Received: 2 May 2023 Accepted: 24 January 2024

W) Check for updates

DOI: 10.1111/1460-6984.13021

RESEARCH REPORT

Language &

International Journal of Communication

Disorders

Exploring concepts of friendship formation in children with
language disorder using a qualitative framework analysis

Lenka Janik Blaskova |

Faculty of Education, Centre for Research
on Play in Education, Development and
Learning (PEDAL), University of
Cambridge, Cambridge, UK

Correspondence

Lenka Janik Blaskova, School of
Education, University of Exeter, Exeter,
UK.

Email: l.janik-blaskova@exeter.ac.uk

Funding information
LEGO Foundation; Cambridge Trust

Jenny L. Gibson

Abstract

Purpose: Sociometric studies and adult reports have established that children
with Language Disorder (LD) are at risk of peer relationship difficulties. How-
ever, we have limited knowledge of how children with LD understand friendship,
whom they deem as a good or bad friend, and what role their friendship concepts
play in their relationships with peers. This exploratory study aimed to conduct a
qualitative investigation into the friendship concepts that children with LD hold
and to explore their strategies for making friends.

Methods: We conducted multiple, art-informed interviews on the topic of
friendship with 14 children with LD at the age of 6-8 years. Participating chil-
dren were based in the United Kingdom and Republic of Ireland. They attended
enhanced provision, specific speech and language classes and mainstream class-
rooms. We used framework analysis to map children’s responses to Selman’s
(1979) developmental model of interpersonal understanding, which espouses a
theory of children’s social development within the context of peer relationships.
Results: The understanding of friendship formation in children with LD varied
from physical presence to mutual support and sharing. Children’s ideas about a
good/bad friend represented the lowest developmental stage. Participants from
the mainstream classroom demonstrated the highest stages of interpersonal
understanding. Children with LD did not mention their language abilities as a
barrier to making friends.

Conclusion: There are limited studies exploring friendship directly from chil-
dren with LD, and this study provides insights into this gap, by utilising
art-informed interviews. Children’s immature understanding of a good/bad
friend points towards a potential susceptibility to false friends, which we sug-
gest needs further empirical validation. We also found that children with LD did
not pay attention to their language difficulties when making friends, which raises
questions about the ways diagnoses are shared with children.
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INTRODUCTION

Friendships and peer relationships foster social and emo-
tional development in children by providing unique,
power-balanced and interactive contexts, which children
can freely join or leave (Bukowski et al., 1998; Rubin et al.,
2011). Typically, children begin interacting with peers in
their early years when their interactions focus around
play (Dunn, 2004; Gottman, 1983). However, their under-
standing of friendship and distinguishing between good or
bad friends substantially develops throughout childhood
(Afshordi, 2019; Furman & Bierman, 1983; Liberman &
Shaw, 2019). Friendship theories describe factors, includ-
ing the characteristics of a friend, contexts and expecta-
tions, that contribute to the quality of the peer relationship
(e.g., Bigelow et al., 1996; Hartup, 1996). To successfully
navigate the complex nature of friendships, children need
to develop robust social and emotional capacities.
Primary difficulties in language development can place
children with Language Disorder (LD) at a disadvantage

What this paper adds

friendships, interviews, language disorder, peer relationships

WHAT THIS PAPER ADDS

What is already known on the subject

* Children with Language Disorder (LD) are at risk of peer relationship difficul-
ties. Studies to date are based on sociometrics and adult reports. Only a few
studies employ participatory approaches to research with children, directly
engaging children with LD when exploring their friendships

* This paper directly asks children with LD about their understanding of
friendship and strategies for making friends.

* Physical proximity and play are important to children.s understanding of
friendship especially in recognising good and bad friends. This indicates
potential reasons for children with LD being susceptible to false friends

» Additionally, children with LD do not perceive language and communication
as a barrier to making friends.

What are the potential or actual clinical implications of this work?

* Concepts around friendship and good/bad friends should be routinely
assessed and targeted (if appropriate) in interventions. The study highlights
the need to continue discussing practices around sharing diagnoses with
children with LD.

in peer interactions (e.g., Redmond, 2011; van den Bedem
et al., 2018). Affecting 9.92% of children, LD includes a
broad group of children, including those with an unknown
cause (Developmental Language Disorder) for their diffi-
culties as well as those associated with another condition
such as autism, cerebral palsy or intellectual disability
(Frazier Norbury et al., 2016). Co-occurring emotional,
social and behavioural difficulties make diagnosing LD dif-
ficult and may prevent affected children from receiving
language targeted interventions (Cohen et al., 1998; Reilly
et al., 2014). Missed LD diagnosis is a risk to literacy, edu-
cation and social adjustment (Blanton & Dagenais, 2007;
Bryan et al., 2015; Lindsay et al., 2007; Winstanley et al.,
2020).

Peer relationship difficulties often begin in childhood.
Compared to their typically developing (TD) peers, chil-
dren with LD have fewer friends and lower quality friend-
ships (Durkin & Ramsden, 2007; Fujiki et al., 1999), report
increased bullying rates (Conti-Ramsden & Botting, 2004;
Forrest et al., 2021; McCormack et al., 2011), and may
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be vulnerable to abuse and exploitation (Brownlie et al.,
2007). Task-based studies and self-reports investigating
why children with LD are less likely to succeed in estab-
lishing friendships indicate empathy and social cognition
as mediators between poor language and poor peer rela-
tionships (e.g., Andres-Roqueta et al., 2016; van den Bedem
et al., 2019). Although increased language difficulties are
associated with lower popularity (Laws et al., 2012), lan-
guage is not the only predictor of poor peer relationships in
children with LD (Andres-Roqueta et al., 2016). This sug-
gests that social understanding may be linked to friendship
concepts in children with LD.

The nuances in understanding others and the roles that
friends play in children’s lives manifest in behaviours chil-
dren display in peer interactions. Although they join peer
groups similarly to their TD peers, children with LD take
extra time to approach peers and in an ‘onlooker’ play—
watching and commenting on peer play without joining
in (Liiva & Cleave, 2005). Even though children with LD
have a risk of peer difficulties, they also display prosocial
behaviours and motivation (Fujiki et al., 2001; van den
Bedem et al., 2019). It is therefore important to explore
their own perspectives on friendships; Who do children
with LD consider as a friend? What motivates them to
make friends? We have limited understanding of how chil-
dren with LD conceptualise friendship, as many studies to
date have not consulted children directly.

A recent systematised literature review of peer relation-
ships studies of children with LD identified just four publi-
cations reporting findings from research directly engaging
children via interviews and art-informed methods (Janik
Blaskova & Gibson, 2021). Though peer relationships were
not the key goal of their explorations, all reports confirmed
peers as crucial agents in the daily experiences of chil-
dren with LD (Lyons & Roulstone, 2018; Markham et al.,
2009; Merrick & Roulstone, 2011; Roulstone & Lindsay,
2012). These studies did not explore how children with LD
conceptualise friendship. Understanding their concepts of
friendship will lead us closer to fully grasping the mech-
anisms underlying their difficulties in peer relationships
and friendships.

