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Anyor. who watches children play

together will

notice several distinct behaviors, depending on the age
group they are observing. For children two years and
younger, the play tends io be more independent, as if the
otheichildren are operating in a separate world. Between
the ages of two and three, Ilay becomes parallel, in which
childien play with the same toys or perform the same
tasks, yetdo so sicle by side, rather than with one another.
Around age four, play becomes more socialized and
children start to become aware of others and their
surroundings. During this time, children participate in
more verba'l interaction, play closer together, and learn by
modeling those around them. By the age of five, typically
around the time most children start l<indergarten, the focus
is on socialization and peer interaction. See Table I for
more details on the stages of socialization.
For most children, this time of socialization is a positive

Iearning experience. However, children who encounter
poor social experiences at an early age may experience
icademic difficulties later in life (Hojnoski & Missall,
2006). Researchers believe "it is possible that the earlier
years are of disproportionate importance for children's
developing socio-cognitive understanding" (De Rosnay

& Hughes,2006, p.21). Further, research supports
the notion of a relationship between socialization
and academic achievement (Logue, 2007). Civen the
imoortance of socialization on both a child's immediate
social experience and future development, attenlion
must be [aid to enhancing social efforls. This article will
discuss the impact of socialization on overall cognitive
development is well as offer suggestions for ways to
promote socialization in the early childhood years.

Writer

According to Cauvain (2001), "the human intellect
develops in a rich social and cultural context" (p.126).
To understand cognitive development, we must examine
the role of socialization in the process. For example,
social exposure helps children to develop social and

Table

Stages of Socialized Play in Children
Description of Stage

Solitary

<2

Children in this phase are
content to explore and play
on their own. They pay
little attention to other
children.

<2

This stage is represented
by games like "peeka-boo" and "chase" that
involve more than one
participant.

2+l-

Children in this phase
watch other children
but do not participate.
ln this manner, children
expand their social
awareness while still
retaining an individual

Play

Primitive
Social
Play

Onlooker
Play

identity.

Parallel

Play

3+l-

The Psychology of Socialization
A childt social understanding involves both experience
and interaction with others (Carpendale & Lewis, 2004).
Such an understanding continues to grow throughout
childhood as children are exposed to more social
encounters and begin to develop friendships. Often, the
attitudes of those that are close in their lives-friends,
parents, brothers, and sisters-afford valuable insight
into another's perspective, something that is necessary
in helping children develop a sense of the world around
them (De Rosnay & Hughes, 2006).

I

This type of play involves
interaction among children,
although the play is still
independent.

Play

Cooperative
Play

This play occurs when
children play side by side,
often using similar toys,
with little interaction.

4+

ln this stage of play,
children engage in active
social behavior, form
friendships, and enhance
their creativity.

(Partin, as cited by Le franqois, 1996)
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Typically, children begin to show more interest in
socialization at the age of four. At this age, children
begin to see the value in playing with others. Although
most children will begin to play cooperatively, some may
continue to participate in associative play (see Table l).

Ir
t-/
^/
conversational skills, as well as to learn about fairness,
negotiation, and problem solving (Logue, 2007). Therefore,
it makes sense to incorporate social opportunities into a
child's daily experiences, whether at home, in childcare,
preschool, or an early childhood setting.
Depending on the circumstances, such influence can be
positive or negative. Because children are impressionable
by nature, the effects of poor social experiences can last a
lifetime if they affect a child's ability or desire to interact
with others. Further, children who are not exposed to
positive social experiences at an early age may be delayed
in other developmental areas. ln fact, children who lacl<
an opportunity for socialization are more susceptible to
learning difficulties than those who have sufficient social
exposure prior to kindergarten (Logue, 2007).

Stages of Development

\

For children to be effective in their efforts at socialization,
they must possess a variety of sl<ills, such as the ability
to listen when others are speaking, to share, and to
appropriately handle conflict (Smart & Sanson, 2003).
Children often do not develop mastery of such skills
until preschool age or later. lt is common for infants and
chilclren younger than two to show a lack of interest in
socializing with those outside their immediate family.
From the age of two to three, however, verbal skills
develop at a rapid pace. People outside the immediate
family are of more interest and social habits such as
smiling or waving in response become more common.
PIav r,r,ith others in the same age group still tends to be
limited, although children mig"ht 6egin to learn names or
recognize playmates with whom they interact frequently.

