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Friendships are central to children’s emotional development and sense of
belonging at school. Positive peer relationships help students build confidence,
learn cooperation, and develop social skills. However, conflicts between friends
and experiences of peer exclusion are common during childhood. When these
challenges occur frequently or intensely, they can lead to loneliness, anxiety,
anger, or decreased engagement in school.

Teachers play a critical role in helping students learn how to manage
disagreements, repair relationships, and develop empathy for others. With
guidance and practice, children can learn constructive ways to resolve conflicts
and include others.

Understanding Friendship Conflicts and Peer Exclusion

Friendship conflicts may involve arguments, misunderstandings, jealousy, or
disagreements about rules during play. These conflicts are a normal part of
development and can provide valuable learning opportunities when handled
constructively.

Peer exclusion occurs when a student is intentionally left out of activities,
ignored, or rejected by peers. While occasional exclusion may occur naturally in
social groups, persistent exclusion can negatively affect a child’s emotional well-
being and self-esteem. Signs that a student may be struggling with peer
relationships include:

* Frequently playing alone or being left out

» Complaints about classmates not wanting to play with them
« Emotional distress after recess or group activities

* Increased irritability, withdrawal, or sadness

« Difficulty cooperating or resolving disagreements

Teachers can help by teaching social skills, modeling respectful communication,
and creating opportunities for students to practice problem-solving.

Teach the Steps of Conflict Resolution
Children benefit from learning a simple structure for resolving disagreements.
Teachers can introduce and practice steps such as:

Stop and calm down

Each person shares their point of view
Listen to the other person

Think of solutions together

Agree on a plan



Posting these steps in the classroom and practicing them regularly helps
students internalize constructive ways to handle disagreements.

Creative Classroom Strategies and Activities

The “Peace Table”

Create a small area in the classroom where students can go to work through
conflicts calmly. The space might include a sand timer, feeling cards, and a
problem-solving prompt card with questions such as:

* What happened?
* How did you feel?
* What could make this better?

Students take turns speaking while holding a small object (such as a talking
stick), which helps ensure that each child is heard.

Friendship Role-Play Cards

Prepare cards with common friendship scenarios, such as:
» “Two friends want to use the same toy.”

* “A student feels left out of a game.”

* “Someone said something hurtful.”

Students work in pairs or small groups to role-play solutions. Afterwards, discuss
what strategies worked and what could be done differently.

The Inclusion Challenge

Invite students to participate in a weekly “Inclusion Challenge.” Each student
draws a name and is encouraged to include that classmate in a game,
conversation, or activity during the week. At the end of the week, students reflect
on what they did and how it felt to include others.

Compliment Circle

Once a week, gather students in a circle and invite them to give a compliment or
appreciation to another classmate. This activity helps students notice positive
qualities in their peers and strengthens classroom connections.

The Friendship Toolbox
Create a visual display labeled “Our Friendship Toolbox.” When conflicts arise,
students can choose tools such as:

» Take turns

» Use kind words

* Ask to join

* Apologize

» Take a break and cool down



Students can also suggest new “tools” to add to the display.

Feelings and Perspective-Taking Activities
Helping students understand emotions improves empathy and conflict resolution.
Try activities such as:

» Reading stories about friendship challenges and discussing how characters
might feel

* Asking students to imagine how another student might feel in a situation

+ Using emotion cards to identify feelings during conflicts

These discussions help children recognize that different people can experience
the same situation in different ways.

Encouraging Inclusive Classroom Culture
Teachers can reduce peer exclusion by intentionally fostering an inclusive
environment. Helpful strategies include:

* Frequently rotating partners during activities

* Creating cooperative group tasks that require teamwork

» Acknowledging and praising inclusive behaviour

* Teaching students phrases such as “You can play with us” or “Let’s find a way
for everyone to join.”

Modeling respectful communication and empathy in everyday interactions also
teaches students how to treat one another.

When Additional Support May Be Needed

If a student experiences persistent peer rejection, bullying, or emotional distress
related to friendships, additional support may be needed. Collaboration with
parents, school counselors, or mental health professionals can help identify
underlying issues and provide targeted support.

Final Thoughts

Friendship conflicts and social challenges are a natural part of growing up. With
guidance from caring adults, students can learn the skills needed to resolve
disagreements, develop empathy, and build healthy relationships. By creating
opportunities to practice cooperation, communication, and inclusion, teachers
help students develop social skills that will benefit them throughout their lives.
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