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This might sound odd, but I'm usually more concerned about how my kids are doing interpersonally in school
than how they are doing academically. Don’t get me wrong. I’'m all for reading, writing, and arithmetic, but |
think that so much growth in how we navigate relationships takes place in school. These are character-
building lessons. So back-to-school season is a great time to consider how we are equipping our kids to be
good friends so that they can reflect those attributes of a good friend to their classmates. Read on to see

what pointers two veteran teachers have for us.

—Nicole Balza

HOW CAN WE TEACH KIDS TO BE GOOD FRIENDS?

“YOU HAVE A friend in me.” “I'll be there for you.”
“Friends forever.” “Besties.” These quotes about friend-
ship are familiar to many. They quickly make a connec-
tion in our brains to a story, people, characters, maybe
even a memory. Most adults could quickly rattle off
a list of things that define friendship for them. We
know what it takes to be a good friend, and we also
know that, like every relationship, maintaining those
friendships takes effort. Good friends learn from each
other, help each other, share, compliment each other,
and the list goes on.

So how do we help young children learn to be good
friends? As with many concepts and skills, teaching
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Kindergartners in Amanda Berg's class at St. Philip, Milwaukee,
Wis., during the 2021-22 school year.

friendship is not a one-and-done lesson. It is ongoing.
It is an integral part of a young child’s social-emotional
development, and it continues to grow and develop as
our children do.

My kindergarten students practice these skills frequently
in the classroom. We talk about what good friends do.
We model and role-play social situations. We discuss
what our friends do that make us feel happy and what
we can do to make others feel good. This is all part of a
bigger process in which we work to cultivate empathy,
compassion, and kindness in our children.

When I ask my students to share what they can do to
be a good friend, they will often respond with answers
like “I can help,” “Check on others if they are hurt,” or
“Say kind words.” These ongoing conversations are a
key part in teaching our children about friendship.
Of course, we have greater motivation as well.

Growing up, my dad had this mantra: “Nelsons are
nice to everyone,” and he meant it. [t wasn't a com-
mand or a rule, though. It was a way of being that he
modeled for us and reminded us of regularly, and it
stuck with me. It's just who we are.

Of course as sinners we can never get it right all the
time, but as the guardians of Christ’s little lambs,
we can keep the conversations going. We can have
the discussions, we can read the books, and we can
model the love we have in Christ to those around us.
In these conversations it's valuable to help our children
understand that it's so much more than being a friend
to those we know, care about, and spend time with. It's
about showing kindness, love, and compassion to all,



the way Jesus did. It is because of his immense sacrifi-
cial love for us that we are even capable of loving others.

The apostle John wrote, “We love because he first
loved us” (1John 4:19). This goes beyond Jesus being
a good example. He is perfect love, and he demon-

Growing friendships is not easy,
but through them we gain the
privilege of sharing Jesus and
his grace with each other.

strated that perfect love, that perfect friendship, by his
death on the cross. Through that redemption in Christ
Jesus and in the waters of holy Baptism, we are made
righteous. Righteous people do righteous things. We
are loved, saved, and made new, and as new creations
in Christ, we are called and fully equipped to love one
another, to be a good friend.

This is the message to share with your little one: We
are saved, loved, called, and equipped. In Christ, it’s
just who we are.

Amanda Berg and her husband, Mike, have three
daughters. Amanda teaches at St. Philip, Milwaukee,
Wisconsin.

AS CHILDREN look forward to going back to school,
they are often thinking about seeing friends again and
how exciting it is to talk and play with kids their own
age. However, as the year begins and parents ask their
children about school and how it’s going, the problems
that kids bring up are often related to friendships and
conflict with their peers.

As a first-grade teacher, one of the things that I
notice is how quickly students “quit” their friend-
ships. One child says or does something that another
doesn't like or agree with and quickly a child declares,
“I'm not your friend anymore.”

Knowing that our sinful nature often leads us to avoid
or cause conflict and then walk away from people who
upset us or make us uncomfortable, we must arm our-
selves and our children with the sword of the Spirit,
God’s Word. With the truth of God's Word and the

Holy Spirit working in our hearts, we can love those
we disagree with and lean into conflict, working
through it.

But how do we begin talking to young children
about building friendships? Relationships and con-
flict are hard for adults as well as children! It's impor-
tant to begin with discussing the natural state we all
share: We are all sinners in need of Jesus our Savior.
That truth means that we should expect conflict in
our relationships because the people around us are
sometimes going to make poor choices, just like
we do. If we expect that everyone we interact with is
going to need our forgiveness at times, it does not
come as such a surprise when they do. Then we can
lean into the conflict with love and forgiveness in-
stead of running away. Colossians 3:13 says, “Bear with
each other and forgive one another if any of you has a
grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord for-
gave you.” We also should be ready to say, “I'm sorry,”
when we need their forgiveness.

If we practice responding with love and forgiveness
instead of meeting sin with sin, our relationships grow
and improve. Practicing this with family members is
an excellent way to set children up for success with
their friends.

A good friend forgives, and a good friend also en-
courages. First Thessalonians 5:11 says, “Encourage
one another and build each other up, just as in fact you
are doing.” Teaching and showing our children how
to look for ways to encourage those around them is
a wonderful way to build the kingdom of God.

Our sinful nature wants us to compete with and com-
pare ourselves with others, especially our peers, but God
tells us to encourage and love one another. If our chil-
dren learn to walk alongside one another with encour-
agement, forgiveness, and love, think of the beautiful
friendships our children will have.

Growing friendships is not easy, but through them
we gain the privilege of sharing Jesus and his grace.
That is the most important blessing of friendship!

Rachel Blum and her husband, Matt, are raising their
three children in rural Bonduel, Wisconsin. Rachel
teaches at St. Paul, Green Bay.
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