Once a child enters preschool, typically around the age
of three, group interaction is more common. However,
''preschoolers do not have the same sense of self, the same
understanding of emotions..., or the same understanding
of u hat is appropriate behavior and what isn't as do older
children" (Le franqois, 1996, p.222). Piaget regarded this
phase as nrore conceptual and symbolic than an adult's

cognitive development, considering children in this stage
io be preoperational.

By five years of age, children tend to be highly social,
anxious to interact with others, and ready to explore the
value of friendships. It is during this stage that much can
be learned from social activities, although children not
previously exposed to social settings may be more hesitant
to interact with others of their own age. With a little
prompting and with the offering of social opportunities
that fit their particular needs, even children who are shy
or scared can overcome their reservations and learn to
interact comfortably with others.

Social Learning
The term social learning is often used to describe the
manner in which children learn to interact with one
another. Smart and Sanson (2003) describe it as "the
ability to act wisely in human relations" (p. 4). Learning is
not just an individual activity; children who work together
perform better than those who worl< alone (Fawcett &
Carton, 2005). Further, research has proven that children
with at least one mutual friend are generally considered
more competent by their teachers and are more Iiked by
their peers (Lindsey, 2002).
Piaget and Vygotsky had differing views on how
I i zation and co I laboration affected cogn itive
development. According to Piaget, cognitive development
was more of an internal process dependent on interaction
with the environment, whereas Vygotsky considered it
to be external and dependent on interaction with others.
Regardless of this debate, one thing is clear: active
involvement and verbal communication lead to cognitive
restructuring and change (Fawcett & Carton, 2005).
Collaboration is by nature group-oriented and mastery
of an activity cannot be attributed to one person, as each
participant influences the other's abilities and perceptions
(Matusov '1998). Such an occurrence simply does not
happen when one worl<s alone.
soc ia

Developmenta! I nfluences
There are many social opportunities for children to learn.
However, the characteristics and frequency of these

opportunities depend on the child's cultural environment.
As children learn through social contexts, they develop
cognitively (Cauvain, 2005). Therefore, when addressing
the topic of socialization in young children, influential
factors such as culture, gender, language development,
imitation, and awareness of social etiquette must be taken
into consideration.
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Cu.lturol lnfluence
Social learning helps to promote cultural values (Aoki,
Wakano, & Feldman, 2005). Thus, socialization can be
a primary method by which children learn about the
traditions and beliefs of their social group (Le franqois,
1996). Naturally, children are going to look to family
members as a means of interpreting the world around
them. This makes the home environment an integral part
of social development, as this is where attitudes and
behaviors are typically learned (Smart & Sanson, 2003).

Socialization enhances cognitive development by serving
as "the primary system through which children learn about
the world and develop cognitive sl<ills" (Cauvain, 2005,
p.123). Social interaction also affords opportunities
irch ai cultural exposure that might not'6e generated
otherwise. Older persons within the community can
help shape children's cognitive development simply
by interacting with them. This can enhance intellectual
developmental and bring about essential changes in the
way children think.

Gender
It is speculated that biological differences between
genders can impact a child's overall development (Smart
& Sanson, 2003). Cender may play as much a role in a
child's efforts at socialization as cultural background and
other external influences. For example, children tend
to use more collaborative communication with those of
the same sex (Leman, Ahmed, & Ozarow, 2005). Studies
have also shown that girls typically are expected to be
cooperative, responsible, and empathetic, whereas boys
are expected to inhibil the most emotional expression.
Further, young girls tend to have more intimate, supportive
relationships than boys, and these friendships often
promote more self-disclosure and the development of
emotional skills. Such gender-based experiences may help
to foster early social skills in girls while limiting social
competence in boys (Smart & Sanson, 2003).

