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  Introduction

  Welcome to the Wanna Play Program

  We are very thrilled for the opportunity to put together this revised edition of Wanna Play: Friendship Skills for Preschool and Elementary Grades. The Wanna Play Program was developed as the result of our experience in early intervention and social behavior development. Both of us have had personal journeys with the development of this program. It has been inspired by our own children’s growth and that of all the children we have been lucky enough to join for a part of their journey. We found that children were not applying the social skills they had learned in school and community settings. There were few programs dealing with socialization that accommodated children on many different interactive levels. We have directed social groups in our Pennsylvania location as well as running groups and training professionals in schools and other therapeutic environments. We began developing a meaningful approach to these skills and realized the need for this type of supportive, instructional programming. This led to the creation of Wanna Play, Inc. in 2001. The program is proud to be celebrating 10 years of providing social skills development and behavior support. Over the years, this program has been used with success by everyone from teachers to babysitters. Developing interactive social ability and an understanding of social norms in children is the responsibility of all adults and crosses disciplines.

  We have reworked this edition to be more effective and added to the program’s strengths for a more enriched social experience. There has been new research into the importance of social skills and the acquisition of these skills. Most children’s programming includes a social and behavior element. The understanding that a child’s social and behavioral development is necessary for the development of cognitive and physical skills is becoming more and more readily accepted in educational models. Therefore, we have strengthened the program’s effectiveness in inclusive classroom settings. We have seen that when these topics are used in inclusive settings, the strategies used by adults and the behaviors and social skills taught become part of the school culture and all children benefit. We have made this edition more user-friendly for teachers by adding more detail to the activities themselves. There are details guiding teachers with lesson objectives and goals. More suggestions have been added for compensating for different cognitive and developmental levels. Specifics about lesson preparation and implementation time have been added to help the flow of lesson planning. All of these changes will help teachers provide a strong social development program in their schools. It is very important for children to develop an emotional vocabulary to express their feelings and frustrations. Many negative behaviors come from children’s inability to communicate what they want and how they feel. We have addressed this with the addition of a new chapter that helps children with understanding emotional expression. The chapter looks at emotional expression from the perspectives of (1) personal expression and (2) interpreting others’ emotions when we are interacting. It is important for children to be able to not only express themselves appropriately but also understand others’ feelings and respond to them in a meaningful way.

  Even though the new focus is on the inclusive classroom, there is a wide audience who would benefit from utilizing this program and incorporating the lessons and activities into their work with children. Many of the activities will still work with small groups, and we have put suggestions in place to help those using the curriculum to adapt them to many models. Other educators working with children in school settings, including school psychologists and school counselors, can incorporate the curriculum by using the lessons with individual children, small groups, or classrooms. Therapy professionals whose area of specialization impacts social development, such as occupational therapists, speech therapists, and behavioral specialists, can also utilize the program and use it with their clients. Mental health professionals including psychologists, psychiatrists, or social workers can use the lessons as part of their therapy sessions that concentrate on the development of social awareness. Caregivers including parents, childcare providers, and in-home support staff who are concentrating on their children’s social development can use the program, particularly those with special needs children who have home therapy programs.

  Based on our experience, a child with social challenges does not learn the skills necessary for successful interaction by observing typically developing peers in the classroom. More direct instruction on how to socially interact is needed in order for them to learn these abstract skills. A child does not need to have a diagnosis in order to have challenges in developing social skills. We provide the training to teachers and professionals and instruction to children in a child-centered curriculum to encourage success in all areas of social interaction.

  The underlying intention of all of the attitudinal approach strategies is to be in touch with our own positive playfulness. We need to be aware of outside influences that affect our affect. When we are working on anything as important as children’s social development, the time spent working on our own attitude is as important as the time spent instructing the children. We need to make sure that the children’s time is their time and that we put our own concerns aside during this time. If you are reading this curriculum, it is because you love children and want to help them. Enjoy what you are giving them, enjoy what they are giving you, and enjoy seeing the benefits of both your efforts. A universally accepted belief in education, therapy, and any developmental discipline for children is that modeling skills and behaviors is the best way for children to internalize them—therefore, we say to you, above all, have fun.


