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Child’s social development must secure the acquisition of social 
skills and capabilities for living in a society. Therefore, the 
development of social skills is one of the most important tasks 
of upbringing. Social-emotional problems are related to 
perceiving and understanding oneself, and to skills that are 
needed for getting along with mates and hence the child is not 
able to effectively cope with the change of events and 
environments in life (Ragozzino & Utne O’Brien, 2009). The 
level of social skills developed in pre-school age is critical 
because it also affects the academic coping in the dimension of 
time. Children with better social skills achieve better academic 
results during the first years of school. Children with limited 
social skills are significantly more prone to having trouble 
coping in school and in different social situations as well as 
being at serious risk of developing emotional and behavioral 
problems (Wilson, 2003).  

Experiences of teachers and school psychologists indicate 
that many children acquire social skills with ease and early in 
their normal development, yet there are also a lot of students 
who require concrete efforts that could help to create 
foundation for behavioral patterns that enable effective social 
relationships (Saat, 2005). The lack of acquiring social skills 
refers to the deficit of particular knowledge or skills that enable 
certain socially appropriate behavior. These deficits may be 
related to problematic behavior but can also appear without any 
external behavioral problems, thus they may be expressed 
through aggressiveness or social alienation (Tropp & Saat, 
2008). 

Some children go to kindergarten already having serious 
behavioral problems which limit their chances of participating in 
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everyday activities and receive enough new experiences 
(Isakson & Blanck, 2015). Social skills that are developed by 
the end of the pre-school age have significant importance 
regarding achieving the readiness of school. The child may be 
cognitively well developed but adjusting in new situations may 
create tensions if the child is not able to be considerate with 
mates, is prone to conflicts and insecure (Saarits, 2005:71). 
Various developmental aspects that have not been developed at 
the pre-school age cannot be brought up to speed at school, 
and children will not achieve their developmental potential. If 
kids’ behavioral problems at pre-school age are being ignored 
then they will more than likely escalate in school. The work with 
children and youth with serious behavioral problems may end 
up being long and challenging.  

The social-emotional capacity of a pre-school age child 
usually predicts his later management. Studies have shown 
that particularly the social and emotional development of 
children’ pre-school age is one of the keywords of their 
successful management in later life. (Burt et al., 2008; 
Domitrovich et al., 2017; Jones, Greenberg & Crowley, 2015; 
Olsson et al., 2013). Garcia, Heckman, Leaf and Prados (2019) 
came to the conclusion within their extensive longitude-study 
that the sooner the support programs of children’s social 
development are being applied, the more efficient they will be 
and the more likely they will secure later coping in life and 
exclude criminal behavior. 

 
Development of social skills of children with 

special needs 
 
Early identification of child’s developmental problems and 
special needs is significantly important with regards to 
evaluating child’s development and finding ways early enough 
to improve it as well as finding suitable ways of intervention 
(Briggs-Gowan et al., 2004). Parents and teachers of children 
with special needs must make a lot of effort in teaching them 
social skills. Children with special needs also often require the 
help of a special education teacher, speech therapist and 
children’s psychologist. Specialists can also counsel parents and 
kindergarten teachers on how to develop child’s communication 
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skills and through that prevent the lag of secondary cognitive 
activities as well as behavioral problems.  

The number of children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder has significantly increased in recent years. One of the 
main deficits of students with ADHD is weakened social 
functions. They often suffer from problems with the following 
skills and executive functions: problem solving, planning, being 
flexible, attention, working memory and inhibition processes. 
They frequently experience lack of motivation and inability to 
regulate emotions (Cordier et al. 2018). Students with ADHD 
are unable to stay in group-activities, they quit and interrupt 
games, do not listen to their mates, do not pay attention to 
other players, get angry easily and solve problems 
aggressively. Students with ADHD are prone to worsening 
relationships with peers. It has been observed that many 
students with ADHD have been rejected by their mates; 
particularly children with aggressive behavior are rejected. 
Excluding and rejecting ways of behavior of peers may amplify 
the behavioral problems of children suffering from ADHD 
(Mikami et al., 2013). 