Friendship formation framework

A number theoretical and empirical models of friend-
ships outline benchmarks for determining social-cognitive
maturity in the context of peer relationships. Bigelow et al.
(1996) propose a behavioural-based model, highlighting
the importance of social rules and applying them within
different relationships, including friendships. Hartup’s
(1996) model involves mutual affection, and friendship
develops with the ability to differentiate between sur-
face interaction and deeper reciprocity in relationships.
Although Hartup (1996) and Bigelow et al. (1996) include
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important aspects of relationships (e.g., proximity, similar-
ity), Selman’s (1977, 1980) Social Understanding model has
been selected as the key framework for the current study.

Selman (1980) defines friendship from a developmental
perspective, describing five developmental stages in chil-
dren’s social-cognitive understanding of peers as friends.
Initially viewing peers as momentary friends in play (Stage
0), children progress to seeing peers as ‘helpers’ (Stage 1)
and eventually engage in reciprocal assistance (Stage 2). In
the final two stages, children form closer bonds and share
secrets (Stage 3), ultimately perceiving friendships as long-
lasting relationships built on trust and support, even when
physically apart (Stage 4, Selman, 1980). Selman aligned
the developmental stages of friendship with the devel-
opmental milestones in perspective taking, making his
model the most finely articulated framework for the social-
cognitive understanding of friendships (Parker et al., 2015).
Thus, we selected Selman’s framework and friendship
definitions in this study. Selman’s (1979) social-cognitive
(perspective-taking) map of friendship and friendship
formation is summarised in Table 1.

Although Selman’s model was developed decades ago, a
more recent study with TD children confirmed the orig-
inally outlined stages 0 and 1 (Marcone et al., 2015). In
this study 7-8-year-olds (n = 49) were significantly better
in defining friendship as one-way assistance compared to
children at the age of 6 and younger (n = 50), who mostly
perceived friendship as a momentary physical interaction
(Marcone et al., 2015). Only two of the older children
revealed stage 2 answers (Marcone et al., 2015). Marcone
et al. (2015) included only children below the age of 9,
which corresponds with the age group in our study.

Given our emphasis on children with LD, we examined
the applicability of Selman’s model as observed in stud-
ies involving non-TD children. In a comparative study,
Kravetz et al. (1999) revealed that children experiencing
learning difficulties showed significantly lower perfor-
mance to age-matched peers #40) = 3.32, p < 0.01 and
differences in their fluctuation across stages compared to
peers. Similarly, earlier clinical studies suggest that social
understanding does not develop globally across all areas,
but the stages of children’s conceptions vary, for exam-
ple, children can reach higher developmental stage in
understanding the concept of trust between friends while
holding lower-stage concepts about jealousy in friendship
(Selman & Demorest, 1984; Selman et al., 1977).

Study aims

This study aims to shed light on how children with LD
understand friendships. We chose to focus on friendship
formation to gain detailed insights into what children with
LD value about friends, how they make friends and who
they consider to be a good or bad friend. We added ‘bad
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friend’ to Selman’s original friendship formation concepts
of motivation, mechanisms, ideal friend to use contrast and
support children’s reflection on abstract notions.

The study addresses the following research questions:

1. What concepts of friendship formation do children with
LD hold?

2. What do friendship formation concepts of children with
LD reveal about their levels of understanding of friend-
ship motivation, mechanisms for making friends and
what constitutes a good and a bad friend?

3. What strategies for making friends do children with LD
follow and propose?

Answers to these questions will enhance our under-
standing of how children with LD conceptualise friendship
and identify potential gaps to target in therapeutic setting
to prevent potential difficulties around peer relationships.
This study further informs about the possible utility of
Selman’s (1979) interpersonal understanding manual in
therapeutic settings and peer studies involving children
with LD.

METHOD

The current study draws on data from a larger research
project concerning peer relationships and well-being of
children with LD. We mapped studies and methods
involving children with LD about their friendships (Janik
Blaskova & Gibson, 2021) and engaged peers of chil-
dren with LD in interviews about their friendships (Janik
Blaskova & Gibson, 2023). The larger project collected data
through multiple, semi-structured and art-informed inter-
views about the well-being and friendships of children
with LD. To ensure shorter and child-friendly interactions,
we met with the children several times, enabling us to
pause interviews if attention waned. This report presents
findings from multiple friendship interviews conducted
with children with LD.

We adopted a qualitative methodology to facilitate an
in-depth exploration of friendship formation concepts in
children with LD and address gaps in existing evidence,
which has limited inclusion of children with LD (Janik
Blaskova & Gibson, 2021). Exploratory approach further
allowed us to adapt Selman’s framework to the unique
context of children with LD, uncovering the complexities
around their friendships.

Ethics

The study followed the ethical guidelines of the British
Education Research Association (BERA, 2018). The Uni-
versity of Cambridge and the Health Research Author-
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ity in the United Kingdom approved the study. An
informed parental consent was obtained prior to meet-
ing participating children. Before one-to-one meetings,
we sought children’s informed assent and described the
study goals in a child-friendly format and used the sym-
bols of Communicate-in-Print (Widgit software, 2018) to
support written text. We adjusted our interactions as
described in the Data Collection and Interviews section.
We anonymised the collected data and used pseudonyms
to prevent identification of participants.

Recruitment procedures

We used a purposive sample strategy to recruit children
between the ages of 6-8 years with LD and with English
as the primary language of education. Study information
was shared with parents, educators, speech and language
therapists and third sector organisations in the United
Kingdom and Republic of Ireland. We told parents and
teachers that we were recruiting participants whose pri-
mary difficulty was in language development. Inclusion
was conditional upon scoring below 55 on the Global com-
munication composite score (Frazier Norbury et al., 2016);
OR scoring 1 SD below the mean on the sentence recall sub-
test of the Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals,
4th Edition (Semel et al., 2006) AND sentence compre-
hension subtest of the Assessment of Comprehension and
Expression 6—11 (Adams et al., 2001). Boys, girls and chil-
dren from different educational settings were included.
Children with specific ethnic, socio-economic or any other
backgrounds were not specifically targeted.

Out of the initial pool of 17 children, our final sam-
ple included 14 participants and the remaining three were
excluded. One child could not join the study because their
primary language of education was not English. Two other
children had other primary developmental difficulties that
prevented them from joining the study. Table 2 presents the
background information of participating children, using
pseudonyms.

Our participant sample includes children who have a
negative score on the Social Interaction Deviance Com-
posite, suggesting these children had disproportionate
difficulties with pragmatic language, and we later learned
that one child was diagnosed with autism during our data
collection. We decided to retain these children in the study
as pragmatic language difficulties fall under the broad
umbrella of language disorder.

