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An inclusive learning environment in classrooms promotes social interaction, 
increases social participation, improves social skills and helps in building and shaping 
social relationships among peers. Teachers and peers play a vital role in the inclusion 
of CwSEN. Their behaviour in the classroom influences the nature of relationships of 
CwSEN with their peers. Meaningful experiences provided in inclusive classrooms 
can help in eliminating the negative influences of peer rejection, bullying or peer 
victimization. This paper focuses on the need for strengthening peer relationships of 
CwSEN and the teachers’ strategies for promoting healthy peer relationships in 
inclusive classrooms. 
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Introduction 

Peer Relationships are vital for learning. They contribute towards a child’s socio-
emotional development by learning critical skills such as cooperation, empathy, self-
control, self-awareness, decision-making, problem-solving, managing emotions etc., 
bringing success in all domains of life. Building and fostering healthy peer 
relationships among peers in an inclusive classroom paves the way for successfully 
implementing inclusive practices. Social relationships among peers are based on their 
competency to participate in social interactions. It also needs adequate planning and 
preparation on the part of teachers to enhance socio-emotional learning among 
children with special educational needs. It is crucial for developing and maintaining 
healthy relationships with their peers. Thus, teachers must develop specific 
knowledge and skills for understanding the nuances of children’s peer relations. They 
must be aware of their role in facilitating social interaction among CwSEN and their 
peers. They must create such a supportive and positive learning environment that 
promotes inclusion, social participation and interaction among children inside and 
outside the classrooms. 

Need for Strengthening Peer Relationships of CwSEN 

Children flourish together in an inclusive environment by participating in shared 
activities as active members of the group. Such a supportive and encouraging 
environment promotes positive peer culture that expands social interaction and 
develops social contacts among CwSEN and Non- SEN. It is beneficial to both 
children with and without SEN. It nurtures their social, emotional, and cognitive skills 
(Schaps, Battistich, & Solomon, 2004) and reduces the fear of human differences and 
increases tolerance among peers. It also offers them opportunities for positive peer 
interactions. It provides them the necessary experiences for well-being and healthy 
development such as companionship, help, sharing secrets, trust, care, support, 
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closeness and intimacy. The importance of peer relationships is also highlighted in the 
theoretical framework of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs theory, Sullivan’s 
Interpersonal theory, Bandura’s social learning theory and Vygotsky’s socio-cultural 
theory. 

Building positive peer relationships among children with special educational needs 
and their peers help in  

• Increasing the level of acceptance among peers 
• Increasing social interactions 
• Adjustment with peers and school 
• Learning social norms 
• Creating richer friendships 
• Resolving conflicts 
• Learning social skills 
• Gaining self-confidence 
• Enriching learning experiences 
• Improving the level of achievement 
• Developing positive social behaviour 
• Managing stress and anxiety 
• Gaining social competence 
• Improving self-concept 
• Developing positive attitudes towards self and peers 
• Making appropriate decisions 
• Knowing the strengths and weaknesses 
• Resisting negative social pressure and emotional distress 
• Gaining self-awareness and social awareness 

 
Teachers’ Strategies for Promoting Healthy Peer Relationships in Inclusive 
Classrooms 

Fostering positive social relationships among CwSEN and their peers requires 
awareness, understanding, knowledge, skills and preparation on the part of teachers. 
Teachers must focus on developing social competence and establishing and 
maintaining meaningful interpersonal relationships among peers. They should 
terminate the harmful effects of negative interpersonal relationships among the 
CwSEN and Non-SEN peers. They must provide emotional support, understand and 
develop sensitivity towards child’s needs (NICHD ECCRN, 2002). Emotional support 
from teachers can promote pro-social behaviour among peers (Luckner&Pianta, 
2011). A close and caring teacher-student relationship and healthy peer relationships 
in an inclusive classroom promote the level of school engagement, motivation and 
learning. They must understand and address the need and importance of mutual 
acceptance and support within the inclusive classroom. It must be reflected in 
teachers’ attitudes, behaviour and demonstrating acceptance (Kochhar, West 
&Taymans,2000). They must ensure that all students, including CwSEN are valued, 
respected and learners’ diverse needs are responded. They play a crucial role in creating 
an inclusive-learning friendly environment that facilitates interaction and social participation. 
They must ensure that children with special educational needs are not excluded in any 
form.  
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Using student’s names to call them, holding classroom meetings, avoiding 
unnecessary competition among peers, providing free leisure time, asking and 
resolving their concerns help in creating a positive climate in the classroom (Curtis, 
2003). Teachers shape the social lives of the children by engaging them in group work 
and creating positive classroom culture and specific seating arrangements (Bierman, 
2011). Audley, Singer & Patterson (2015) identified three critical areas in which 
teachers play an invisible and unintentional role in promoting peer relationships. They 
are: recognizing peer groups of children without actually understanding the existing 
social dynamics behind it; promoting more significant classroom norms that can 
influence the peer group norms; and creating physical spaces in the classroom. 

Some strategies that can be proved helpful in promoting meaningful relations among 
CwSEN and their peers in inclusive classrooms are: 

• Creating a positive and responding learning environment that ensures support, 
engagement, safety and no exclusion 

• Teaching social skills and providing opportunities to practice them. 
• Provide enough time for choice or play 
• Engaging children in cooperative and collaborative tasks that ensure 

interaction 
• Utilizing Peer Tutoring 
• Utilizing Buddy System 
• Acting as a role model for acceptance, support, interaction and developing 

respect for individual differences.  
• Holding classroom meetings 
• Promoting discussions on friendship and sharing related literature or stories 
• Conducting problem solving sessions to resolve and settle social conflicts  
• Reflective thinking 
• Training for self-management and self-monitoring 
• Providing counselling  
• Engaging students in non-competitive activities 
• Setting up classroom norms or rules and using appropriate reinforcement for 

desirable and undesirable student’s behaviour 
• Providing enough opportunities to practice communication skills 
• Intentionally creating seating charts that facilitates interaction among CwSEN 

and non-SEN peers  
 

Conclusion 

Inclusive classrooms provide opportunities to CwSEN and non-SEN children for 
interaction, participation and developing and maintain healthy peer relationships, 
which helps them in their cognitive, social and emotional development. The role of 
teachers in promoting a positive climate in classrooms is inevitable. Teachers must 
practice suggested strategies that can shape peer relationships and foster their 
involvement in the classroom, which is necessary to develop a sense of belonging. 
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