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‘Reading, writing... and
-relationships?

. 'As children, parents and teachers pre-
pare for'the 2010-2011 school year, it is impor-
“tant to consider what children really need to
Tearnboth in and out of school. While learning
' ﬁjﬁ:;r_ead, do math and science is a given, what
_aboirt their social development and relation-
) shlp literacy? :
- Compared to other countries, Canada is fall-
:,‘ 1g seriously behind in supporting children
and youth to develop social skills and healthy
: relatanshlps In fact, the World Health Organ-
“ization places Canada in the bottom third of
developed nations on bullying and victimiza-

' Why is this “fourth R” of relationships so
ortant for Canadian children? More and
e Tesearch points to the fact that starting
rth children cannot develop in healthy
“ways without healthy relationships. Many of
yroblems that children and youth experi-
ce;such as bullying, depression, substance
delinquency and school dropout, often
‘their roots in troubled relationships.The
_ibx@sm these problems lie in promoting
relationship literacy of all children and
uth, which is essential to building healthy
€8, anda healthy society.

I ére are three critical steps to building
althy relationships for children and youth.
First, all of us involved with children and
youth must focus on the challenging and con-
.-'1': tious task of teaching healthy relationship
skills and insuring that children are embed-
ded in healthy relationships. Secondly, it is
jmportant to shift to a supportive educational
approach, similar to that used to teach math
or; Teading, in which we honour children’s
:rmstakes and help them learn missing skills,
tather than punishing or excluding them for
'relatl,_onshlp lessons they have not had or not
‘mastered. Finally, there must be regular te-
;-vi.eWs, assessments of and accountability for
“retationship literacy as there are for reading,
wititing, arithmetic and science.
“-:adults have a central and essential role in
helping children develop relationship litera-
¢y, which is grounded in the ability to under-
: ‘s’fé‘nd and control emotions and behaviours.

Adults are especially important in address-

1ng ‘biillying problems, which are a “red flag”
for relationship problems. Children who bul-

ly need support in understanding the impact
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of their behaviours and the importance of
relating positively to others. Children who are
victimized require protection from bullying
and support in developing social confidence
and positive friendships. Children who stand
by and watch bullying without helping need
support in recognizing that their behaviour
is part of the problem and coaching on what
they can do to stop bullying. Adults must al-
s0 be aware of and shape the social dynamics
in children’s groups to ensure that marginal-
ized children are included and that groups of
children do not use their power aggressively.
All children need to be able to think of many

different ways to solve social problems, build

social connections, social status, and positive
leadership.

Unlike learning toread or to do math,where
there is a step-by-step process, the lessons for
successful social interactions are much more
complex. Children need te develop an under-
standing of not only their own behaviours
and emotions, but also others’ behaviours and
emotions.The others with whom children in-
teract are highly variable and often unpredict-
able: even a single person varies from day to
day in warmth, responses, and emotions. To
achieve relationship literacy, children and
youth require positive role models and con-
sistent, ongoing, positive moment-to-mo-
ment coaching to help them learn how to re-
late to others, be successful in achieving social
goals, and use power positively, rather than
negatively. This is the responsibility for ail of
us involved in the education of children and
youth at home, at school, and in our commu-
nities.

For mere information and resources on how
you can play an active role in promoting rela-
tionship literacy go to www.prevnet.ca.
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