Our intention was to reflect the typical diversity seen in
classes or groups of children with language disorders. We
acknowledge our lack of information about possible co-
occurring conditions, which is why we have avoided using
terms like ‘specific language impairment’ or ‘developmen-
tal language disorder’ to describe our participants.
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Participating children attended classrooms with dif-
ferent levels of language and communication support:
Enhanced Provision, Specific Speech and Language Disor-
der Class and Mainstream settings. The Enhanced Provi-
sion offers a small-sized class, accommodating a maximum
of eight children, with language support, therapy in the
morning, and mainstream class activities in the afternoon.
Mark, Wade and Henry were attending this kind of class-
room. The Specific Speech and Language Disorder Class
is also small-sized, allowing a maximum of 8 children, and
provides full-time language support and therapy for a dura-
tion of 2 years. Additionally, children in this classroom
participate in shared assemblies and playtime with chil-
dren from an adjacent primary school. Mary, Alfie, Zara,
Larry and Andy were enrolled in the Specific Speech and
Language Disorder Class. In the Mainstream setting, chil-
dren attend a standard class and receive individual pull-out
speech-language therapy as needed. Children in this main-
stream class include Kevin, Laura, Jade, Mia, Alice and
Lucy.

In the United Kingdom, educational placements are
determined by children’s language proficiency. Chil-
dren with LD in mainstream classrooms should have
higher language skills than those in the Enhanced
Provision or Specific Speech and Language Disorder
Classes.

Interviews

Data collection took place in children’s schools, except
for one participant, who participated at home. At each
meeting we reminded children they could take a break
and/or withdraw from the study at any stage. Additionally,
we asked teachers about children’s immediate well-being
before interviews and children’s behaviours and reactions
were observed. A couple of meetings were stopped because
a child expressed feeling tired or appeared to be losing
attention. Most of the time, children enjoyed the activities,
stayed engaged and looked forward to our next meet-
ing. Art-informed activities were flexibly combined with
interviewing.

We conducted semi-structured and art-informed inter-
views to collect ‘friendship concepts data’ in 1-4 individual
meetings with children, including final interviews to vali-
date preliminary findings. Meetings lasted between 10-30
min, depending on children’s attention span and individ-
ual needs. The initial plan for the wider study clearly
separated interview schedules about friendship concepts,
friendship experiences and school well-being into dis-
tinct sessions. In reality, however, schedules were used
flexible and according to children’s mindset, attention
and interests during each interview. This accommodating

Disorders

approach facilitated children’s engagement and supported
their communication needs.

Recognising multiple ways for meaning making, a
series of interviews were conducted using a multimodal
approach. We drew on Kress and van Leewuen (2006),
who emphasise visual representations alongside language
in the communication and interpretation of meaning.
Unlike in purely traditional interviews that heavily rely
on language, we included art as one of the modalities
to facilitate children’s responses. However, we recognised
that reluctance to draw, scribbling, writing and, inconsis-
tencies between children’s drawings and verbal responses
could create risks to our data interpretation (Scherer, 2016).
We addressed these potential threats by demonstrating
and navigating children through art activities, exploring
their work through questions, and providing different
visual media options in case they preferred using play-
dough, stickers, or art and craft items. McLaughlin and
Coleman-Fountain (2018) used some of these strategies
with young people with disabilities impacting their speech,
and other physical and learning capacities, and success-
fully elicited participants’ voice in interpreting their social
lives.

Visualisation and art encouraged children to reflect
upon their friendships and express their ideas. Children
could use crayons, stickers, play dough, coloured papers
and various art and craft items freely. We started with a
warmup activity, inviting children to complete a very sim-
ple evaluation of ‘How I feel about my friends’ in school.
We used smiley faces and an empty circle when adapt-
ing the ‘How I feel about my talking activity’ used with
children with speech, language and communication needs
(McLeod, 2018). Next, children drew the ‘Circle of Friends’
to map their peer relationships in the classroom. Finally,
children drew or created their classroom friend(s). They
were asked about their artwork, for example, Who is in
the drawing? Do you like playing with them? (McLeod,
2018), and a series of friendship quality questions (Dunn
et al., 2002). While the friendship quality questions and
description of art focused mainly on children’s friend-
ship experiences, some of their answers and particularly
their artwork revealed the perceptions they hold about
friendship formation.

The friendship formation interview generated the major-
ity of the friendship conceptions data. The friendship
formation interview was followed without the origi-
nal friend’s dilemma that Selman (1979) proposed. The
dilemma would place additional cognitive load for chil-
dren to understand a hypothetical story without sup-
porting their language needs. Therefore, questions were
changed to personal contexts, directly enquiring about
the participant’s friends. Selman (1980) recommends such
adjustments to gain good quality insights from children,
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TABLE 3
Question
Why are friends important?

Why does a person need a good friend?
Is it easy or hard to make a good friend? Why?

What kind of person makes a good friend?

What kind of person would you NOT want as a friend?

changing the hypothetical, general or personal contexts
of questions as needed. Therefore, the interview started
with personal context and used visual methods modal-
ity described earlier to ease children into talking about
their own friends and experiences. Asking about their
artwork supported children in expressing their abstract
concepts of friendships and moving to more general
context.

Children could continue using art during the traditional
interview modality—questions and answers. Friendship
formation was in focus, reducing interview questions to
four main ones (Table 3). This allowed for extra time to ask
supplementary probes and gave children time to express
themselves according to their abilities.

Selman’s original questions were complemented with
probes’? about ‘Making friends strategies’ to collect
data for answering research question 3. These inter-
view questions were reverted to in subsequent meetings
with children, who did not answer them at the first
meeting.

Reflective notes

After each meeting with participating children, the
researcher took notes capturing their reflections about
children’s answers and artwork. When analysing the
friendship concepts data, these notes helped point at
specific social understanding stages that individual
children hold, for example abstract thinking, physical
proximity.

Analytical procedures

A three-level analytical process involved examining 54
documents including transcribed interviews, artwork, and
reflective notes. At first, framework analysis (FA) helped
organise data into generated themes. FA is systematic

Friendship formation interview (Selman, 1979) with added probes.

Supplementary probes

Is there anything else?

Why is it sometimes ___ (the opposite)?

IHow do you do it? How do you make friends?
2How else can children make friends?

What else makes them a good friend?

Could you tell me more?

Why is that important?

What else would you like this person to be like or do?

approach to qualitative data analysis performed in six
steps: data familiarisation, identifying a thematic frame-
work, indexing, charting, data mapping and interpretation
(Iliffe et al. et al., 2015; Parkinson et al., 2016). FA allows
for a mix of top-down and bottom-up approaches, which
allowed for identifying themes from existing literature
(Selman’s friendship formation concepts) as well as directly
from data (strategies for making friends, artwork). After
indexing the data with codes, the charting step resulted in
a summary matrix that organised data categories in rows
and children’s data in columns.