The purpose of developing social skills is to help create and 
maintain positive relationships with mates. When teaching 
social skills, clear expectations must be passed to the child, 
appropriate behavior ought to be supported and appreciated, 
and inappropriate behavior needs to be corrected. It is also 
possible to learn social skills through purposeful and intentional 
practicing. Cooperation with parents helps to secure 
consistency and expands the chances of increasing the 
expected behavior at home, kindergarten, and school. Also, 
parents help to understand different aspects of child’s behavior 
and kids receive positive messages that it is important for 
parents and teachers (Mitchell, 2014). Parents and teachers 
can support students’ acquisition of social rules and 
comprehension by verbalizing these rules, providing their own 
example and giving feedback to child’s behavior. Students who 
have acquired important social rules will also cope better with 
their peers (Tropp & Saat, 2008). 

Therefore, it can be argued that developing students’ social 
skills has significant importance in their successful coping in 
school environment. Students with ADHD often lack social skills 
which must be purposefully developed.  
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Teaching social skills through Kids’ Skills method 
 
Various playful approaches and methods are being used in 
Estonian kindergartens and schools in order to teach children 
social skills. Numerous teachers in cooperation with parents 
have recently started using solution-focused methods which 
have been created by the Finnish psychiatrist and solution-
based therapy teacher Ben Furman. The ideological bedrock of 
the solution-focused method, called Kids’ Skills, is based in the 
approach that children are not being directed to combat the 
problem but instead they are being taught a whole new skill 
that the child has not yet obtained. The creator of the method 
initially applied it specifically in a kindergarten group of children 
with special needs. Kids’ Skills is a relatively new method 
though already being used in many countries. The method was 
born in 1990 in Finland and was elaborated in a group of 
special needs children in Helsinki Keula kindergarten. The 
creators of Kids’ Skills are psychiatrist and teacher of solution-
based therapy Ben Furman, social-psychologist Tapani Ahola 
and special education teachers of Keula kindergarten Sirpa Birn 
and Tuija Teräva. Ben Furman is the leader of Kids’ Skills 
method in various places in the world and has also been 
educating Estonian teachers. The importance of creating the 
method originated from the need to identify approaches that 
could simplify solving children’s problems in cooperation with 
parents. The method was initially developed in order to solve 
problems of kindergarten children but it soon turned out that it 
also works well with students in the first grades. The method 
has even been successfully utilized in the work with children 
under four years old as well as with teenagers (Furman, 2010). 

 
15 steps of learning new skills  
 
Kids’s Skills is a step by step process consisting of 15 different 
steps. The first step is turning problem to a skill - it needs to be 
discussed together what child needs to learn in order for his 
problem to disappear. If the child has various problems then it 
needs to be started with an easier one and bigger problems can 
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be divided into parts. The new skill should be concrete, 
realistic, in accordance with the child’s skills and he needs to be 
able to demonstrate it while learning. The second step is 
agreeing on the skill which is being practiced. It would be 
beneficial to start with a skill that the child can quickly acquire 
and which provides an experience of success as well as new 
enthusiasm for learning next skills. The third step is identifying 
a benefit - why is it useful to acquire this skill. The fourth one is 
naming the skill, fifth step is choosing a mascot, and sixth is 
finding supporters. The seventh step is strengthening child’s 
faith in success - the adult emphasizes that he does believe 
that the child will succeed in learning this skill.  

The eighth step is designing a celebration - where and when 
the acquisition of the skill will be celebrated. This will be 
followed by demonstration of skills - as much as possible the 
child needs to be able to demonstrate his progress of learning 
the skill. Then follows a disclosure of the skill in a group and 
classroom. The eleventh step is practicing the skill; results will 
appear in a table of stars; public appreciation will be used for 
exhortation. The twelfth step in the method is recalling - the 
child will decide on his own who and how will help him to 
remember the skill. A certain sign can be agreed on for 
recalling. Then follows an important thirteenth step - 
celebrating the skill in a way agreed on earlier. Supporters will 
be thanked; the child receives a report which confirms that he 
has acquired the skill. The fourteenth and fifteenth step will 
follow - teaching the skill on to other children and agreeing on 
the next skill. 15 steps can be passed through again to obtain 
the next skill.  

