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Children don’t need to be the most popular in their class, but they do need good social skills. A lack of social skills can lead to difficulties in school, inattentiveness, peer rejection, emotional difficulties, bullying, difficulty in making friends, academic failures, isolation from peers, and depression.  While it is normal for a two year old’s social awareness to be very limited, by the time they are 4, children are expected to play games cooperatively with others, ask others to play etc.. As children get older, they become part of a larger social world. Parents may begin to be concerned about their child’s relationships. This includes relationships with other children and adults in school as well as outside of school.
Most children experience occasional rejection, and most children are sometimes socially clumsy, insensitive, or even unkind. However, children who are constantly rejected by peers are lonely and have low self-esteem, and may begin to bully and reject others. When they are older, these children are far more likely to drop out of school and use drugs and alcohol.  It can be difficult for parents to determine if their child is experiencing normal social awkwardness, or if their child would benefit from some extra help.  Many parents may not realize that help is available specifically for children who lack the natural ability to learn and master social skills. Signs that a child may need some social coaching include:
 	Lacks at least one or two close friends 
Has trouble with losing or winning without outbursts
Has trouble showing empathy with other children 
Can be bossy or insists on his/her own way 
Can’t seem to start or maintain a conversation 
Uses a louder voice than most children 
Seems usually ignored or teased by other children or is teased and annoying to others 
How Can a Social Skills Class Help?
Social skills are essential for getting along with others.  Parents may feel helpless when their children interact in settings with other children who have good social skills. They hope, and likely assume, that their child will learn from their peers. But since their child is not picking up on social cues, they don't benefit from the model that other children might provide. For example a child who's extremely blunt (for example responding to another child with “that’s a stupid idea”,  may be likely to hurt another child's feelings without meaning to.     Even though he does not understand what he is doing wrong he may experience rejection by peers. While a natural environment is important to practice new skills, it is not the ideal setting to learn social skills. Interactions which move too quickly result in failure. For example, within a period less than a minute, a child is expected to respond to a peer’s request, play taking turns and verbally express conversation related to that game while listening and responding to the other child.  Poor social skills restrain them, being misunderstood by the other children and adults. This leads them to being labeled the "weird", "mean" or "bad" kid. 
Unfortunately, social skills problems do not go away by themselves. As social interactions become increasingly complex, social skill difficulties become increasingly more apparent. This means that without appropriate social skills training, children who have trouble socially will display compounding problems as they get older. The best thing to do for your child is to work on these skills early, possibly around age 4 or older. This will help a child successfully engage with his peers. Pushing these needs aside until they become increasingly obvious can close the opportunity for success. 
If you feel your child is at risk, or is having difficulty making friends, don’t ignore the problem - get help!  Children can usually thrive with direct instruction in social skills groups led by trained professionals and the availability of a safe environment in which to practice newly learned skills Small groups which address asking and answering questions, staying on topic, giving compliments, learning to start conversations and reading social cues are optimal.  
For more information on social skills training, contact Basha Ontiveros at Speech and Learning Connections in Bloomington at 663-4172.  There are classes available for children 4 through ages 11 available beginning this June and running through the summer.  Fall and Spring sessions are also available during the school year.