Selman’s interpersonal understanding manual

At this stage, the second level of analysis was conducted
to reveal how children’s friendship formation concepts cor-
responded to their levels of social understanding. More
specifically, each response within each Selman’s friendship
formation category (motives, mechanisms, good friend,
bad friend characteristics) was assigned a single devel-
opmental stage score 0-4. The researcher followed the
detailed guidelines specified in the Interpersonal Under-
standing Assessment, friendship domain manual (Selman,
1979). The main principle lies in children differentiating
between the stages of momentary physical interactions
(Stage 0), one-way assistance (Stage 1), fairweather coop-
eration (Stage 2), intimate mutual sharing (Stage 3) and
autonomous independence (Stage 4) (Selman, 1979).

Stages give qualitative information about the devel-
opmental level of a specific friendship formation
concept—category. Mixed stages are possible and indi-
cate that children may reach different developmental
levels of their perspective-taking with a specific aspect of
friendship formation—motives, mechanisms, ideal/bad
friend.

Finally, interpreting data was the third level of anal-
ysis that considered developmental stages within and
across the responses of individual children. The researcher
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FIGURE 1

examined the variability of Selman’s (1979) friendship
formation issues—motives, mechanisms, ideal and bad
friends—to understand children’s ideas about making
friends in detail. The researcher reflected about the miss-
ing or unclear answers and interpreted them in relation
to the stages assigned to other aspects of friendship per-
ceptions in an individual child. Furthermore, missing
or unclear answers were considered in relation to spe-
cific concepts within which answers were missing, and
implications about the nature of the concept were made.
Additionally, children’s age and school settings were taken
into account when interpreting the results.

Trustworthiness and credibility

This qualitative enquiry strived for rigor and trustwor-
thiness. Therefore, method triangulation (e.g., artwork,
friendship formation interview, friendship quality inter-
views), multiple data collection and member checking
were used to enhance the credibility of data and findings
(Patton, 1999). Children’s artwork complemented inter-
views about the perceptions they have about friendships
and served as a prompt to question and validate children’s
representations of their friendships and friends. Multiple
meetings helped build rapport with children and give them
opportunities to express their friendship perceptions on
different occasions. If needed, children were encouraged
to elaborate on previously presented examples that were
unclear and thus confirmed the interpretations or clarified
discrepancies.

RESULTS

We started the first friendship interview with a warmup
activity, indicating how children feel about their friends
in schools. All participating children indicated a happy
face in different ways. Many would colour in the
happy face (Figure 1 left) and Mia wrote their feelings
“Happy, paly nicy ((play nicely))” in the empty circle
(Figure 1 right).

Next, drawing the ‘Circle of Friends’ mapped children’s
peer relationships in classroom.

In Figure 2, Children were then invited to draw their
own circle of friends, revealing the closeness to individual
peers in their class. Their drawings and responses indi-

Responses of Zara and Mia to an interview warmup activity. [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

S

—
——

FIGURE 2 Circle of Friends by Wade. [Colour figure can be
viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

cated how they view their peers as friends. In the next
art-informed activity, children drew or created their class-
room friend(s) and were probed about friend drawings
and artwork to elicit their perceptions around friendships.
For example, they were asked about friends holding hands
or the symbolic representations (crosses, hearts) to reveal
more descriptive responses. Friendship formation inter-
view followed, with the option for children to continue
working on their art work.

We analysed children’s responses at three levels. First,
we present findings from the framework analysis of friend-
ship formation concepts. The categories of the purpose of
friendship, good and bad friend descriptions are comple-
mented with interview extracts. Next, children’s friend-
ship formation perceptions are evaluated against Selman’s
stages of social understanding development. Finally, the
strategies for and experiences of making friends reveal
how (mechanisms) children with LD go about making
friends.

The purpose of friendship

Participating children with LD differ in their understand-
ing of the purpose of friendship. Two children (Mary and
Zara) gave ‘don’t know’ or unclear answers to Why are
friends important? and Why does a person need a good
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friend? On the other hand, some children gave multiple
answers. Mark and Henry state that they need friends to
have someone to play with.

Researcher: Why do you need a friend?
Mark: Pla-aay

Researcher: To play

Mark: (uw) ((intonates as if ‘mm,’ confirming))

Four participating children (Alfie, Larry, Andy and Jade)
perceive friendship as a way to team up and feel protected
from others.

Andy: Friendship is like you are, you have a friend and
you go over to not your friends. Yeah.

R: Mhm. And why are friends important?

Andy: Because they be more friends, they safe.

R: They are safe, I see. And, so, is that why a person needs
a good friend?

Andy: Yep.

Alice sees friends as a gateway to make more friends.

R:...why do you need a friend?
Alice: To make friends

R: Hmm, to make more friends? Or
Alice: (nodding))

R: Okay

Alice: To make more friends.

Wade, Kevin, Laura, Mia and Lucy understand friend-
ship as a means of having a playmate and being happy.
Lucy’s answers demonstrate friends as providing company
and happiness.

R: Can you tell me why friends are important? What do
you think?

Lucy: Detause ((because)) if you didn’t have a friend,
that means you wouldn’t, you would you would
always be alone, and you wouldn’t and you dust
(Gust)) and you would dust ((just)) be really miser-
able every day.

R: And is there anything else, why a person needs a
friend?

Lucy: Detause ((because)) detause ((because)) then he
would make and then he will be happy.

Kevin’s answers indicate recognising the perspectives
and feelings of others.

Kevin: Being nice to each other, be kind and play with
other people, don’t annoy other people, play with
them

R: Mhmm
Kevin: respond-ing if they want to play.

Kevin demonstrates thinking beyond the concept of self
by showing awareness of mutual support in interactions.
Mia describes friendship using hands.

Mia: Friendship is like, when you meet a friend, like,
and friendspit is like when you DON’T want a friend
doing (your s) by himself, but if you me- if you friend-
ship is like you, is like a hand to hand ((joins hands
and intertwines fingers)) but like friends together

R: Like fingers intertwined together

Mia: like ff like ffriends holding hands

R: mhm

Mia: together and gether and never letting go hands

R: mhm

Mia: maybe, like a, inside your, inside my head I feel like
me or or my BFFs will ha- holding hands

R: like that

Mia: and we never let go of each other ‘cause er normally
when I fight I normally let go of my friend’s hands so
I can have my own time [[lets go of hands]]

R: okay

Mia: then, when I come back I like [[putting hands
together again]] put my hands back together

R: that’s the friendship, okay. Thank you!

Mia’s understanding of friendship taps on the appre-
ciation that friends do not need to be physically present
to remain in the friendship. However, most participat-
ing children see friendship as a temporary play activity,
companionship, and many cannot fully express their
friendship perceptions, which they may or may not have
formed.