Not every case requires passing through all the steps: one 
can choose only those steps that are necessary in a given 
situation. Though, it is still safer to systematically work through 
all the 15 steps during the first uses of Kids’ Skills, so that the 
program facilitator will make sure to know each step (Furman, 
2012). 
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Learning new skills instead of fighting with 

problems  
 
Each child has in a certain growth or developmental stage 
problems with various bad habits. Problems may arise on the 
basis of going to bed, eating habits, friendships or conduct. If a 
child has a problem then adults ought to think how to help the 
child to overcome it. Children are not talking about their 
problems pleasantly but they eagerly learn new skills. 
Therefore, adults should not talk with them about their 
problems but about the new skills they should learn (Furman, 
2017). 

Kids Skills is a process that builds up by stages based on a 
solution-focused short therapy and it enables adults to help 
children overcome various psychological and social problems 
(Furman, 2016). The creator of Kids Skills method Ben Furman 
as well the creators of solution-focused therapy Berg and 
Steiner (2003) all consider it important to approach a child 
without criticism and prejudice. It is critical to use the 
resources hidden in a child - his abilities and present skills in 
order to achieve the desired result. The existence of the 
problem is being accepted but not emphasized. When mapping 
the insufficient skills, the adult can briefly talk with the child 
about the problem related to him but will not focus on the 
problem or its reasons (Gohier, 2006). In the center of Kids’ 
Skills is not the bad behavior of the child but the aspect that he 
may learn to act in an appropriate way. Child’s own activity and 
initiative are essential. Communication style from the adult-side 
is also important. Hence the Kids’ Skills has an inclusive nature 
providing the child with an opportunity to talk and actively 
participate in the progress of the entire process. The focus of 
this method is directed toward achieving the desired change, 
not finding causes of the problem. 
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Learning new skills in the cooperation of home 

and kindergarten  
 
Supportive environment and good relationships at home and 
school are important for every child. Kids’ Skills has a 
communal direction: classmates, parents, teachers and other 
persons close to the child are the support on the way to the 
goal (Gohier, 2006). Causes for the child’s problem are not 
been searched from parents or environment. Quite the opposite 
- parents are given an opportunity to actively participate in the 
program and study process. Parents will help the child to see 
the benefit that the skill acquisition brings along and they offer 
through the study process their loving support and 
appreciation. Persons close to the child can all in their own way 
support and help the child (Furman, 2012, 2016). Parents are 
seen as cooperation partners who wish to assist and support 
their child in the learning of skills (Furman, 2010). It must also 
be considered that parents of the child whose development is 
not normal or has behavioral problems, are especially 
vulnerable and need to be understood and supported 
themselves. If the parent feels accepted then it gives hope for 
solving the child’s problems and creates a sense of security. 
(Gohier, 2006) Thus the method facilitates cooperation between 
all the adults who are dealing with the child. 

 
Action research for developing social skills of 

children with special needs 
 
Several action researches with regards to Kids’ Skills have 
taken place in Estonian kindergartens and schools in recent 
years. These researches indicate that the Kids’ Skills method 
has given significant results firsthand in developing social skills 
of children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, Specific 
Developmental Disorder, and Autism Spectrum Disorder. 

Gärol Lepik carried out research with children in remedial 
group in 2018 which demonstrated that the method was fit for 
teaching different new social skills to children with Specific 
Developmental Disorder and speech disorders. Both individual 
and group activities were carried out within the research. The 



Theory and Practice: Lifelong Experiences, ISBN 978-3-903317-01-7 

46 

research demonstrated that the method’s application had a 
positive impact on the general atmosphere of the group as well 
as on the relationships between children; this was confirmed by 
the results of observations and interviews with teachers. Kids 
wanted to learn these skills because they could choose 
themselves which skill they were going to learn. 
Communication between children improved during the 
application of the method. In addition, the results of this action 
research confirmed the importance of individual approach and 
motivation in terms of developing social skills of the children in 
remedial group. It appeared from the activities of Kids’ Skills 
that individual approach motivated children, strengthened their 
self-esteem and self-image. Children were able to successfully 
analyze themselves as well as assess their skills. They received 
success experiences and learning a new skill became a positive 
experience for them. Group pedagogues believe that this 
method benefits children’s development and continuous 
application of Kids’ Skills method also has a positive impact on 
the cooperation with parents.  