  Guidelines for Curriculum Success

  You will not be successful using this curriculum unless you read this section. This is the only time you will read a negative statement in this book. The true success of this program begins with understanding the philosophy behind the curriculum so that you can help the children to truly learn the social concepts taught. The purpose of this section is to give the facilitator an overview of the key concepts and to support him or her in understanding the importance of these concepts to enhance the child’s success. In this section, we explain the different parts of each unit and how to apply the lessons.

  ATTITUDE

  Your affect has a great effect on the development of social behavior. The facilitator’s attitude is the key to a child’s ability to make the attempts necessary to inspire true interaction with adults and their peers. Children will develop the affects they observe, so we want to be mindful of what we are thinking and feeling when we are introducing social concepts. Give yourself the opportunity to observe any and all behaviors without judgment. Listening to and really seeing the child is the best way to find the keys for helping to develop social ability. We have developed this program on a child-centered model of teaching so we can choose and adapt activities and games to suit the child’s interest. Remember that the child is his or her own best expert, and focus on the child’s specific needs. Present suggestions and strategies so the child will see how the skill benefits her or him. Children do not develop appropriate social skills because it makes others happy. They adopt appropriate social behavior because over time they learn that those behaviors get them what they want.

  A positive attitude does not mean that we need to be upbeat at all times. You can be firm and even discipline and still have a positive affect, as you will see when we discuss managing behavior later on in this section. It is more about internalizing a calm affect and having a “can do” attitude. Part of this is being nonjudgmental of the behavior that a child may choose. We do not know why a child will choose a particular behavior, and we cannot put the assumption that they are “bad” or being disrespectful. Instead, these behaviors are opportunities for us to help the child to see the benefit of choosing a positive affect like the one we have been portraying.

  What we have found successful for ourselves is to check in with others about how we are feeling about a particular incident or child. If we feel overwhelmed, frustrated, or just fed up with a certain child’s behavior, then it is our responsibility to re-center ourselves and find a new, proactive way of approaching the situation. Create a support system of people who focus on finding the solution and not on reliving the problem. We need to remember the mantra that there is always a solution to better help the child.

  EYE CONTACT

  Eye contact is an essential tool to successfully negotiate our social world. This skill is necessary in classroom settings for children to be able to develop concepts, comprehend information, and stay on topic when communicating with others. In social settings with adults and peers, eye contact skills help children to develop appropriate understanding of facial expression, reciprocal social communication, and the ability to stay calm and focused in a conflict situation.

  In educational settings, the assumption that is commonly made is that eye contact is not crucial for children to learn. Children with very poor eye contact have been observed using some skills and retaining a little of the information that was introduced when they were not making eye contact. It has been our experience that without eye contact, children do not retain all the information they need for success in social and school settings, even though they retain some information on occasion.

  When children with poor eye contact are interacting with adults and peers, their inability to make eye contact impacts both their development of social skills and how others perceive their social abilities. The complexity of reciprocal interaction is a combination of learned concrete skills and abstract nonverbal behaviors. Learning these two facets of social interaction requires both the learning of concrete concepts and using honed observational abilities. Without sustainable frequency and duration in eye contact, children cannot learn social concepts and are not able to observe their surroundings. This results in partially developed and poorly formed social skills. Many people misinterpret poor eye contact and make negative judgments about children with disabilities or challenges. Children are identified as guilty, aloof, or disrespectful if they have poor eye contact as they get into the later elementary ages. By concentrating on eye contact now, children will be able to represent themselves and express their needs in a positive way as they get older.

  Many times we have had people point out the different ways that eye contact is used in different cultures. It is true that eye contact is used differently in different cultures and that making eye contact holds different meanings. It is important to be aware of the cultural background of the population you are working with and to develop sensitivity to their needs. However, in every culture eye contact is used as a nonverbal tool for communication in some way, either by using it or avoiding it. We are not suggesting that children be taught to make consistent, sustained eye contact as if having a staring contest with everyone they encounter. The program’s objective is to help children to develop the understanding that eye contact is an important tool that is needed when interacting with others. This is an important lesson for those children who actively avoid eye contact, even when it is appropriate, due to sensory challenges, poor self-esteem, a lack of social awareness, or difficulty with focus and attention.

