
 

 

Friends Summary 

Why Friends? 

As a parent or someone in a parenting role, you play a key role in your child’s success. Helping 

your child to grow healthy friendships is essential. Through relationships, your child develops a 

sense of belonging. They come to better understand themselves through their interactions with 

you, their caregivers and teachers, and their peers.  

Tip These steps are best done when you and your child are not tired or in a rush.  

 

Tip Intentional communication and actively building a healthy parent relationship will support 

these steps. 

Step 1. Get Your Child Thinking by Getting Their Input 

● Each time there is an opportunity, ask your child, “How do you feel? How do you think 

the other child feels?”  

○ For example, if your child is with others who are expressing feelings, help your 

child notice cues from other children’s faces and body language. For example, 

“She’s slumped over, and her face is frowning. Do you think she’s feeling sad?”  

● If your child is feeling unsure about how others are feeling -- or buried in their own 

feelings --  consider asking questions like: 

○ “What do you notice the other child is feeling?”   

○ “How do you know from their facial expression?” 

○ “What does their voice sound like? How are they moving?” 

● When reading books, look at the images of children or animals and guess the feelings by 

asking “What do you think that character is thinking? What do you think that character is 

feeling?” 

  



 

Step 2. Teach New Skills by Interactive Modeling 

● Read and pretend play together. 

○ Use reading time and select a book of faces to help your child learn to identify 

the different feelings of other children. Point out how you can tell what each child 

is feeling, and practice recreating those cues with your child. 

○ After reading a story together, act out the plot and use feeling words and 

expressions to match how the characters were feeling throughout the story. This 

expands their feelings vocabulary and teaches them how to recognize a wide 

range of perspectives and feelings that they might not encounter in day-to-day 

interactions with others.  

● Share your thoughts and feelings. Talk about what you notice, how you are feeling, and 

why you are feeling it. “I am excited to see my friend because I haven’t seen her in a 

long time. Can you tell? I have a big smile on my face.” 

● Talk aloud about the ways in which you respond to your own big feelings. “I’m going to 

take a few deep breaths before I ask my friend for help because I am a little nervous.” 

● Develop empathy. In addition to developing these essential skills that lead your child to 

act as a good friend, there are beliefs and attitudes that you can promote to help them 

too. For example, when your child points a blaming finger saying “He did it!” you may 

respond with 

○ “What do you think he’s feeling?” 

○ “What choice would you make if you were feeling sad or hurt?” 

○ “What do you think could make him feel better?” 

Trap Don’t tell your child what they feel; ask instead. Three-and-four-year-olds are striving for 

independence and may create a power struggle if you are too direct about their thoughts and 

feelings. You might say, “You look angry. Is that right?” 

Step 3. Practice to Grow Skills and Develop Habits 

● Provide opportunities for your child to meet and interact with other children and adults of 

all ages, races and cultures. Point out similarities and differences. Talk about how 

differences help us learn more about ourselves and others. 

● When out in your community and while running errands with your child, make 

introductions and involve your child in conversations with others like neighbors, the bank 

teller, or the grocery cashier.  

● Use “Show me…” statements. When a child learns a new ability, they are eager to show 

it off! Give them that chance. “Show me how you can introduce yourself to our new 

friend.”  

● Recognize effort by using “I notice...” statements like: “I noticed how you included your 

new friend when you were playing games at the park. That’s excellent!” 

● Schedule playdates. Playdates can become invaluable practice for your child. Playdates 

build connections and help your child to practice the skills you’ve taught them. 



 

Trap Many children are born with a cautious or shy temperament; they might not readily warm 

up to strangers and may show a fear of strangers. Respect that temperament by not forcing 

interaction, but instead model your own kind interactions with others. 

Step 4. Support Your Child’s Development and Success 

● Learn about development. Each new age and stage will present differing social 

challenges. By becoming informed about the developmental milestones your child is 

working toward, you will gain empathy and patience.  

● Recognize effort by using “I notice...” statements: “I noticed how you started playing with 

that new girl on the playground. I love seeing that.” 

● On days with extra challenges when you can see your child is scared of new people or 

situations, offer confidence in your child’s ability to face the new. In a gentle, non-public 

way, you can whisper in your child’s ear, “Remember how you enjoyed meeting my 

friend Susie. Anna is kind too. You might enjoy meeting her today.” 

● Actively reflect on how your child is feeling when approaching challenges. You can offer 

reflections like 

○ “You seem worried about meeting your new friend at the park. I’ll hold your hand 

so that you feel more confident.” Offering comfort when facing new situations can 

help your child gain a sense of security and face them rather than backing away. 

○ You can also offer comfort items to help your child face new challenges. “Would 

your bear help you feel more confident?”  

● Stay engaged. Working together on ideas for trying out new and different friendship-

building strategies can offer additional support and motivation for your child when tough 

issues arise. 

Step 5. Recognize Effort and Quality to Foster Motivation 

● Recognize and call out when it is going well. If your child was scared or shy when 

encountering others on the playground but seems perfectly content today, notice their 

newfound comfort. “I notice you are feeling happy making new friends on the playground 

today!” 

● Recognize small steps along the way. 

● Build celebrations into your routine. Include hugs, kisses, and snuggles in your ways to 

appreciate one another. 
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