Good and bad friends

Before asking about good and bad friends characteris-
tics, children were prompted to draw their best friends
or friendship. Their work varied from very physical rep-
resentations of their actual friend, physical proximity
and holding hands to abstract symbolism of friendships.
Examples of the artwork are displayed in Figure 3.

When prompted, children described their work in a
more or less elaborative way. Mia expressed their per-
ceptions of friendship in an abstract way. They expressed
friendship with cross and heart symbols, and intertwined
their hands when describing their work. Mia demon-
strated that friends can get distant or fall out by untying
their hands. This representation tapped into the relativistic
concepts of friendship.

95U8017 SUOWIWIOD SR o|gedljdde ay) Ag pauienob ale sejole O ‘8sn Jo SajnJ 1o} Akelqi]auliu 8|1V UO (SUONIPUOD-pUR-SWLB)AL0D A8 1M ATelg 1 jpul|uoy/:Sdny) SUONIPUOD pue sWe | 8y aes *[202/20/ST] uo Akeiqiiauliuo Ao|im 191 Aq TZOET #869-09T/TTTT OT/I0P/W0d A3 |m Ateid Ul |uo//sdny woi) papeojumod ‘0 ‘¥869097T



BLASKOVA AND GIBSON

FIGURE 3

Turning to the interview data, Mark, Mary, Zara, Jade
and Alice had difficulties responding to interview ques-
tions about good friend characteristics. They answered
either “I don’t know” or started listing their class-
mates’ names. It seemed easier to describe their actual
friends.

Across children with LD, who answered the question
what a good friend is, the descriptions included someone
who is kind and supportive.

R: Who is a good friend?

Wade: Oh yeah, I, when he is kind
R: Mhmmm

Wade: and helps you.

Larry highlights a good friend’s physical qualities as a
means to achieve their goals by teaming up and being
better at skills (e.g., running).

R: Can you tell me what makes a good friend?

Larry: Helping.

R: And what, what else? Is there anything else?

Larry: Teaming up.

R: Teaming up? Why would you team up?

Larry: ‘Cause it will be a lot faster

R: Mhm

Larry: ‘Cause he is smart.

R: And can you tell me a story when you teamed up with
somebody?

Larry: Mmm, we actually are very good, we are very
fast.

R: Like when for example?

Larry: So we're fast like even before.

R: Mhmm.

Larry: Not even before my ot- my other friends can’t
catch up to me and Andy.

Unlike with good friends, almost all children with LD
were able to describe a bad friend and referred to their
own experiences with peers. A majority of their answers
referred to physical behaviour.

Best friends and friendship by Kevin, Andy and Mia (respectively). [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

R: Mhmm. And, what kind of person would you NOT
want as a good friend? As a friend?

Jade Mmm. Jack. Because, yesterday, at lunchtime, wat-
I've got to show you

R: Okay

Jade: ((Unties shoes))

R: He took his shoes off?

Jade: 1di- he did it to me. He took my shoe off put they’re
in, a hot tub, hot everywhere

R: Why did he do that?

Jade: Because I'was laughing at somebody else and then
he thrown my shoe

R: oh my goodness

Jade: but, kindly, Alison year four, he, kindly got my
shoe

R: Where did it end up?

Jade: It end up on the Trim trail

R: What kind of person you don’t want to have as a
friend?

Henry: Ehm, Ryan and Tayler. Ehm, they fight

R: Oh, they fight, ok.

Henry: And I tell them I don’t want to play.

R: Mhmm. And what happened then

Henry: They are, they copy me, I talk

R: They copy you as you talk?

Henry: Yes

Other children with LD shared stories of peers saying
rude words and bullying.

R: What kind of person you don’t want as a friend?

Wade: A person who is a bully.

R: Who is a bully, oh, how do you know a bully?

Wade: Cause he isn’t kind to you and he says nasty
word.

R: Can you tell me a story? Have you seen a bully?

Wade: O-skar, he push me over. And in a school, they
push me over.

R: Oh and who was this, who pushed you over?

Wade: A bully
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R: Can you tell me more? Is there anything else about a
bully?
Wade: ... when he bully he do it more than once.

Some of the bad friend behaviours are linked
with not listening to the teacher or not behaving in
school.

R: And what kind of friends you would NOT want as a
friend? Laura: ..if they be, if be horrible they might
get told off by the teacher. If they be caught swearing.

R: Oh, I see.

Laura: ‘Cause we’re not allowed to swear in this school.

Andy makes an interesting distinction between a good
and bad friend at a physical level.

Andy: IF YOU want to be a bad boy, get a bad boy
haircut

R: Is that so?

Andy: Yeah

R: Do you have a bad boy haircut? How does a bad boy
haircut look like?

Andy: Is like you have like a colour, like blond and then
have like goes up and is so strange.

R: I see and it’s a bad boy haircut, okay.

Andy: I saw that in a picture, in google.

Andy’s response suggests that it is possible to decide
whether you want to be a good or a bad friend and
your looks communicate your intentions. Mia reveals their
awareness of reciprocity and interpersonal orientation in
their answer.

R: What kind of person you would NOT want as a
friend?

Mia: I wouldn’t have like someone who, if I was new,
and I saw loads of people being mean to each other,
and being mean to different people, and being mean
to the teacher

R: yeah

Mia: I wouldn’t be best friends if I, if they show me their
respect first

R: okay

Mia: and they, they said “I don’t wanna be her best
friend. I'm gonna show her my baddest respect” than
she won’t be my friend and then I'll make myself
friend, make loads of new friends.

Children demonstrated mixed levels of interpersonal
understanding in the context of friendship. In the next
step of our analysis, we evaluated their answers against
Selman’s developmental levels.

Developmental levels of friendship
formation concepts

According to Selman’s (1979) Friendship formation
framework, the participating 6-8-year-old children were
expected to fall within the 0-2 range of developmental
stages. Table 4 reports all stages for each participating
child. The numbers under the Friendship formation
concepts headings represent coded evidence that a child is
forming a concept at that particular developmental stage.
Based on the responses provided by each child, there are
varying stage numbers under each concept (e.g., Mark
gave 2 responses coded as stage “0” for Motives, while
Wade gave 2 responses at stage 2). Blank values represent
no answer. Table includes columns of the highest achieved
stage and stage range.

Overall, responses show individual differences among
children and across friendship formation concepts.

Only Mark and Zara give Stage 0 answers across all their
responses. They both do not give evidence to some con-
cepts. Mark could not describe a friend and Zara could not
reveal their motives behind making friends. Their stage
0 answers correspond with the age group of 3-7 years
and children’s alignment with stage 0 across answers indi-
cates that they seem to dwell too long on the ‘momentarily
physical activity’ as a friendship concept.