  This is why we have dedicated an entire unit to strengthening eye contact and building the concept that sustainable eye contact is vital for successful social interaction. We also put a strong focus on the development of eye contact throughout the rest of the curriculum so children understand that it is skill that we use consistently. The earlier we make eye contact a priority in the social development of children, the more success they will have as they get older.

  The unit on eye contact teaches the concepts on why and how we use eye contact. After this unit, we need to be consistent in using the following strategies to help children develop eye contact throughout all of their daily interactions. We feel the following techniques are the most effective and the easiest to implement in home and school. For overall curriculum success, utilize the suggestion listed in the Generalization and Consistency section of each lesson. These strategies should be used on a daily basis.

  ASKING LEADING QUESTIONS

  Leading questions are a useful teaching tool in many situations. This curriculum uses leading questions in the introduction section of each lesson. The purpose of the questions is to help the children understand the abstract concepts that will be a foundation for the activities in the lesson. Using questions and cues directs the children to formulate answers based on their own experiences. This helps the children to internalize the concept and generalize it back into a social setting. Use leading questions when developing concept maps and brainstorming lists.

  Things to remember when forming your leading questions:

  •   Use open-ended questions, avoiding yes-or-no questions.

  •   Use “Wh” questions, concentrating on asking what and where questions first to help children develop concrete concepts. When asking why questions, use additional clues and specific situations to keep children on topic and encourage diverse answers.

  •   Use pictures and suggestions from children’s immediate personal experience, especially with early readers.

  •   Give clues from past lessons.

  LEARNING THROUGH FREE PLAY

  The Wanna Play Program begins with a child-centered philosophy and offers a curriculum to teach young children that playing is fun. Playing with friends is difficult for many children for many different reasons. We teach children the positive phrases and skills necessary to be successful in play scenarios. We also believe that it is best to teach and show children these strategies while they are playing.

  Facilitated free play is beneficial to children for many reasons. It allows learning to occur based on something they are interested in. Also, they can immediately see the benefit of using the strategies we are teaching. All sessions will be more successful if at least part of the time is used for facilitated free play to show children how much fun it can be to play with others if they use the skills we help them learn. There is a tendency to think that for children to be learning and developing socialization, we need to always do structured activities or worksheets. As teachers and facilitators, we want to remember that allowing children free play time lets them practice and generalize the skills they have learned in the lessons. Our role in this free play is to be active observers and facilitators so that the children are constantly in a socially supportive environment even though it is open-ended play. The key to success in this process is knowing when to stand back and observe and when to interact and facilitate.

  We call the type of facilitation we use “guerilla facilitation.” The facilitator stands back, actively observing the children’s interactive play, looking for opportunities to prompt social language, suggest an effective play skill, and expand play themes and diversity. This active observing also allows us to keep watch for those children who choose exclusive play over interaction and to look for opportunities to redirect them toward interaction with their peers. These are the cues that teachers and facilitators should look for as opportunities to facilitate and help the children:

  •   Simple, exclusive, or repetitious play

  •   Conflict situations such as grabbing behaviors

  •   Inappropriate language or misused phrases

  As the interactive facilitators, we need to keep aware of the intention of the free play situations. We can run the risk of “overfacilitation” during free play and thus not give the children the opportunity to try the skills we have introduced. “Overfacilitation” can happen when we are watching children attempting to use new skills on their own and we move in too soon to help. With each of the cues that we have suggested, we want to watch and see if the children self-correct or attempt a different strategy when interacting before we move in to offer new techniques.

  During these free plays, the focus should also be on the interaction of the children. The introduction of a new game and the teaching of new play bring the focus onto the adult and take time away from the children’s interaction. We suggest preparation time be spent before the free play to learn new games or activities and help the children prepare for the play.

  ADAPTATIONS FOR AGE AND DEVELOPMENTAL LEVEL

  In each of the sections, the games and activities have been used in classes from kindergarten to third grade and for a wide variety of developmental levels. Adaptations will need to be made to fit the group you are working with. The language needs to be changed, and so do some of the materials. Unfortunately, we cannot put all of these things in our book because it would be too long to publish, but what we have offered are some guidelines for making adaptations for the group you are working with.