Helina Sepp carried out an action research in 2018 with 
children who have the Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
and participate in normal class in kindergarten. Acquiring social 
skills and behaving according to social norms is more difficult 
for children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. 
Insufficient skills may lead to serious consequences such as 
social rejection and low self-esteem. In order to learn new 
skills, individual activities were carried out with children and 10 
steps of Kids’ Skills were worked through. Learning new social 
skills ended up being a successful and positive experience for 
children. Parents and teachers who participated in the research 
estimate that the method is successfully applicable with 5-6 
years old children and it is easily and flexibly utilized by 
teachers as well as parents.  

Katrin Mustonen carried out an action research in 2017 that 
consisted of applying the Kids’ Skills method on first and 
second graders who were studying in small groups. The 
children had different diagnoses: Autism Spectrum Disorder, 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, and Selective Mutism. 
Kids’ Skills lessons were carried out within 4 weeks in small 
groups. Parents and teachers who participated in the research 
found that developing social skills in small class rooms is 
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important. It emerged that this had not been done intentionally 
at home or school - particularly for the lack of methods. It also 
appeared that the Kids’ Skills method can be utilized in small 
classes specifically because of the small number of children. 
The aspect of the Kids’ Skills method according to which the 
child will learn to analyze and observe his own and classmates’ 
skills, was considered a strength by all parties. They also found 
that focusing on the learning of a skill provides an additional 
opportunity for cooperation between school and home. Kids’ 
Skills method offers to each of the 3 parties - students, class 
teachers and parents - a mutual goal regarding learning a new 
skill, encouraging and supporting children. 

Karin Jantson-Viljanen carried out an action research in 2019 
in an Estonian school of students with learning disabilities 
where students' listening skills were developed by applying the 
Kids’ Skills method. The research aims to explore what 
opportunities the skills studying method can offer in teaching 
children with ADHD and what changes the method will bring to 
the teaching of self-regulation capabilities to children. The 
selection consisted of 11 students (7 second graders and 4 
fourth graders), special education teacher, class teacher, 
assistant teacher with special education training, two personal 
assistants and eleven parents). One of the reasons that cause 
learning disabilities for these students is the Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder. The students study in a normal class 
but in addition to their class teacher they receive help from a 
personal assistant in classes. Students with ADHD have 
mathematics and Estonian language classes separately in a 
smaller group. Pre-interviews with teachers and special 
education teachers indicated that it is difficult for students with 
ADHD to acquire various social skills such as controlling 
emotions, listening to mates, controlling of behavior, waiting 
for a turn to answer, keeping rules.  

15 steps of Kids’ Skills were worked through in order to learn 
the listening skill. The action research was carried out with 
students with ADHD within seven weeks - 9 Kids’ Skills lessons 
and 2 group interviews were done in second grade and 6 
lessons and 2 group interviews in fourth grade (duration of a 
lesson was 45 minutes). Activity and observation stages took 
place at the same time. After every lesson there was a 
discussion with teachers and support staff. The researcher 
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provided feedback to parents via e-school by sending in total 
three e-mails in which she gave overview of the learning 
process and recommendations to parents regarding practicing 
the listening skill at home.  

A survey was carried out after the end of the action research 
among all people who were in the selection. It appeared from 
the feedback of teachers and support staff that all children with 
ADHD have difficulties in acquiring various social skills such as 
controlling emotions, listening, keeping rules, waiting their turn 
to answer. They concluded that the method’s efficiency 
depends on consistency and good cooperation between school 
and home. Crucial parts of achieving results are providing the 
student with instant feedback, encouraging and motivating him. 
The method is more efficient particularly in younger grades. It 
did not produce expected results in the fourth grade. 

It emerged from the research that although not every parent 
had understood what exactly was being done in Kids’ Skills 
lessons, they still considered developing social skills of their 
children important in order for them to manage better in their 
everyday lives. Several parents thought that benefits would be 
more visible if the project was longer.  

