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How can you make a
difference and enhance a
child’s social development?
Parents and other adults can
influence children directly
through personal intervention
and assistance, or indirectly
through their examples and
the environment they create.
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Patterns of
Parental Influence

Parental or adult influences on
children’s social development can
be divided into direct and indirect
patterns of influence. Direct influence
is associated with a parent’s or
caregiver’s personal intervention

or guidance of a young child’s social
attitudes, reactions and behaviors.
Indirect influence is associated with
a parent’s or caregiver’s example
and the environment he or she
creates for children to understand
and observe social interactions.

Parents and other adults influence
children in both direct and indirect
ways. For example, a mother might
help a child join a group of children
playing a game together, which

is an example of direct influence.

A teacher might spend a minute
counseling a particular student and
other students observe this and see
they can approach the teacher with
concerns, which is an example of
indirect influence. Adults should
work to be aware of the things they
do to both directly and indirectly
help children in understanding
relationships with others and
developing social skills that will
help them in such relationships.

Parents as
Social Managers

Parents and other adults can
influence a young child’s social
development directly as “social
managers.” This means actively
giving children opportunities

to interact with others and often
guiding their interactions as
appropriate. In this manner,
parents and caregivers directly
manage a child’s social interactions
or opportunities to teach skills and
assist in building relationships.

Provide Positive
Social Opportunities

One of the most important things
parents and caregivers can do is
provide opportunities for positive
interaction with other children.
Providing such opportunities in a
“controlled environment” is good.
Those opportunities may be in your
home, a one-on-one play session,

a play group or other setting because
they allow adults to both see and
support children as they build
relationships. Parents and caregivers
can help children learn social skills
and facilitate social interactions by:

e Finding playmates for their
children



e Setting play dates for their children

e Enrolling children in organized

social activities, such as swimming,

soccer, preschool, 4-H clubs, etc.
e Helping children gain entry
to a social situation by making
introductions, participating in
a game with other children, etc.
¢ Encouraging children to practice
appropriate social interaction,
such as sharing toys, asking for
favors, saying “please” and
“thank you,” etc.
® Arranging and organizing a
play group that meets regularly,
providing your home or yard for
a play environment, giving some
supervision to the play

Teach Conflict
Resolution

Parents and caregivers can model
positive conflict resolution for
children. If possible, parents and
other adults should use disputes
as an opportunity to teach and
demonstrate peaceful ways of
negotiating and compromising to

children. Parents and caregivers can:

e Step in to help children negotiate
differences with others and
mediate for them as needed
when they are not getting along
with others.

® Model effective conflict resolution
and encourage appropriate
behavior. Be a positive example
of working through conflict or
differences with others.

e Practice “parental coaching,”
which involves varying levels of
supervision based on a child’s age
and needs, and intervening as
needed when social situations
become too challenging for a
young child to manage.

e Supervision of social interactions

should become less intense and less

obvious as children grow older,
taking place more from a distance.

e With older children, children can

be “coached” on their interpersonal

relationships in private and with
follow-up.

¢ Coaching and supervision may
inhibit social development if
done harshly — for example,
if the parent is overly involved
(poor boundaries) or uses
physical force or aggressive

verbal communication to intervene.

Parents as
Social Examples

Parents and caregivers can influence
a young child’s social development
indirectly with social examples.
Parents and other adults often are
unconscious teachers of young
children. Young children may sift
through and discard the information

parents or other adults consciously try
to teach them. But the pattern a parent

or caregiver demonstrates in how to
treat others tends to leave a more
powerful and lasting impression.

Practice Positive
Discipline

The discipline style of parents or
caregivers can have a large influence
on children’s social skills. Children
seem to learn how to interact with
others from the model their parents
use with them. Discipline styles can
be particularly important. Research
has suggested three differing styles
are important: permissive, power
assertive and inductive.

