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Overview

• Introduction to children’s friendships and why they are 
important

• Our research into children’s friendships

• The new statutory Relationships Education for schools

• Issues to consider when delivering relationships education

• Introduction to our educational resources covering required 
material on friendships: Meeting ‘Our Class’

• How to get involved in the pilot



Getting to know you 1) Primary aged children

2) Secondary aged 
children

3) In specialist provision

4) With Key stage 2 (7-11) 
aged children

5) Have experience of 
working with children 
having difficulties with 
their peer relationships



What are friendships?

Dyadic Voluntary

Horizontal Reciprocal



The complexity of the peer 
group

• Friendships

• ‘Best’ friendships

• Peer acceptance/rejection

• Popularity

• Peer status



Why friendships matter

• Research shows that: 
• Peer relations are important social 

and emotional developmental 
contexts

• Friends are an emotional and 
cognitive resource that can offer 
support and validate a sense of 
personal value and identity

• Young people who create 
successful relationships and are 
perceived positively by their peers 
tend to follow well-adjusted 
developmental trajectories



The contribution of positive friendships

Well-being and 
mental health

Learning, engagement 
and achievement

Resilience 
and coping

Belonging



Social and emotional skills

Empathy

Theory of mind

Emotional regulation

Self-concept

Problem solving

Prosocial behaviour



Questions

• In your work with CYP:

• What sorts of peer relationship issues/challenges are you seeing?

• To what extent do you see links between some of the social and emotional difficulties 
children are presenting with and their peer relationships?



Friends at any cost?

• Conflict

• Instability

• Power

• Negative influence

• Bullying

• Who the friends are

“friendships carry 
both developmental 

advantages and 
disadvantages” 

(Hartup, 1996, p2)



Friendship quality

Companionship

Conflict

Help

Security

Closeness

FQS (Bukowski et al, 1994)



Our research

• Examined the relationship between 7-
and 11-year-old children’s peer relations 
and the relationship with self-worth and 
peer and school identification 

• 13 classes in five primary schools (314 
children) in England completed the 
About Me scale, nominated their 3 
friends and best friend, and answered 
the FQS about their best friendship

Maunder & Monks (2019)



Friendship categories

1. Reciprocated (both children 
identified each other as best 
friend)

2. Partially reciprocated (best 
friend did not identify them as 
‘best friend’ but identified 
them as a ‘friend’

3. Not reciprocated (best friend 
did not identify them as ‘best 
friend’ or ‘friend’).



Example of a friendship network in a primary 
classroom



What we found

• Children with higher numbers of friend, best friend, 
and reciprocated nominations had higher self-
worth

• Children with poorer quality best friendships scored 
lower on self-worth if they had fewer reciprocated 
friendships 

• Children with reciprocated best friendships had 
better quality friendships than those with partial or 
not reciprocated best friends

• Its not just about having friends and/or being 
socially integrated. Dyadic reciprocal friendships 
and the quality of those friendships matter



The new Relationships, 
RSE and Health Education

• Compulsory in all schools

• Schools can determine how to deliver the 
content

• Need to have a policy written in consultation 
with parents

• Material should be accessible to all pupils

• Making informed decisions about their health, 
relationships and well-being

• Blurring of on and offline worlds

• Building self-efficacy, promoting development 
and preparing for adulthood 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-rse-and-health-education

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-rse-and-health-education


The official bit: 
implementation

• Communication to schools 
on the implementation of 
Relationships Education, 
Relationships and Sex and 
Health Education (June 2020)



Statutory Relationships Education

Relationships Education:

Primary Curriculum

Fundamental building blocks and 
characteristics of positive relationships

• Families and people who care for me

• Caring friendships

• Respectful relationships

• Online relationships

• Being safe

Relationships and Sex Education:

Secondary Curriculum

Information to help develop healthy, 
nurturing relationships of all kinds

• Families

• Respectful relationships, including 
friendships

• Online and media

• Being safe

• Intimate and sexual relationships, 
including sexual health

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-rse-and-health-education

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-rse-and-health-education


“The evidence shows that 
personal, social, health and 
economic (PSHE) education can 
improve the physical and 
psychosocial well-being of pupils. A 
virtuous cycle can be achieved, 
whereby pupils with better health 
and well-being can achieve better 
academically, which in turn leads 
to greater success” (DfE, 2015, p3)