Measu ring Sociocognitive

Development

By observing children's levels of interaction, ability to
give and take, and verbal transactions, both parents
and early education professionals can determine
a valuable starting point for evaluating a child's
progress. Teachers should consider implementing a
series of activities designed specifically to enhance
socialization for children who are clearly lacking
these skills. lf this does not help them to interact
more with others, consider recommending additional
assessment to determine any underlying issues
(De Rosnay & Hughes, 2006).

consisted of mostly same-gender words. Further, girls often
develop their language skills earlier than boys, which may

help in the overall facilitation of social competency (Prior,
Smart, Sanson & Oberklaid, 1993, as cited by Smart &
Sanson, 2003).

Why is language so important to social development?
According to Carpendale and Lewis (2004),language
is essential to a child's social understanding. Without
the ability to effectively communicate, children cannot
be exposed to other's opinions, perceptions, or beliefs,
thereby limiting their experiences and underslanding of
the world around them. Such differences in early social
interaction may limit their cognitive development as well.

lmitation
lmitation plays a critical role in cognitive development.
Children tend to mimic those around them, particularly
adults, in their effort to learn appropriate behavior and
cultural values (Le frangois, 1996). Learning occurs when
beliefs or actions are transferred from model to observer
(Aol<i, Wakano, & Feldman, 2005). Imitation is therefore
critical in the development of cognitive skills that help
children to interpret social situations and to respond
accord ingly.

Sociol Etiquette
Socialization at any age involves more than just
interacting. lt encompasses a series of rules or social
norms that help dictate acceptable behavior. Such
behavior allows people to interact effectively with others
and to draw on their knowledge of social situations and
appropriate behaviors (Smart & Sanson, 2003).
Peers, especially friends, play a fundamental role in social
cognitive development during the early years, helping
chfldren to learn strategies for problem solving as well
as conflict resolution (Brendgen, Bowen, Rondeau, &
Vitaro, 1999). Such friendships are helpful not only in
promoting socialization skills, but also in reinforcing
acceptable behavior. ln fact, research consistently shows
that "children's ability to form positive relationships
with peers represents an important component of social
development" (Newcomb & Bagwell, 1996, as cited by
Lindsey, 2002, p.145).

Potential Barriers to Socialization
Studies have found that children who are actively involved
in all facets of the educational setting are more Iikely to be
social, because their actions are reinforced by educators
and other children. But learning delays and other
influences can affect socialization and learning, having an

impact on cognitive development as well.

Developmental Delays
Language Skills
There is significant research into the correlation between
language development and social understanding. Stennes,
Burch, Sen, and Bauer (2005) showed that children's
vocabularies between the second and third year of life
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For children who experience developmental delays,
socialization can seem like another difficult concept to
master. ln fact, such issues may impact their desire and
ability to socialize. According to EIias (2004), children
with learning difficulties may not be accepted by their
peers. They may have difficulty interpreting nonverbal

and other social cues. The ability to interpret such cues is
necessary, for example, in knowing when it is appropriate
to respond, to listen, and to participate.
For many children, learning may be slow or delayed,

depending on previous social experience, limited
exposure io peer groups/ and even the amount of time
spent with younger children. Studies have shown that
children who spend the majority of their time socializing
with younger children (which may occur in a traditional
preschool br child-care setting) experience more difficulty
in socializing with and being accepted by peers in their
own age group. lt is importaht to remember that "different
structu ral le lationsh i ps afford d ifferent opportu n ities for
interaction" (De Rosnay & Hughes, 2006, p.2B). Thus,
children should be exposed to relationships with other
children of varying ages, both older and younger.
Socialization issues can further be complicated when
exclusion is the standard for children with developmental
delays. According to Elias (2004l, "singling children out
for intervention reduces opportunities 1or natural peer
interaction and runs the risk of increasing their social
isolation and stigma" (p. 53). Modeling may not be as
effective for students with learning disabilities if they are
not able to learn from observation. Since socialization
involves building specific skills, children require more
than observation to effectively learn and progress. For this
reason, even if exclusion is the standard in a particular
environment, one-to-one teaching opportunities or
socialization with other children is still beneficial and
recommended.