® Permissive discipline style —
It is characterized by a tendency
to indulge children’s desires,
some indifference to children’s
needs and difficulty in setting
appropriate limits. This style may
be associated with more aggres-

sive, impulsive and nonconforming

social behavior in children. For

example, parents who do not set or

reinforce limits with children may

find these children do not learn to
control their impulses (e.g., taking
something that is not theirs) or
actions (destructive behavior).

If consequences are not enforced,
then children may be less likely

to think about the social effects of
their behavior (or misbehavior).

In social relationships with peers,
they may believe they can get what
they want just by taking it. Their
paradigm for social relationships
may become one of entitlement.
They have not developed from an
impulsive, self-centered view of
the world to a view that considers
the thoughts and feelings of others.

Power assertive discipline style
(authoritarian) — It is characterized
by giving orders to children
without direction or explanation,
or use of tactics such as threats,
belittlement or physical punish-
ment to control child behavior.
This may result in aggressive,
impulsive social behavior or

shy, withdrawn social behavior.
Neither of these patterns is helpful.
Children who withdraw may think
they are powerless. Aggressive
children, on the other hand, may
believe acting aggressively brings
results since they have seen parents
do this. The message they get is
social relationships are about who
is bigger and has more power,

not about feelings or reciprocation.

Inductive discipline style
(authoritative) — It is characterized
by reasoning with children,
explanation of cause and effect,
clear explanations of limits and
consequences, negotiation, and
solicitation of ideas and feedback
from the child. Children raised
with this style tend to have better
communication skills, greater
self-control and more positive
interactions with others. They tend
to think about the consequences of
their social behavior. They are
better able to negotiate conflicts
and are more easily accepted
among peers.



Keep a Positive
Home Environment

The family environment, especially
the quality of a marital relationship
or marital discord, has a strong
relation to children’s social behavior.
Maintaining a harmonious family
environment allows children to learn
social skills without undue stress

or high levels of conflict. Family
members should model appropriate
interaction and conflict resolution for
children rather than displaying great
conflict. Other things parents or
caregivers can do in the home
environment to facilitate social
development include:

e Provide structured activities for
family interaction in a positive
way, such as playing games, etc.

¢ Give children regular assignments
for which they are responsible
and that help them practice
good behavior and effort
(doing chores, etc.).

¢ Be sensitive to times of transition
or crisis that can upset children,
such as divorce, separation,
financial stress, death, etc.

Other Practical
Strategies for
Positive Social
Development

Parents and other adults have a
variety of additional strategies they
can use to enhance a young child’s
social development. Consider some
of the following:

® Meet regularly (every two to three
months) with a child’s preschool
or school teacher. Ask the teacher
to provide you with feedback on
your child’s social behavior and
experience with peers in the
classroom setting. Make this a
specific point of discussion each
time you interact with a child’s
teacher.

e Focus on the child’s typical

behavior and functioning, rather

may be positive or negative.

® Monitor the quality of a child’s
friendships and peer interactions.
Talk to the child about how he or
she feels about friendships or
interactions with others.

e Pay attention to the temperament
of the child in social situations
(shy vs. outgoing, etc.). Adapt as
needed.

(routine patterns during the
course of three to four weeks’

than on selected incidents that * Be aware of the ability of the child

to deal with and resolve conflicts.
Some children may need more
assistance than others, depending
on age and maturity.

A Child’s Social Development - Ideas for Action

So how can you make a difference and enhance a young child’s social
development? Planning some specific strategies can help in assisting a
young child socially. List three to four ideas you can try to assist a child’s
social development in the following categories:

Provide Positive Social Opportunities

e (Example — Arrange for a friend’s 4-year-old son to come over for two hours to play with
your son, and do projects with them that they enjoy).

Teach Conflict Resolution

e (Example — Sit down with two young children who are arquing about a toy. Talk to each
separately while the other waits, then assist them to apologize and take turns with the toy).