Mark was 8.5 years old, and in their case, the almost
nonverbal communication can be speculatively considered
as the reason for perceiving friendships as a means to
play. Being unable to connect with peers verbally, Mark
might struggle with getting peers to perform specific activ-
ities that he wants to get done (stage 1 Friendship as a
one-way assistance) or equally, they may not be able to
communicate their perceptions.

As the next stage is estimated to develop between 4-9
years of age, some of Mark and Zara responses would be
expected to move towards recognising the psychological
awareness of motives, feelings and thoughts in the context
of friendship. All other children responded at least once
within Stage 1.

Ideal/good friend and bad friend concepts reveal the
biggest differences among children. Two participants
did not give any description while two others revealed
higher stages of social understanding than the rest of the
children.

Only Mia reveals the highest level of Friendship for-
mation concepts among participants. Mia reaches stage 3
for ideal/good friend and, interestingly, shows a sophisti-
cated response to bad friend: “.being mean to each other,
and being mean to different people, and being mean to the
teacher [...] I wouldn’t be best friends if I, if they show me
their respect first.” Mia has two very close friends with
whom they form a small peer group. Being exposed to
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TABLE 5 Summary of highest reached developmental stages per school settings.

Specific Speech and
Purpose of Enhanced Provision Language Disorder
friendship (n=23) Class (n =5) Mainstream (n = 6) Total
Don’t know 0 2 0 2
Stage 0 0 1 3
Stage 1 0 3 1 4
Stage 2 1 0 4 5

a higher dynamics of friendship relations within a small
group could be one of the catalysts for developing higher
levels of social understanding.

In Table 5, children’s school settings are compared to
identify potential differences in children’s understanding
of making friends.

The comparison shows that children in mainstream
classrooms gave most Stage 2 and Stage 1 answers. Only
one child with LD from a mainstream classroom, Jade,
holds that friends are important to have someone to play
with (Stage 0). All ‘don’t know’ responses came from
children from the Specific Speech and Language Disor-
der Class. Two children from this class responded in line
with Stage 1 purpose of friendship. Two children with
LD in the Enhanced Provision gave Stage 0 answers and
one child with LD in the same settings held the Stage 2
understanding of the purpose of friendship.

Strategies for and experiences of making
friends

The final research question explores strategies for making
friends that children with LD follow and propose. Partici-
pating children reveal a number of ways to make friends.
To play with someone is a strategy followed by six children
participants—Mark, Henry, Kevin, Larry, Andy, Jade.

R: What if I come to school, to a new school, how do I
make friends?

Henry: Ehm, play with some each other.

R: Play with whom?

Henry: Someone.

Alfie, Zara, Mia, Alice approach peers, introduce them-
selves or ask if they can be friends.

R: How do you make new friends?

Alfie: You just aks them.

R: Okay. What do you ask them?

Alfie: Then you get, then you get, then you get a
FRIEND.

R: Mhm, And what do you ask them?

Alfie: Can you be my friend? But sometimes they say
n00-00.

R: What do you do then?

Alfie: Sometimes they be mean to you.

R: Mhm

Alfie: And hurt you feelings.

R: Can you tell me a story when you made a new friend?

Zara: Well, when I was, when I want to go up, at the
first time I went to Glan and I didn’t know anyone,
so I saw a friend’s name is Mary [participant]. And
her name was ‘Hi’ and I was saying ‘Hi, my name is
Zara. What’s your name?’ And then Mary says ‘Hi,
my name is Mary’.

When asked whether it is easy or hard to make
friends, children with LD stated a variety of experiences.
Six children with LD—Kevin, Zara, Andy, Laura, Alice,
Lucy—find it easy.

R: Is it easy or hard to make friends?

Andy: Easy

R: Easy? How do you do it?

Andy: So you play together and like say nicely.

Five participating children—Wade, Mary, Larry, Jade,
Mia—{find making friends hard because they do not know
the other child or the environment.

Mia: It’s really hard to make friends when you’re new to
a school

R: mhm

Mia: because you don’t know what to say, you don’t know
what to do, and you’re new and you’re new to everything.

Three remaining participants (Mark, Henry, Alfie) did
not respond clearly whether they find it easy or hard to
make friends.

Wade, Henry, Kevin, Alfie, Andy, Laura, Jade, Mia
and Lucy offered their advice for making friends.
Some children with LD revealed strategies specific
to children who may find it difficult to make friends
because they experience difficulties with language and
communication.

R: How can children make friends?
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Lucy: Ehm, doing ((going)) to next to body and dust
(Gust)) play with somebody, then, then ask tan
((can)) you want, tan ((can)) you be their friend, and
they got listen, if they say ‘No’ tell a teacher

R: Mhmm, okay. And what would you say to somebody if
they may have difficulties talking maybe if they don’t
know how to talk

Lucy: Ehm let another person do it who is been your
friend, let a teacher do it for you.

Kevin: So you listen to teacher what she’s speaking or
other children. After you kind of learn a language
and after you go, will be understand how you say
that.

R: What would you advise those children that have
difficulties to talk?

CH12: Iwould say, if someone was nervous, I would just
like stand there and say the firstword “Can” and then
they say “Can be f-” and then you say “friends” and
then that’s it. You normally just start to say one word
and then you say the next word and then it carries on
then. You make friends sometimes.

R: Okay. That’s very good, okay. I like that.

Mia: Er, normally, when you don; you're too shy to
make friends, you normally just sit alone and then,
people come and say “Can you please, do you want,
do you need a friend?” and then I say “yes” and then
er, then you be BFFs.

R: Mhm.

Mia: If you've been together for a whole year.

R: Mhm.

Mia: Every year.

Children with LD follow a variety of strategies to make
friends—from physical play, onlooking behaviour to ask-
ing or inviting peers to join a game. Their advice to children
with difficulties speaking and understanding language
includes asking another friend or a teacher to help with
the communication, pick up the language from peers and
teacher, try speaking up one word at a time or hang around
peers and wait until they approach you.

DISCUSSION

In this discussion section we review our findings and
contextualise them within broader literature on social rela-
tionships in children with language disorders. The present
study has generated new insights into both the devel-
opmental maturity and the understanding of friendships
in children with LD. Like most children, our partici-
pants assign meaning to their friendships through play
and joined activities with peers but seem to overly dwell
on physical interactions when describing good and bad

Disorders

friends. Differences across individuals are noteworthy, and
so are the within-child disparities. Many children could
reach up to two stages of difference between understand-
ing the motives for having friends, strategies to make
friends and good/bad friend description while the under-
standing of a couple of participants stayed at the lowest
developmental stage throughout. Unexpectedly, none of
the participants reported language difficulties as a barrier
when trying to make friends.

