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From the Heart...






. . . Life Skills for Today





By Sharon L. Benedict MS, ACC
Childhood Friends

Relationships to Value

We all know friends come in all shapes, sizes, location, and degrees of friendship. At home, in the neighborhood, church, work, community, nation, and the world, friends make all the difference in our lives.  Yet, childhood friends impact our lives even more than we realize. 


These young friendships are actually the Training Ground for all Adult Relationships! According to the University of Maine, Center for Learning (2000), Nicolas R. Houtman, University Public Affairs Writer, reports that “All it takes is one best friend to stave off the loneliness and depression of a child – even if that youngster is considered an outsider with the “in crowd” of peers. . .The key is in helping children establish high-quality friendships that provide validation, intimacy, companionship and conflict resolution skills. Such intervention, the researchers say, begins with involved parents. “ 


Cynthia Erdley, University of Maine Associate Professor of Psychology, concur that, “We know that children who are rejected by their peer group are at risk for a variety of negative outcomes that have implications for their psychological adjustment as adults. More recent studies are beginning to uncover similar risks for children who fail to develop close friendships. For instance, children without friends appear to be at increased risk for depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem. . .”

Manfred H. M. van Dulmen, University of Minnesota, presented a paper at the biennial meetings of the Society for Research on Adolescence (March 12th, 2004 Baltimore). His research results showed that “. . . the quality of family and friendship relationships each uniquely predict young adulthood externalizing behavior problems.” However, between ages 16 to 26, the quality of family life, was a more significant predictor of change in externalizing behavior problems. 

So, how do children establish high-quality friendships that impact a lifetime? It begins with the parents creating a nurturing, stable, and accepting environment for their children. It also mean parents must make choices about where they live, who their own friends are, how they treat their own children, and help their children choose those friendships that will make all the difference. This is not an easy task for the parent, let alone their children. 

In our latch-key society, the problem mounts. Today, about one third of all school-age children, an estimated five million between ages five and 13, are so-called latchkey children—kids who care for themselves while parents are at work.  For the peace of mind of working parents, according to the New York Times (2004) a Spring, Texas, school district implemented RFID technology to equip some 28,000 kids with computerized ID badges so their parents can track their whereabouts to and from school. Yet, the risks and problems don’t go away, particularly for children under twelve and also have internet access.  How do these millions of kids choose friends in the midst of a latchkey life. Again, parents who have to work outside the home must take the lead. 

What are some basic criteria parents and kids can look for when choosing childhood friends? According to Fred Frankel, Ph.D., director of the UCLA Children’s Friendship Program and author of A Good Friend is Hard to Find, “parents of grade-school-aged children should seize the opportunity to introduce good friendships into a child’s life before the pre-teen years. In doing so, parents can pave the way for their child to continue solid friendships and help surround their child with good influences. . .Keep in mind that these children will grow up to be the young adults that your child will listen to and emulate.”

For those parents that would like some coaching help in parenting their kids, I encourage you to seek out a parenting coach—who can help you get on the right track, helping your kids developing wholesome friendships at any age. Check out the Boerne Chamber of Commerce listing for professional coaches. 


Since this month’s topic is on Relationships/Core Values, next week’s article will discuss friendships during the teen years. In the meantime, here are a few tips to get you started with your younger ones:
· Ask your child about his or her playmates at school.
· Watch who your child seems to share similar interests and family values.
·  Actively network with other parents and arrange one-on-one time with the children without you intruding (set up play dates so children can gradually get to know each other and see themselves as equals. Same gender friendships help children preserve equality and acceptance that offset potential teasing boys do when associating with a girl in a public setting. Without some solid same-gender friends, such teasing may impact girl-boy friendships later in life).
· Quality is more important than quantity—don’t worry about how many friends, just the quality of friends. Boys tend to enlarge their circle and possibly choose one or two best friends from the group. Girls, on the other hand, develop close, intense friendships. They don’t add many friendships to their existing circle, but do replace friendships when others are lost.

· When noticing that your child wants to be part of a clique, advise them to befriend a particular child to see if a friendship forms. If trying to imitate unacceptable behavior, take steps to discourage that particular friendship in a positive way—i.e. simply encourage different friendships and set up play dates accordingly.
· At an appropriate time, share that some friendships change as they grow older—the bond may not be strong or they develop different interests. Be aware of those times to help them understand and feel confident about who they are throughout those changes in both themselves and their friends. 
· Quickest Ways to make friends—Help your child to

Smile. Practice being friendly. Be a friend. Kids who show an interest in other kids, are kind and friendly, make good friends.
Say something nice about them and mean it. When you receive one, remember, the best and easiest reply to a compliment is a simple "Thank You".
Ask your new friends questions about themselves to get acquainted—be curious but respectful with your questions; and be sure to share something about yourself to add to the conversation too. 
--

Sharon L. Benedict, MS, ACC, is a certified life wellness coach-consultant, specializing in life skills, wellness, and creative arts development for individuals, businesses and organizations. She welcomes your questions and comments and can be contacted at seekreachachieve@gvtc.com.
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