Practice Positive Discipline

o (Example — If a young child gets a snack he or she should not have right before dinner,
explain firmly that the child must wait and negotiate a different time he or she might
have the snack).

A Positive Home Environment and Other Strategies

e (Example — Work with a child to write “thank you” notes after going to a birthday party
or similar event to which he or she was invited, teaching the child to express appreciation
to others).




Conclusion

Parents and others who care for
children are the most powerful
people in a young child’s life.
Trying to alter poor patterns of
how to treat others that have been
imprinted on children’s minds

and hearts in their early years by
showing them the good example of
others is a challenging proposition.
Resolve to begin early and give
young children the best start
possible in their social relationships
through love, attention and a
positive example.

For more information on this and other topics, see:

References

Hart, C.H. (Ed.). (1993). Children on
Playgrounds: Research Perspectives
and Applications. Albany, N.Y.: State
University of New York Press.

Hart, C.H., DeWolf, M., Wozniak, P,,
and Burts, D.C. (1992). Maternal
and paternal disciplinary styles:
Relations with preschoolers’
playground behavioral orientations
and peer status. Child Development,
63, 879-892.

Hart, C.H., Olsen, S.F., Robinson,
C.C., and Mandleco, B L. (1996).
The development of social and
communicative competence in
childhood: Review and a model of
personal, familial and extrafamilial
processes. Communication Yearbook,
20, 305-373.

Hartup, W.W. (1992). Having Friends,
Making Friends and Keeping Friends:
Relationships as Educational Contexts.
Urbana, IIL.: ERIC Clearinghouse
on Elementary and Early
Childhood Education. ED 345-854.

Katz, L.G., and McClellan, D. (1991).
The Teacher's Role in the Social
Development of Young Children.
Urbana, IIL.: ERIC Clearinghouse
on Elementary and Early
Childhood Education. ED 331-642.

Ladd, G.W. (1990). Having friends,
keeping friends, making friends
and being liked by peers in the
classroom: Predictors of children’s
early school adjustment? Child
Development, 61, 1081-1100.

Leffert, N., Benson, P.L., and
Roehlkepartain, J.L. (1997).
Starting Out Right: Developmental
Assets for Children. Minneapolis,
Minn.: Search Institute.

Marion, M. (1995). Guidance of Young
Children. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:
Prentice-Hall Inc.

McClellan, D., and Katz, L.G. (1993).
Young Children’s Social Development:
A Checklist. Urbana, I1l.: ERIC
Clearinghouse on Elementary
and Early Childhood Education.
EDO-PS-93-6.

Parke, R.D., and Ladd, G.W. (1992).
Family-Peer Relationships: Modes of
Linkage. Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates.

Rubin, K.H., and Rose-Krasnor, L.
(1992). Interpersonal problem
solving and social competence in
children. In V.B. Van Hasselt and
M. Hersen (Eds.), Handbook of Social
Development: A Lifespan Perspective.
New York: Plenum Press.

Rubin, K.H., Stewart, S.L., and Chen,
X. (1995). Parents of aggressive
and withdrawn children. In M.
Bornstein (Ed.), Handbook of
Parenting, Volume 1. Hillsdale, N.J.:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

www.ag.ndsu.edu

This publication may be copied for noncommercial, educational purposes in its entirety with no changes.
Requests to use any portion of the document (including text, graphics or photos) should be sent to permission @ ndsuext.nodak.edu.
Include exactly what is requested for use and how it will be used.

FS-670

County Commissions, North Dakota State University and U.S. Department of Agriculture cooperating. Duane Hauck, Director, Fargo, North Dakota.
Distributed in furtherance of the Acts of Congress of May 8 and June 30, 1914. We offer our programs and facilities to all persons regardless of race, color,
national origin, religion, gender, disability, age, veteran’s status or sexual orientation; and are an equal opportunity institution. This publication will be made
available in alternative formats for people with disabilities upon request, (701) 231-7881.

1M-7-06