The prevalence of play and physical
activities

One particularly interesting finding was that the children
with LD revealed that their perceptions of friendship for-
mation are rooted in play and physical interactions. They
want to make friends to engage in play, and indeed, they
reported making friends through joining in play activities.
This learning aligns with findings in essays (Bigelow &
LaGaipa, 1975), interviews and experiments with typically
developing children (Afshordi, 2019; Furman & Bierman,
1983; Liberman & Shaw, 2019).

Furthermore, the importance of the contexts of play
and physical activity emerged for participating children
describing good friends with a mutual sense of ‘we’ and
‘us’ that developed over time. Play facilitates deeper con-
nection with others through verbal and nonverbal commu-
nication, conflict management or even shared pretending
(e.g. Dunn, 2004; Gottman, 1983). Our study complements
this knowledge, indicating that even for children with LD,
play may represent a safe environment to make friends
and to test out if peers are good or bad friends. Our find-
ings suggest that some children with LD perceive play
beyond an apparent context for interacting with peers, as
captured by Selman (1980). Although answers indicating a
sense of mutuality correspond to stages 2 and 3, the highest
ones reached in the study, the same children occasion-
ally reverted to lower stages when describing their motives
and strategies for making friends. Play and physical prox-
imity, therefore, remain important even for children with
an advanced understanding of some friendship formation
concepts.

Recognising what makes a good friend

In this study, children’s perceptions of good and bad
friends reflect the developmental shift from the ‘momen-
tary physical play’ concepts of friendship to appreciating
the psychosocial characteristics of friends and relation-
ships themselves (Selman, 1980). Although participating
children still consider physical activities and proximity
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(sitting together in class, joining gardening club, school
activities) as a distinction, an ideal friend is also someone
displaying kind, caring and helpful behaviours towards
children with LD (stage 1).

Most participating children with LD described an ideal
friend and a bad friend along the lines of playing with
them and providing (or refusing) them one-way assis-
tance. This self-focused and subjective perspective does
not yet involve reflecting upon the thoughts and inten-
tions of prospective friends (Selman, 1980). Exploring this
area may therefore be important in relation to children’s
vulnerability towards not recognising friends with nega-
tive influences. At these stages, children may not simply
be aware of the psychological reciprocity in interactions
and could be easily influenced by peers who are physi-
cally present, who play with them and do them favours
(Afshordi, 2019; Liberman & Shaw, 2019).

Our findings could shed light on the potential social
understanding reasons for girls with a history of LD being
more likely to fall victim to sexual assaults than TD girls
(Brownlie et al., 2007). Difficulties with social inferencing
(understanding true intentions) and a lack of strong friend-
ships have been identified as elevating risk of such abuse
in other populations (e.g., Finkelhor et al., 2007; Sedgewick
et al, 2019), and the finding that those with LD may have
challenges with friendship intentionality requires urgent
further investigation.

Our participants were at the age when their friendship
concepts were being formed. However, it is concerning to
learn that their good and bad friend descriptions are at
the lowest stages of their social understanding as outlined
by Selman (1980). While acknowledging companionship
and positive behaviours towards a child as friend-like
behaviours, children with LD did not recognise similar
interests or likes with friends that would distinguish them
from non-friends. Studies with typically developing chil-
dren suggest appreciating shared characteristics of friends,
for example, gender, interests, activities, is present as early
as 3-4 years of age (Afshordi, 2019; Liberman & Shaw,
2019). The finding that 8-year-olds with LD struggle with
this aspect of understanding friendships aligns with find-
ings from a study with primary school aged (9-11 years)
autistic children (Calder et al., 2013). It is also consistent
with the evidence from a quantitative study suggesting
that perceiving friendships may be a particular area of
vulnerability for children with LD (Forrest et al., 2021).
The present study elucidates these findings by highlight-
ing that immature views of friendships are a contributing
factor.

Furthermore, our findings may also be relevant for older
children with LD and could indicate one of the potential
reasons behind the increased number of juvenile offend-
ers with language difficulties (e.g. Blanton & Dagenais,

2007; Bryan et al., 2015). Children with LD may fall vic-
tims to false friends, who may misuse their trust, and
since offenders with LD possess a higher risk of reoffend-
ing (Winstanley et al., 2020), there is a possibility that
rehabilitation services may not be addressing underlying
issues.

An important implication is that perceptions of friend-
ship and thoughts, feelings and motivations in good and
bad friends should be an area routinely assessed and
(if appropriate) targeted in educational and therapeutic
interventions for children with LD.

The misalignment of social understanding
across Selman’s friendship domain

Overall, children with LD participating in this study
responded broadly within age-related expectations for the
development of friendship according to Selman’s stages.
Since stages 0, 1, and 2 overlap and together, describe
children between the age of 3-12 years, it is not surpris-
ing that these levels were mostly represented in the data
from 8-year-old children. Responses that varied across
all three stages within a single child were noted in half
of the participants, rather than these children having a
consistent level of friendship understanding. Selman and
Demorest (1984) observed the same pattern in two children
with socioemotional and interpersonal difficulties. For all
children, the fluctuation across stages is part of natural
development influenced by internal and external factors
such as context (Selman et al., 1977). Children’s develop-
ment of social understanding entails shifting upwards but
also transforming orientation towards self and others (Sel-
man & Demorest, 1984). These changes in understanding
are qualitative, involving qualitative restructuring of issue
understanding, not a quantitative or linear increase of
knowledge (Selman et al., 1977). Naturally, this complexity
manifests in a multidimensional development.

Surprisingly though, there were different trends across
the participants’ development. Given that advancing in
social understanding is a complex process, it is unusual
to identify Zara and Mark, who kept their responses at
the same level of the lowest understanding of friendship
concepts. Severe expressive language difficulties in Mark,
and potential autism (as indicated by parents and teach-
ers) may account for the consistent manifestation of less
complex social understanding that is in the responses of
both children. It is important to note that recent research
emphasises that autistic social understandings should be
considered ‘different’ not necessarily ‘less than’ other types
of social understanding. We, therefore, note that further
research on the development of friendship and autistic
social understanding is needed.
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For most children from mainstream classroom settings,
the presence of more children and variety of relationships
may constitute reasons for reaching higher levels of social
understanding. The exposure to experiences with different
peers could encourage the development of social under-
standing. In comparison, only one child in the Enhanced
Provision and no participants from the Specific Speech
and Language Disorder Class responded in line with this
stage. It needs to be noted however that in the current UK
schooling system, education placement reflects children’s
language skills and children with LD in the mainstream
classrooms should have better language than those in the
Enhanced Provision or Specific Class. Therefore, we can-
not infer causation but rather association between the
placement and social understanding.