Students’ attitude towards Kids’ Skills lessons was positive. 
With every following lesson they understood better how 
important is the listening skill. The motivation packet of second 
graders was the same for the entire class and it helped in 
learning the skill. Students in the fourth grade were more 
aware of the importance of the listening skill and participated in 
the process diligently. The playfulness of the method did not 
quite resonate with them. Based on the opinions of 
interviewees it can be stated that the Kids’ Skills method is a 
good tool for first to third grade teachers and it helps students 
to acquire social skills. The method offers students with ADHD 
more opportunities to solve problems and cope better in school 
life. 

 
Discussion 
 
Social skills develop slower in children with special needs and 
they need significant support in this. Focusing on behavioral 
problems will often not provide necessary results. The main 
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idea of Kids’ Skills method is that children do not need to deal 
with overcoming problems but instead they learn skills that 
they have not acquired yet. (Furman, 2012, 13) Hence the 
method is specifically suitable for preventing and overcoming 
the problems of children with special needs. It emerged from 
the action researches that Kids’ Skills method was earlier 
already familiar to specialists working with children but only 
one pedagogue had earlier intentionally utilized it.  

All pedagogues who participated in the studies saw as 
strengths of the Kids’ Skills method its solution-centeredness, 
positivity, purposefulness as well as the inclusion of children’s 
teachers, family and friends in the process. According to 
Gohier, the method’s design makes it a communal approach: 
on the way to the goal support is being sought from group 
mates, friends, parents, teachers and other people whom the 
child has chosen (Gohier, 2006). Parents are not regarded as 
the causes of child’s problems but instead they are seen as 
cooperation partners who wish to help and support their child in 
learning skills (Furman, 2010:12). As strengths of the method 
parents named broadening the mind and inner world of the 
child as well as increasing his confidence and courage when 
solving problems. 

Regarding satisfaction with communication, parents noted 
that it was very good to receive information about the 
application of the project in the school, though they would have 
also expected individual feedback concerning their child.  

A few researches, however, regarded the communication with 
family as a weakness - if the parent is not interested then the 
result is significantly worse. Furman acknowledges that one of 
the goals of Kids’ Skills is facilitating cooperation between 
adults who are close to the child so that each participant could 
support the child in their own way (Furman, 2012:16). 

It appeared to be easy to motivate children to acquire new 
skills. Especially eager were those children who could choose 
themselves which skill they were going to learn. It became 
evident that children can surprisingly well analyze themselves 
as well as assess their own skills. They were supported and 
encouraged by the individual approach. It is essential to use 
the resources hidden in a child - his capabilities and present 
skills in order to arrive to the desired solution (Gohier, 2006). 
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Regarding weak points of the method were mentioned the 
time limit of a particular action research; particularly children 
with special needs require enough time - for specific activities 
to teach a skill and then in order to sink in during a longer 
period in different situations. Also, age limit was brought up 
concerning applying the skill: pedagogues who participated in 
the research found that this suits particularly for kindergarten 
children as well as first and second graders. 

Despite the fact that the number of children who participated 
in the action researches is not very big, it can be concluded 
that Kids’ Skills method suits well for children with special 
needs. Since weakly developed social skills is one of the biggest 
problems of children with ADHD, the pedagogues emphasized 
the suitability of Kids’ Skills method especially for them. 

 
Conclusion 
 
It needs to be acknowledged that Kids’ Skills method is not yet 
widely used in Estonian kindergartens or schools and only a few 
qualitative researches have been carried out on the subject, 
which don’t offer bases for broad conclusions yet. In the current 
situation where weak social skills of many kindergarten and 
school children is one of the reasons why the number of 
children with behavioral problems has significantly increased, 
Kids’ Skills, in addition to other methods that support the 
development of social skills, has a great potential. Kids’ Skills 
method is a child-based, positive and relatively easily applicable 
method which can be utilized for children with age-appropriate 
development as well as for children with special needs. In 
Estonia it is possible to find literature translated into Estonian 
and trainings, in order to gain a new efficient tool with a 
purpose to teach social skills. 
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