Lock of Fomiliority
For most children, consistency is essential, as knowing
what to expect helps them to feel safe and secure.
According to Lindsey (2002), "Young children are more
likely to form friendships with children who they see on
a re(ular basis ancl preschool friends are more likely to
maintain close proximity to one another than children
who are not friends" (p. 146.)When children are
transplanted from one preschool or kindergarten class to
another, it is reasonable to expect limited socialization
at first. As children become more familiar with their
surroundings, they often interact more and begin to make

status" (Zeng & Zeng, 2005, p.712). Naturally, it will be
not speak the same primary
{or chi
who do nbt
harder for
children whodo
language or who are unfamiliar with the local customs

and culture to successfully interact with their peers.
In such instances, "care should be taken so as to help
them develop positive self-identity;" children's cultural
backgroundd "'should not be ignoiecl or treated as deficits
to be overcome" (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997, as cited by
Zeng & Zeng, 2005 , p. 7 1 3) .
Learning several basic words in a child's native language
is one way to respect a child's culture and to help promote
social and psychological adjustment (Ryu, 2004). Another
helpiul method is the incorporation of dance, which
provides opportunities for self-learning, enhances motor

skills and cognitive development, and promotes cultural
understanding and respect. By introducing culture into lhe
educational setting through language, dance, music, guest
speakers, or any other appropriate methods, teachers can
l-relp to promote greater self-esteem, particularly among
minority children (Lutz & Kuhlman, 2000).

Temperoment
For some children, socialization is difficult simply because
they are not comfortable with the task. lnternal factors such
as ihtroversion, shyness, or a highly sensitive nature may
make social situations seem awkward and worth avoiding
simply to ease psychological pain. Research has suggested
that, in addilion to the family's characteristics, other factors
such as the childt temperament, intelligence, and social
support could be operating to influence the psychological
and behavioral health of the child exposed to family life
events (Jackson, Sifers, Warren, &Velasquez, 2003). For

Table ll
Suggestion: for fglping children
socralrze wrth otners
Choose books for reading time that highlight social
themes.
Provide opportunities for children to role-play. Give
them a situation to act out, such as dealing with a
peer who knocks down their blocks. For children
who are shy, the use of puppets for role-play is

friends.

helpful.

For those lacking solid social skills, such delays may

Designate one child each week (or month,
depending on the size of your group) to be
spotlighted. Make a poster of this child's interests,
likes, and dislikes. Be sure to include pictures
of the child and perhaps involve a parent in the
poster creation. This activity allows each child
to have a special turn while helping the group to
become more familiar with one another.

affect their acceptance by peers and result in adjustment
difficulties (Smart & Sanson, 2003). This scenario is turther
complicated by the fact that children may frequently
change peer groups. Civen the transient nature of
preschool and early educational settings, it is worthwhile
for teachers and caregivers to make an extra effort to help
children maintain these early friendships (Lindsey, 2002).

Culturol Differences
Children not from the United States or those born into a
non-English speaking family may find acclimation into
an early educational setting difficult and frustrating (Ryu,
2004). For children from diverse cultural backgrounds, it
is important that teachers "try to get to know each child,
their'personality and their social and developmental

Assign color strips for a variety of activities. (For
example, a blue strip symbolizes block time, a
green strip equals story time, and a red strip
means arts and crafts.) Give each child one strip
for each activity and then allow them to choose
which one they would like to participate in at that
time. Approaching play time in this manner allows
children who might not normally play together to
interact and prevents children from limiting their
interactions to the same group of children.
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these children, respect for individual temperament is
neCessary, as is the introduction of social activities that do
not emphasize a forced one-to-one interaction.

It is worth noting, however, that although children may
not be inclined to be social, it is still an important and
necessary skill. ln this case, treating it as any other skill to
be learned could be beneficial. Rather than just assuming
a child possesses the skills necessary to successfully
interact with others, teacher intervention or creative
approaches may be necessary. SeeTable ll for examples
of ways to expand children's social skills without making
them the focus of attention.
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