This finding contributes to the debate on inclusive
classroom settings. Inclusion as a human right has been
promoted via mainstream education; however, its effec-
tiveness in practice has been doubted due to inconclusive
findings about its benefits towards children’s social and
educational outcomes (Lindsay et al., 2007). Our study
implies that children with LD in mainstream settings show
higher development of friendship formation concepts than
their peers in language units or specific language and com-
munication disorder classes. Similarly, a study on social
cognition and social competence revealed better perfor-
mance of children with LD in integrated, mainstream
settings compared to their counterparts in special class-
rooms (Farmer, 2000). If the aim of education was to
encourage holistic development of an independent indi-
vidual, mainstream settings may be the better option to
achieve this goal.

Making friends strategies and advice

Our final research question concerned children’s percep-
tions of making friends and what could make that easier
or more difficult. In our study, many children found it easy
to make friends. Those who admitted that making friends
can be hard attributed any difficulty to unfamiliarity with
peers or the environment. Surprisingly, none mentioned
language or communication difficulties as potential obsta-
cles. Only when asked for advice to children who could
experience problems with language, a number of children
recommended seeking help from teachers or trying to pick
up language cues from teachers. Some advised giving it a
try and hoping that other children will come and invite you
to play in case you are shy. The importance of play remains
very relevant and does not always place high linguistic
demands. Participating children said that they would play
with peers or ask them directly if they could join in with
their game or even become friends.

Disorders

This finding may be specific to our study design as
it does not align with observational studies and teacher
reports, in which children with LD struggle to approach
their peers (Brinton et al., 1997). Nonetheless, other qual-
itative studies with children and young people with LD
mirror our results. In the perceived quality of life study
with participants aged 6-18 years, language difficulties did
not come up as a specific barrier to peer interactions but
rather to classroom and academic engagement (Markham
et al., 2009). In a qualitative evaluation of a speech and
language programme, school-aged children with LD iden-
tified language and communication as areas, in which they
could improve (Roulstone et al., 2012). However, they did
not perceive them as crucial for their peer relationships
(Roulstone et al., 2012). Their older peers did not see their
language as problematic and instead gave importance to
managing their own behaviours or academic performance
(Roulstone et al., 2012). Not perceiving one’s own diffi-
culties in language and communication, or considering
them as problematic when interacting with others could be
linked with receiving speech, language and communica-
tion needs support, believing in having reached sufficient
communication levels, or simply not perceiving language
as central to social functioning.

Another explanation could be that children with LD
appreciate that the attitudes and behaviours of others also
influence their mutual interactions. At the age of 7-10
years, they report that language impacts their interactions
with non-friends but not with friends and relatives (Mer-
rick & Roulstone, 2011). This suggests that children with
LD could perceive friends as those with whom they may be
able to connect verbally and thus do not consider language
as a barrier to friendships. Such perceptions would be tacit
to children with LD though as it did not come up in their
answers to direct questions about good and bad friends.
Could this inferred perception of language not being a bar-
rier to making friends link with the lower understanding of
good/bad friends found in our study? Maybe learning that
children with LD would like other people, including peers,
teachers and parents, to listen and avoid interrupting or
even shouting at them when they interact (Roulstone &
Lindsay, 2012; Roulstone et al., 2012), could reflect some
of the behaviours that they encounter as they grow up and
could be off-putting in their making friends efforts.

Strengths and limitations

The research approaches adopted in the current study pose
strengths as well as limitations. An important strength
lies in adapting Selman’s interview schedule to multi-
modal methods. Combining children’s own experiences
and artwork facilitated their reflection and self-expression.
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As opposed to tools such as theory of mind stories and
vignettes that are language heavy, require abstract think-
ing and can be detached from children’s experiences, the
study engaged with direct experiences of children.

On the other hand, the child-centred approach might
have limited study findings to some extent as interviews
may not have always elicited full answers from partici-
pating children, especially from those with emotional and
behavioural difficulties. Respecting children’s boundaries
was a priority, and whenever possible, follow up meetings
reverted to unanswered or ambiguous responses. Consult-
ing parents or teachers on specific topics might have been a
route to obtaining more thorough data; still, a priority was
given to learning directly from children.

Another caveat to note is that the varied profiles of chil-
dren in our study means we cannot fully confirm that
our findings are unique to those with LD. We chose not
to exclude the participant who was referred to autism
assessment services because we wanted our study to rep-
resent the heterogeneity typical of classes or caseloads of
children identified as having LD. We do not have any fur-
ther information about possible co-occurring conditions.
For this reason, we have avoided using ‘specific language
impairment’ or ‘developmental language disorder’ when
describing the group in our study.

The use of art modalities and their representations
may not have produced relevant data for all children.
Art representations of concepts were validated with every
participant to see whether they described or connected
their work with any of their friendship perceptions. In
some cases, art served as a means to make children more
comfortable and have a playful experience when partici-
pating in an interview. Resource constraints meant that
we were unable to conduct further analyses with the
drawings but we recognise that methods such as the Pic-
torial Assessment of Interpersonal Relationships—PAIR
(Bombi, Pinto, and Cannoni 2007), could be an inter-
esting strategy for the analysis of children’s ideas about
interpersonal relationships in future research.

The coding could have been strengthened if inter-
rater reliability was established. Initially, involving another
researcher in the project was not considered due to the case
study design of the wider study. Limited time resources and
the pandemic situation prevented the inclusion of another
researcher. The very focused interview schedule generated
data, which do not require deeper interpretation. Selman’s
(1979) scoring manual has detailed and user-friendly pro-
cedures to follow. It extensively describes the assignment
of developmental stages to answers and includes specific
examples. Therefore, the quality of the findings is not
affected.

CONCLUSION

Few studies explore friendships directly with children
with LD. This study fills the gap and uses art-informed
interviews to provide insights. Previous research into the
friendships of children with LD collected data from obser-
vations or parent and teacher proxies. By targeting and
pioneering a direct investigation of friendship formation
concepts with children with LD, this study contributes
to the wider knowledge of peer relationships of children
with LD by proposing hypotheses to be tested in further
studies.

The findings show that at the age of 6-8 years, children
with LD may still lack awareness of motives, thoughts and
feelings of peers, especially when distinguishing between
good and bad friends. As this lack of perspective-taking
could be misused by more mature peers, it would be useful
to compare the perceptions of TD children to see whether
there are discrepancies between groups or whether this is
part of natural development.

This study further contributes to the debate on the effec-
tiveness of inclusion. From the developmental psychology
perspective, it implies that friendship formation under-
standing differs among children with LD in Enhanced
Provision or Specific Speech and Language compared to
those in mainstream classrooms. However, this observa-
tion does not imply causation because language skills
determine children’s placement. In mainstream class-
rooms, better language skills may be equally linked with
friendship conceptions.

We know that children with LD have difficulties in peer
relationships, yet our participants do not perceive language
as a barrier when making friends. Therefore, researching
self-perception and how it is shaped by peer relationships
could reveal its importance for the developmental out-
comes of children with LD. Future research would benefit
from engaging not only children with LD but also their
peers in learning how their relationships function and
could be improved.
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