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One of the first questions asked of Infant/Toddler 
Teachers during a parent/teacher conference always is; 
'Who does my child play with?' At first, the answer can 
often be disappointing since social development in infants 
and young toddlers does not include developing friend
ships. It is true, however, that infants and toddlers enjoy 
watching each other, play beside each other, and begin to 
interact with each other. 

Infants and toddlers learn social interactions by 
observing and participating in interactions with their 
parents, other family members, caregivers and peers. 
Early social observations and interactions influence their 
overall social development. Building on what is learned 
in the early years, guide children through developing 
friendships during their school years and adulthood. 

First, infants need to form attachments with their 
primary caregivers and other adults in their lives. Positive 
interactions that support social development include; 
infants smiling at adults, reaching out to touch them, and 
laughing. They begin to initiate interactions with others 
through a game of peek-a-boo or they will imitate adult 
sounds or actions. Infants will seek out the company of 
adults by crawling over to them, or try to gain their 
attention by babbling or gesturing. 

As children gain language skills in the next stage of 
social development, they begin to greet adults and other 
children, play beside a peer or begin to seek out activities 
that another child is doing. This is also a time when 
young children are learning how to negotiate play. They 
are figuring out positive ways to get their needs met with 
peers. Unfortunately, along with figuring out the right 
way to interact with friends, children often use negative 
behavior, including pushing, hitting and biting. Typically 
this is because they have not yet gained the language skills 
to communicate what they need. This is a time when 
adults can support a child's social development by help
ing them choose appropriate ways to interact with friends. 
This includes offering language to handle conflicts, 
modeling positive ways to play with peers and praising a 
child when they are being a 'friend'. 

As toddlers get older they will acquire skills that will 
help them with forming friendships. These include taking 
turns, communicating their needs, solving problems, etc. 
So, even though infants and toddlers may not be playing 
with other children or making long lasting friendships, 
what they are doing is experiencing key interactions with 
adults and peers that will help them for a lifetime. 


