
38   |   April 11 - June 5 

G
Have you ever cringed inwardly at 
your child’s lack of social skills? Ever 
been frustrated, worried or disap-

pointed that your kids do not seem to relate to 
their peers or get along with the people they 
meet daily? As a parent raising a young kid, 
you may have a hundred questions: How can 
we help our children connect with the people 
around them? When do they learn empathy; 
that while stu!ng their favorite bunny rabbit 
in mommy or daddy’s face is cute, other people 
may not like it? Learning social skills is a life-
long process that still leaves many adults per-
plexed. This is particularly true in Shanghai, 
where the rules of social conduct depend on 
where a person is from. Parents and educators 
need to be aware of this extra hurdle—with the 
right attitude and process, we can guide our 
children through these all-important lessons. 

A Collective Need
Human beings are naturally social and need 
strong relationships to thrive. Social skills are 
a collection of behaviors that enable us to con-
nect with others in a harmonious way. Man-
ners, empathy, respect, being able to relate, 
problem-solving, co-operating and 
sharing are all part of this valuable 
skill set. 

For most people, this starts 
at an early age. From infancy, babies 
cry to communicate their needs, and 
quickly mimic adult behavior such as 
smiling and cooing. “Constantly talk 
to your baby, even when you are too 
busy to attend to his / her needs, as 
this lays the foundation for patience and 
empathy later on,” advises Nina Cheung, 
educational director at the Sino European 
International Preschool (SEIPS).

With toddlers, the biggest challenge 
is learning how to play with others: whether 
it’s sharing toys or playing quietly alongside 
one another, anyone who has observed small 
children at play knows this is no easy task. 
“Toddlers aren’t always able to grasp how their 
behavior a"ects others,” says Karlijn De Hoon, 
clinical director at The Essential Learning 
Group. Teach your toddler the consequences 

Social Kids
Help kids thrive in a multi-cultural environment

FAMILY

of their behavior in terms they understand; for 
example, explain that when they take another 
child’s toy away, it makes them feel sad. 

More refined social skills come later, 
once children are better able to understand 
cause and e"ect. “Up to age six, a child’s choice 
of friends will be more activity based,” says De 

Hoon. “A#er this, children start making friends 
based on shared norms and values.” As teen-
agers, social codes change again; groups are 
naturally formed based on things like clothes, 
grades and hobbies. 

Model Good Behavior
Children learn social skills both through di-
rect instruction and by modeling the behavior 
they see around them. This means parents 
should strive to behave in the way they want 
their children to, such as opening the door 
for people, being polite and enquiring about 
other people’s day. Just by watching, your child 
can take in more than you think; for example, 
they’ll notice that you behave di"erently with 
people on the street than with family and 
friends. This will help them develop their own 
modes and behaviors later on. 

At school, there should also be a strong 
social skills program in place. “A good cur-
riculum helps reinforce positive behavior,” 
says Amy Quigley, learning support teacher at 
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the Western International School of Shanghai 
(WISS). Through these programs, kids can also 
learn social behavior from teachers and other 
school figures.

Create Opportunities to Practice
Things can get so busy in Shanghai that there 
isn’t always time for simple things like sitting 
down together as a family over dinner. De Hoon 
advises, “Arrange playdates, ask your child lots 
of questions and be aware of creating situations 
in which he / she can practice being social.” 

In case of conflict, don’t be so quick to 
intervene. “As long as children are of similar 
strength and age, try letting them resolve it by 
themselves,” recommends Cheung. Practicing 
these skills within a familiar setting like regu-
lar playdates is ideal. 

Cheung also emphasizes the importance 
of teaching kids empathy and understanding. 
For example, if your child complains to you 
about another child, help them re-phrase it into 
neutral language: a child who doesn’t like to 
play with cars the whole time isn’t “stupid”, just 
someone with di"erent interests. 

Limit Time On Screens
While television or video games can sometimes 
serve as a useful conversation starter, they do 
little else to develop your child’s social skills. A 
screen cannot respond to your child’s emotions 
or questions, and is a very passive form of com-
munication. “Help your children navigate play-
dates with friends by limiting time on screens,” 
advises Sophie de Fauconval, a counselor at 
Community Center Shanghai. Explain to your 
child why you are doing this and how they can 
benefit from more interactive activities.

On social networks like Facebook, set 
rules and give guidance. “It is not a breach 
of privacy to ask to be your child’s friend on 

Children learn through 
direct instruction and by 
modeling the behavior 
they see around them 

Ellen Swabey
is the Managing  

Editor for Bumps 
& Babes

Facebook, or to ask to know their password,” 
shares De Hoon. “Your job is to keep your child 
safe, and the internet 
isn’t as anonymous 
as some people may 
think.” Discuss how 
internet friends are 
different to friends 
in real life, and how 
communicating on-
line can sometimes 
be easier or harder. “Social codes are di"erent 
online,” says De Fauconval, “and there is no 
body language or reaction to gauge a person’s 
response to your words.” 

Finding Resources
Learning to connect with others can be particu-
larly di!cult in an expat setting like Shanghai, 
where di"erent norms and values abound. We 
see this even as adults: Would you ask some-
one how old they are, or how much money 

they earn? “These kinds of questions are OK in 
some cultures, but not in others, making it very 
confusing for children to learn,” notes Jones. 
Also, your child could be struggling because 
things that were considered cool at home are 
not as cool here. “Some children who used to 
have lots of friends in their home country be-
come lonely here, because the social codes are 
so di"erent,” warns de Fauconval.

If you see that your child is frustrated, 
or not socializing so well, perhaps it’s time to 
ask for help. A first point of call would be your 
child’s school, but there are other institutions 
in town offering specialized extra-curricular 
classes to help children who struggle to make 
connections. One such class is the Da / Xiao 
Fast Friends program, run by De Hoon at The 
Essential Learning Group. Through interactive 
play, it teaches children how to communicate 
with others and achieve their goals in social 
situations. Olivia’s Place also offers a special 

Social Skills workshop 
that helps struggling 
kids find the confidence 
and ability to connect 
with others. 

While it can be 
challenging for children 
to manage the many 
di"erent rules of social 

conduct here, the good news is that there are 
plenty of resources available and those who 
do well and thrive here will leave with the in-
valuable social skill set to 
connect with people from 
many di"erent cultures and 
backgrounds. q


