben said that they could make their trees stand up and

he rushed off for some drawing paper and pencils. The boys drew their trees, and

compared them as horizontal lines and as vertical lines when they held the paper

up. Mark drew two short vertical lines on a separate piece of paper which he

described as baby trees which are still lying down.

Comment

The boys shared a strong interest in up and down (vertical schema). They rubbed

ideas off against one another and Ben discovered how to transfer one means of

representation to another.
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GROWING TO BE A GOOD CITIZEN

Although the term ‘citizenship’ is not included in the Early Years Foundation

Stage Guidance it is very applicable in the early years. If children can learn to

be at ease with others and start to develop a social responsibility for them, then

clearly this will affect their personal well-being, but will also better prepare

them to contribute in a larger social world. Consideration for others must be

learnt early on and good interpersonal skills are one of the most valuable of all

factors when we look at what contributes to success in life. On a broader can-

vas it matters as well. Every day we are confronted with examples of inhuman-

ity: random killings, intransigent racism, callous indifference to the plight of

poor people and the casual sacrifice of human lives for minor material gain.

Surely, by helping our young children develop a greater awareness and concern

for others and skills to relate to them, we can hope that, in some way, we are

contributing to the future state of human relations.

Practical suggestions

Observe developing social relationships

• Observe how babies make contact with others, through gazing, imitating

and responding to interactions particularly from their key person

• Observe how toddlers reach out to other children, initially by playing

alongside them, handing out and receiving objects

• Observe how children 3–5 years approach others to make friends

Learn more about children’s relationships

• Note the patterns of young children’s friendships to find out who are the

most popular and those children who have difficulties in making relation-

ships.

• Note children in role-play and identify the leaders, followers and those on

the sidelines. Note friendship patterns in various activities; which children

are constantly together; which children share similar interests (schema)

and how they share this in their construction/drawing/painting/move-

ment/stories.

Strengthen your relationships with children

• Consider what messages you send to babies and children through non-

verbal communication. Think what signals you convey at the start and end

of the day, when you hold a baby when you feed her and when you pre-

pare a toddler for a rest time.

Support children’s friendships

• Place babies lying and seated alongside one another and offer treasure

baskets for them to ‘share’.
Continued

46 YOUNG CHILDREN’S PERSONAL, SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

8706 mu4.qxd  15/06/2009  16:39  Page 46



Continued

• Model caring and sharing skills in role-play, e.g. comforting a sad doll, shar-

ing a cake with teddy.

• Give new children a ‘friend’ on their arrival in the nursery. Emphasise the

importance of this role and encourage the ‘friend’ to take real responsibil-

ity for showing the new child the nursery routines.

• Provide a large stuffed animal and place it in a quiet corner of the nursery.

The animal is introduced as a friend to anyone who is feeling lonely.

• Give children ‘access strategies’ to enable them to join a group: encourage

hesitant children to join in with an activity by imitating what other children

are doing. By doing this the child is often accepted as part of the group.

Help children to appreciate the effect of external events on friendships

• Support those children whose friends move away with their families.

Encourage two friends to each make a gift by which they can remember

one another, e.g. a special shell or stone which they found in the nursery

garden or a photograph in a frame.

• Help children to accept that although they will feel lonely if they are parted

from their friend (on account of holidays or illness); this is an opportunity

to try out new friendships.

• Encourage a child to keep a scrapbook of nursery activities while a friend is

in hospital. This can be given as a present.

• Encourage children to think of their friends whilst they are on holiday and

to send them a postcard.

Provide specific support for those children who lack friendship skills

• Work with small groups of children and use puppets and miniature dolls to

enact scenarios and provoke discussion. Help children to develop their

understandings about relationships. Use events and comments that occur

in the nursery as a starting point, e.g. taking turns, being kind and offering

to play with a new child, ensuring that no one is lonely.

Provide activities and opportunities which encourage children to share and take

turns

• Purchase wheeled toys which are for two children to ride. Help children to

agree that each should have a set number of turns jumping down from the

climbing frame. Have a large illustrated rota for cookery to allow each child

to see when it is her turn.

• Provide ‘treasure boxes’ which contain props and dressing-up clothes to

suggest different types of role play.

• Provide for small-scale play, e.g. identify a designated and preferably

secluded area. 

• Provide a selection of attractively decorated boxes which contain small-

scale people, animals and vehicles. Include ready-made floor layouts or a

sheet and felt tip pens for children to create their own floor map.
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