SNAP–B:  Relationships with peers

It is natural that as children grow the influence of their peers increases. Very young children are emotionally attached to their parents and carers. They learn to see themselves through the reactions of these key people to their actions, and home is a child’s key reference group. They learn which behaviours are acceptable and which are not.

But by pre- and early adolescence, friends (usually the same gender) become a strong influence on their social, cognitive and emotional development. Current research suggests that the role and influence of the peer group is actually increasing (Bronfenbrenner 2005). The growing demands on parents, the increase in family breakdown and the role of the media have all resulted in children being parented less than ever before. A result of this is that children turn more and more to their peers for social and emotional support. School is the place where children are allowed to mix for extensive periods of time with their peers, in both structured and unstructured situations.

For most children, relating positively with their peers is easily achieved. Through successfully forming friendships they learn such key social skills as cooperation, sharing and confrontation management. As Coleman & Hendry (2000) explain, children learn that their relationships with adults are ‘vertical’ in nature – adults have the power and young people are expected to obey. But with their peers they have ‘horizontal’ relationships – these are more equal and less hierarchical. A child's successful interaction with peers influences both immediate and long-term social and cognitive growth.

It is not uncommon for children and young people with SEBDs to relate very well with adults, especially when they are in a one-to-one situations. It is with their peers that conflicts seem to emerge. It seems that many struggle with how to relate to and belong successfully with their peers. There are of course many reasons for this, but as SNAP–Behaviour is not a diagnostic model our support does not depend upon speculation about the underlying cause or causes. Suffice it to say that the causal factors are a range of interrelated factors that might include:

· genetic

· family

· temperament

· medical

· community

· attitudinal

· cognitive

· emotional

Each of these is itself an umbrella term for further factors.

Peer relationships enable children to learn a range of age-appropriate skills. Their personal identity gradually emerges from their growing awareness that they belong to specific groups; gender identity becomes especially important and can be seen in the natural grouping in primary school playgrounds, with groups of all boys and other groups of all girls. There are of course exceptions to this, but this a common pattern.

It is more usual for boys to:

· belong simultaneously to several groups

· have a number of friends

· play competitively

· play games with clear rules

· have short conversations with peers.

It is more usual for girls to:

· have a best friend

· share secrets

· have good communication skills

· have longer-lasting relationships.

Because peer relationships become increasingly important as they grow, children have an early sense of what are the core qualities that help to maintain a relationship – these are seen as being honest and caring. Those children who seem to lack these qualities may experience rejection from others.

Feeling part of a peer group is essential for children's general sense of well-being. Peers provide a context in which children can relax, learn new ideas, practise skills and face new challenges with support. A child who lacks friends is deprived of such opportunities and support.

The SNAP–Behaviour profile allows an assessment of four dominant difficulties that can lead a young person to experience conflict with their peers:

1.
The child who frequently over-dominates other children can be seen as being in need of personal control, but unable to achieve it in ways that do not threaten their belonging to a group.

2.
The child who appears friendless may desperately want a friend, but be unable to make and sustain relationships. It is not that they don't want friends, but they seem to lack the appropriate skills upon which friendships grow.

3.
When children feel hurt, either by real or imagined events in their lives, the internal pain can show in their negative and hurtful behaviour towards others. Such a child almost seems to be saying ‘I am hurting inside: you can feel the same as me, if I hurt you.’ Such children may secretly hurt others through pinching or spoiling their work.

4.
In most classes there is the child who seems to thrive on being the centre of attention, and will do anything to achieve it. The class teacher and support staff can seek to prevent their inappropriate behaviours with punitive techniques, but such a child is seeking attention of their peers and therefore does not readily relinquish behaviours that achieve this more important goal.

These children who fail to relate well with peers are gradually rejected by their more socially skilled peers and flock together to form socially marginalised groups – especially at the secondary level. These groups become in themselves the training ground for even more deviant behaviours as the children and young people model and copy each other.

