
Helping your child to be a caring friend

Children are often more accepting than adults
When your child starts school, it is highly likely that one or more of their 
classmates will have additional needs.

Their new peer may have;

 � A physical difference such as sight, hearing or mobility 
impairment

 � Additional learning needs, such as giftedness or a language delay

 � Experienced trauma or bereavement

 � Been exposed to family dysfunction

 � Have a life threatening allergy

 � A disability that affects their learning and behaviour, such as Autism

It’s important to remember that young children often don’t recognize these differences and encouraging 
them to befriend a peer who may be a little different is a positive thing. 

The families of these children also need support and friendship, so by demonstrating kindness and 
inclusion, you are being a role model for your child.

Help your child be a good friend by talking about these ideas

 � We are all different and no two people are the same, but some people’s differences are a bit more 
noticeable than others.

 � A person’s disability or problems are only part of their personality. There are so many other things 
that people are good at that make them interesting and worthwhile friends.

 � Children with disabilities are like everyone else, they want to be included and have friends too. 

 � Children can be born disabled or become disabled from an accident or illness. You can’t “catch” a 
disability from someone else.

 � Just because someone has a physical disability (when a part or parts of their body doesn’t work well) 
it doesn’t mean they have a ‘thinking disability’.

 � Children with disabilities can do many of the things that you can do, but it might take them a bit 
longer. Sometimes, they might need special equipment to help them or someone to be with them to 
give them a hand.

Kids are notoriously honest and will often make awkward statements when they see a person who has a 
physical or intellectual difference. You can counter this by using clear, respectful language when talking to 
your child about someone with a disability.
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Keep explanations simple, such as, “She uses a wheelchair because a part of her body does not work as well 
as it could,” or “He doesn’t talk very much because he is still learning to speak with words.”

It’s also important to start now with teaching your child about name calling.

Calling other people names, even if it’s said as a joke, is never okay because it hurts people’s feelings.

How to avoid awkward moments

 � Being the parent of a school starter is worrying at the best of 
times, but sometimes it’s even more so for parents of children 
with additional needs. Theses mums and dads are used to 
talking about their children and would much rather you ask 
questions than avoid them. In the playground during those first 
weeks of school, they will probably welcome your smile and ice-
breaking ‘hello’. 

 � If you’re planning a playdate or birthday party and your child wants   
to invite a classmate who has a disability or difference, encourage it.    
The best way to manage the logistics is to simply  call the other parent      
and say, “How can we make this work?”

 � If you have any concerns or questions, share them with the child’s parent. Parents of children with 
disabilities are used to making accommodations for their children and will often be happy to help 
you plan a successful play date or outing.

 � Even if a classmate doesn’t talk much (or at all), there are still activities the children can do together, 
such as play board games or arts and crafts. Find out what your child’s new friend enjoys so that the 
kids can have fun together. 

 � A little bit of extra effort goes a long way. For instance, if your child has a peer who has a hearing 
impairment and uses sign language, you might teach your child some simple signs so that they can 
communicate. If your child’s new friend has life threatening food allergies, arrange a meeting that 
doesn’t involve food or ask the child’s parent to help with the catering so that your child eats what 
their friend eats that day. These little things make a big difference and are a great way to teach your 
child about the needs of others. 


