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Research on the development of social competence in

reviewed in this ERIC digest. The focus is on the social

of infants and toddlers which takes place in the family,

in peer groups, and in preschool. The 1mportance of infant bonding

with at least one particular adult,
child within the family context,

socialization of the developming
dnd the contribution of peer

relationships to social devs 1opment are discussed. Also considered

are factors whzch limit children's social development, peer

relatxonsﬁxps in elementary school and the long-term benefits of

- e —— =

ppsxtxve peer interactions, and societal factors which influence

children's social development. (RH)
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Researchers nave tried to pinpoint the origins of posi-

tive social adjustment in relation to genetic; familial,

educational, and other factors. This paper reviews re-

search on the development of social competence in

infants and children; emohasizmg the developmental

processes which take place in the family; peer groups.

preschool, and elementary school Also discussed are

Infants as Social Beings

Breakthroughs in methodolcgy for assessmc infants’
perceptua! abllltles have shown that even newborns
are quite perceptive, active, and responsive during
physical and social interaction. The newborn infant wiil
imitate people,; stick out its tongue flutter its eyelashes,

and open and close its mouth in response to similar
actions from an adult or older child. Through crying

and other distress sounds, the infant signals physical
needs for food; warmth; satetv touch, and comfort.

Infants’ phvsical requirements are best met when de-

livered aiong with social contact and interaction. Babies

who lack human interaction may “fail to thrive.” Such

infants will fail to gain sufficient weight and will become

mclmereht llstless wrthdrawn and/or depressed, and

in some cases will not survive (Clarke-Stewart & Koch,
1683).

lncrcasmg,l) an infant will engage in social exchanges

“reciprocal matching’ process in which both the

by a
infant and adult attempt to match or copy each other

by approximation of each other’s gaze, use of tongue,

sounds, and smiles. Bruner (1978) and others have pro-

posed that these social interaction processes also con-

_3 stitute a ““fine tuning” system for language and cogni-
57

tive development.

J Family Attachment Systems

Itis lmportant for infants to maintain close rclallon-
ships with one or more adults: Typically, one adult is
the mother; but others may be fathers; ol(ler SIl)lmz.,s,
or familv friends. The smtlmgj and laughmg of an infant
become responses to social stimulation and objects

provided by specific persons (Goldbert; 1982): A grovw-

. ing “bonding” attachment, marked by strong mutual

affect. with at least one particular adult; is critical to

; ‘the child’s welfare and social-emotional development:
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Attachment, evident within six to nine months, be-

comes obvious when the infant shows distress when

the mother (or other attachment figure) departs from

a setting. Infants and toddlers who are “securely at-

tached” are affectionate and tend not to cling to their

mothers; but to expiore the surrounding physical and

social environments from this “’sacure base,” showing
interest in others and sharing their explorations with

the mother by pointing and bringing objects of interest.
The socialization of the chiid is facilitated not only

by the parents, butalso within the family context, which

may include relatives and friends who support the par-

ents and children, and further reinforce cultural values.

Studies bv Baumrind (1973} and others have shown that

as children develop. parents use different methods of

control or leadership styles in family management that
fall into fa|rly predictable categories:

: authoritarian (high controb)

* authoritative (authority through having knowledge
and provndnn;o direction)

+ permissive (low control or direction)

+ combinations of the above

Some cultural s,roups tend to preter one or the other

different pattrerns ot behavu)r in chllclren. Mothers who
are more verbal in their influence on children’s actions

have been lound to use "benrg,n" instructtve dtreétlon

competence at homie,

“tings.

2

Peer Relationships
As a toddler; the child moves in peer contexts which

prowde opportumtles for learmnﬂ to sustain interaction
nge (1932)
pomtud to pecr inter actlon as one nmlor source ()t cog-

nitive as well as social development; particularly for the

de\ clopment of role-taking and empathy: In the con-
exts of school, neighborhood. and home; children

learn to discriminate among different types of peer re-
lationships=liest  frichds, social riends;

actlvlt\'
partners, acquaintances, and strangers (Oden; 1987):

Through engaging in peer reélationships and social ex-
periences, especially peer conilict, children acquire
knowledge of the self versus other and a range of social
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tnburvs to lhe social-cognitive and language develop-
mont m thc voum,er chlld whlle enhancxm., the instruc-

Childrein's social- cog,mtlve development mdudmg
moral |L1(Iument, appears to paraHol coL,mtl\e develop-

og,()ccnlrlc.

_ Preschoolers are less able to differentiate between
best friends and friends than elementary school-age
children. But voung children can provide. specific
reasons whv they do not like to intéract with certain
peers. From six to 14 vears, children shift their views
of friendship relationships from shariing of physical ac-
tivities to sharing of materials, being kind or helpful,
'zin”d eventua”v per(_exvmg frxendshlps that aHow indi-

peer interactions may be mfrequent and hxghly bound
by activity differences and early learned expectatxons

socmHv competent in various cnrcumstances {Ramsey,
1986).

Formally s situations, built
around téacher-grqup intéraction, tend to result in
f'ei\'/é'rp'éé'r ihtéféttidhé théh dtttii‘ ih léSS fdfiﬁal set-

1ects in \Vhlch peers can estabhsh 5L|Hs for collaboration
and activity partnership (HaHman 1981).

The long term benefits of posmve peer interactions
and _reldtionships_have been shown in a number of
studies (Oden, 1986). Greater social adjustment in high
school and adulthood has been found for people who
at 9 or 10 vears of age were judged to be modestly to
well accepted by peers. Poor peer acceptance results
in fewer peer experiénces, few of which are positive,
thus creating a viciouis cycle of peer re,ectxon

Various instriictional approache s and experiences re-
lated to social skitls development have proved effective
in increasing children’s social compétence. Coaching,
modeling, reinforcement,  and  peer pairing. arc
methods based un the same leariiing processes evident
in enrly adult child relations. With these riethods, so-
cial-cognitic + ~nd behavioral skills can be developed

YRIOLL LA v ,J\I\III\ (lL.L.L.'JlL.\I }JL.L.I\ WILHL LTI cdidll-

ity to break the cycle of peer rejection: Children appear

to learn how to more competemly assess peer norms,

values, and expectations and select actions that may
bring them within the “threshold of peer acceptance”
(Oden; 1987).

Societal factors also affect children’s social devglop
ment. Stressed families and those with htrle time for
interaction with children have become a focus of re-

search as divorce rates have r|S(_n Povér{v coﬁaiiiéﬁs
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