  Know your group. In most cases, people who are starting with our program will be working with a group they have some familiarity with and will have a clear knowledge of the individual students’ strengths and challenges, as well as the dynamics of the group. In some cases, the group will be new students or known students in a new grouping, and the facilitator will need to figure out the dynamic. Either way, like all resources, each person working with the children needs to use the program we have laid out in the best way for his or her group of children.

  MANAGING BEHAVIOR

  We have already discussed the importance of a positive attitude when we work with children. It is just as important to discuss the affect and attitude of the children we are working with and how we can help them to maintain appropriate behavior. In most situations when a child is using inappropriate behaviors, there is a sensory solution that will help them to re-center and cope with the situation. Children also use learned inappropriate behaviors and need to be taught the appropriate ways to interact, seek attention, and get what they want. Children can implement many different behaviors to communicate their wants and needs. Some options they may try to use include negative behaviors such as crying, having tantrums, attempting to hurt feelings, and using emotional manipulation such as pity or guilt. We attempt to try to react the same way to all of these behaviors.

  In every situation, we need to remember that the first thing that needs to be done is to wait for the child to calm down before we introduce solutions or new behaviors to the child. We suggest a consistent reaction to minimize negative behavior. Assess the situation. If it is a situation where there is a possibility of negotiation, then do it before the negative behavior begins. When a child is not getting what she or he wants, suggest different options as a second attempt such as trades, deals, and bargains like sharing and picking something new. Make deals and bargains, but hold the child to his or her part of the deal.

  •   Trades—Someone has something you want; find something they might want to trade with you.

  •   Deals—Make a deal so both people get what they want (For example, you use it for 5 minutes, then I use it for 5 minutes.).

  •   Share—We all use it at the same time (This involves working on waiting, asking with kind words, and taking short turns.).

  •   Pick New—Find a new cool thing to play with.

  In certain situations there is no room for negotiation. Let the child know that the situation is not going to change. If the child continues to use negative behaviors, let the child know that he or she has the choice of complying now or during “their time.” Be specific about what his or her time is (e.g., “You have a choice . . . you can clean your room now or after dinner at TV time. It is your choice, but your room needs to be cleaned.”).

  SENSORY SUPPORT

  In our work we have found much success in incorporating sensory diets in the social training that we do. Many of the children we work with are also dealing with various levels of sensory integration issues, and we have found that they have a direct impact on the children’s behavioral choices. Some of the techniques we have used in sessions and have suggested the children implement in other environments are as follows:

  •   Having an awareness of the children’s individual sensory sensitivities

  •   Taking breaks when the children’s attention is waning

  •   Making sure that there are activities that include motion and gross motor work in each lesson

  •   Using movement as refocusing and transition activities

  •   Working with an occupational therapist who is trained in sensory integration

  Building our own awareness of the sensory system as it impacts on language, process, and social ability has helped us facilitate children more successfully. We recommend that all adults looking to support a child’s social development keep sensory awareness as a daily part of their planning. When you see that you are losing a group or an individual child, it is better to give a sensory solution at that time than to push through the activity or attempt to stop the behavior. As a teacher, sometimes you find yourself saying, “Come on, let’s just get this done.” Instead, give everyone a break to refocus and return to the activity. The following is a list of cues that children’s sensory systems are becoming overwhelmed and some quick things to suggest that will help them focus and finish the activities or lesson.

  Stuff Kids Do to Regulate Themselves

  •   Tap pens

  •   Rock in chair

  •   Squirm on seat

  •   Talk

  •   Stare

  •   Chew on pencil, fingers, gum

  •   Take longer to answer question

  •   Tap feet

  •   Turn around

  •   Increase in negative affect

  •   Bug and pick on others

  •   Disorientated response

  Things to Suggest

  These suggestions are things that are good to put in at times of transition, breaks in the middle of activities, or during times when children are waiting and their attention starts to wane. Make sure that they are short so you do not lose the children. If the refocusing exercises are too long, the children will lose track of the fact that they are refocusing. A few seconds to a minute is all that is needed to regulate and redirect them back to the activity at hand.
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