“PSHE education has been proven to 
remove barriers to learning and 
provide skills to aid success” PSHE 
Association, 2017, p7)

“PSHE education has 
significant potential to 
boost pupils’ life 
chances, helping them to 
stay safe both online and 
offline, improve their 
physical and emotional 
health and develop the 
character, resilience and 
skills they need to 
succeed academically 
and in the workplace” 
PSHE Association, 2017, 
p10)

The impact of 
Personal, Social 

and Health 
Education 

(PSHE)



Important considerations
• Sensitivity 

• Meeting needs

• Equality and respect

• Age appropriateness

• Quality, evidence-based

• Accessibility

• Managing difficult 
questions



Reality bites!

• Not feeling prepared

• Lack of support/resourcing

• Knowing what children need

• Ensuring developmental 
appropriateness

• Quality controlling 
resources/materials

• Time and planning



Recommended 
approaches

• Preparation and training 

• Setting boundaries: creating a safe space

• Distancing techniques

• Inclusivity

• Interaction and small group work

See Woolley & Mason (2019); TES (2020)



How we can help you

• Resources for educational 
professionals that cover 
the required RE curriculum 
content under ‘Caring 
Friendships’ (Primary)

• Aimed at Key Stage 2 (7-11 
years), but potential for 
flexibility

• Whole classes or smaller 
groups

• Universal or targeted

• Intended to be ‘off the 
shelf’ to minimize 
planning



Introducing ‘Our Class’

• Class 6V at Bankwell
Primary School

• Uses illustrated stories to 
feature friendship 
scenarios of different 
characters in the class that 
children can relate to

• Comes with lesson plans 
and suggested activities

• Designed to be engaging to 
children and interactive

• Based on research on 
children’s friendship

• Seeking to develop an 
evidence base on their 
suitability and effectiveness



Ope the Owl

Alex (Narrator)

Mr Vadar
(class 
teacher)

Tommy & Stefan 
(Session 2)



The sample materials

• Welcome to 6V (story)

• Introductory lesson plan 
(ground rules; creating a 
conducive environment)

Session 1

• Tommy’s story

• Lesson plan (how 
friendships change, and 
strategies to manage this)

Session 2

Additional resources



https://mypad.northampton.ac.uk/ourclassfriendships/

https://mypad.northampton.ac.uk/ourclassfriendships/


How you can help us

• Reading and reviewing the 
materials

• Trying them out yourself

• Giving us feedback

• Telling your colleagues

• Involving your school(s)

• Are they suitable for the CYP you 
work with?

• Are the stories and lesson 
plans/activities appropriate?

• Did you have to make any 
adaptions for individuals/groups?

• What else would help to make the 
materials more effective for you 
and your colleagues?

• Other feedback you have?



What to do

Go to the ‘Our Class’ site 
(https://mypad.northampton.ac.uk/ourclassfriendships)

Navigate to the ‘Teachers and educational professionals’ 
section

Follow the link at the bottom to ‘find out more’

There is some information to fill in, and then you will be 
able to download the sample materials

You will be invited to complete a feedback survey (online)

https://mypad.northampton.ac.uk/ourclassfriendships/


Participation options

1. Read, review and provide feedback via 
online survey 

2. Try out the materials (or part of them) 
with some of the children/young 
people you work with and provide 
feedback via online survey

3. Involve your school so we can obtain 
pre- and post- data from the children 
and seek their views about the 
sessions



Other support available

https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/pshe-education-
how-to-teach-children-to-navigate-a-complex-world

https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/content/statutory-changes-september-2020

https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/pshe-education-how-to-teach-children-to-navigate-a-complex-world
https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/content/statutory-changes-september-2020


Thank you!

• Dr Rachel Maunder

• University of Northampton

• Rachel.maunder@northampton.ac.uk

• Twitter: @remaunder

• Professor Claire Monks

• University of Greenwich

• C.P.Monks@greenwich.ac.uk

• Twitter: @clairepmonks

https://mypad.northampton.ac.uk/ourclassfriendships/

mailto:Rachel.maunder@northampton.ac.uk
mailto:C.P.Monks@gre.ac.uk
https://mypad.northampton.ac.uk/ourclassfriendships/
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