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Abstract
Although research on typical development suggests that friendship is a social relationship
based on interactions with certain criteria, the qualities, definitions, and characteristics of
friendship are not well-understood among children with atypical development. In this
study, the interactions of 27 dyads of children in a play-date situation were examined; one
dyad member had Down syndrome. The peers brought were more often the same gender,
age, and ethnicity. Dyads who were similar in gender, CA, and classroom experiences had
better quality interactions. Twenty dyads met strict friendship criteria and, thus, could be
classified as friends. These friend dyads were more positive in affect, more often involved
in turn-taking, and played at higher levels than did children categorized as simply play-
mates.

In contrast to research on friendships of typ-
ically developing children, the importance, func-
tions, and qualities of friendship for children with
atypical development are not well-documented.
Friendships may or may not be the same for both
types of children. For typical children, friendships
with peers are important for the development of
sensitivity, the exploration of identity, and the val-
idation of the self (Sullivan, 1953). Although the
theoretical constructs of friendship are estab-
lished, researchers still struggle with how to iden-
tify friendships behaviorally, especially in younger
children. Some investigators use direct observa-
tion of play to define friendships because very
young children may be unable to verbally nomi-
nate a friend. Young children may use social pre-
tend play with their friends to experience intimacy
in contrast to older children, who can verbally
self-disclose. Other functions (e.g., companion-
ship) are also expressed differently in young chil-
dren (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985; Howes, 1996).
The behaviors involved in younger children’s
friendships may be different than those exhibited

by older children, but the qualities of friendship
(intimacy, companionship, and affection) are the
same (Howes, 1996).

When children with atypical development,
particularly children with mental retardation, are
examined, none of the preceding constructs, def-
initions, or identification processes are as well-es-
tablished as they are in the typical literature. For
children with mental retardation, researchers be-
gan the exploration of friendships by examining
whether friendships exist and whom these friend-
ships are with. For example, Siperstein and Bak
(1989) found that 81% of adolescents questioned
mentioned someone outside of class as a friend,
and almost half of the outsiders mentioned were
adults, often paid tutors or friends of their par-
ents. Unlike typical children, then, children with
mental retardation generally nominated non-peers
as friends.

Using observational measures, Field (1984) ex-
amined friendships in children with mental retar-
dation in a mainstreamed setting. She found that
fewer than half of 16 had friendships. Only 2 had
friends who did not have disabilities.
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Also using observational methods in a main-
streamed setting, Guralnick, Gottman, and Ham-
mond (1996) defined two types of ‘‘friendships’’
among children with developmental disabilities.
Unilateral friendships (i.e., friendships identified by
only one dyad member) were defined when 33%
of the child’s total positive social interactions oc-
curred with a specific companion. Reciprocal friend-
ships were defined when a specific companion en-
gaged in at least 33% of positive social interac-
tions back towards the target child after an initi-
ation. The authors found high proportions of
unilateral friendships for preschoolers with devel-
opmental disabilities. They also found fewer re-
ciprocal friendships in the group with develop-
mental delays than in the typical group or a group
of children with communication disorders. Uni-
lateral friendships would not ordinarily be consid-
ered friendships among typically developing chil-
dren.

Although the foregoing studies of atypical
children’s friendships in relation to class place-
ment are important, there are some limitations.
One is combining children from different disabil-
ity categories in a single study. The type of dis-
ability a child has may affect friendship forma-
tion. For example, in Guralnick et al.’s (1996)
study, children with communication disorders
had more reciprocal friendships than did those
with mental retardation. Also, children with dif-
ferent etiologies of mental retardation may vary
on aspects of sociability that affect friendship de-
velopment (Kasari & Sigman, 1996). Those with
Down syndrome, for example, are perceived by
others as pleasant and cheerful (Capps, Kasari,
Yirmiya, & Sigman, 1993; Hornby, 1995; Kasari,
Freeman, Sigman, & Mundy, 1995). Such sociable
behavior and interest may facilitate more positive
contact with others.

Indeed, in a study of children with Down syn-
drome at ages 11 and 21, Carr (1995) found that
nearly two thirds had at least one friend. Over half
of the 11-year-olds with friends had a friend who
did not have a disability (mostly relatives and fam-
ily friends). Most friends were from their day
placement or school, but outside contact was un-
usual. Parents acknowledged that most friends of
their 21-year-old adult children with Down syn-
drome were ‘‘acquaintances really, they’re friend-
ly, not friends’’ (p. 103). In terms of best friends,
three quarters of the 11-year-olds said that they
did not have a best friend and for those who did,
it was most often a child with a disability. At age

21, most adults did not have a best friend. Thus,
friendship appeared to exist, but all of these data
were collected through parent report, and the con-
struct ‘‘friend’’ was not specified.

Byrne, Cunningham, and Sloper (1988)
found that about 60% of the 2.5- to 10-year-old
children with Down syndrome in their study had
at least one friend, mostly children of neighbors.
Other friends included parents’ friends, relatives,
and friends of siblings. Friends increased with age;
66% of children under age 5 and 81% of the chil-
dren over age 5 had more than one friend. Qual-
itatively, parents noted that the gap between the
children with Down syndrome and their peers
without handicaps seemed to widen with age and,
in turn, friendships suffered. In terms of school-
based friendships. About 58% of children with
Down syndrome had one or more best friends at
school, but only 17% played with those friends
outside of school. Friends were established
through parent report and broadly defined as any
child with whom the child with Down syndrome
played with regularly.

In summary, the previously mentioned stud-
ies suggest that children with atypical develop-
ment, particularly those with Down syndrome, do
have friends. Definitions of those friendships,
however, are not consistent among studies or with
the literature on typical development. Indeed, the
people considered friends were often adults or
other children who did not necessarily recipro-
cate. Furthermore, only one measure of friendship
was generally employed to establish the existence
of friendships.

Given the extant literature, there are three
main issues addressed in the current study. First,
we examined the characteristics of the peers that
children with Down syndrome consider as their
friends. According to several theories in typical
child development (Farmer & Farmer, 1996), chil-
dren choose friends who are similar to themselves
in gender, age, and developmental level (Gottman
& Parker, 1986; Hartup & Sancilio, 1986). Children
also select play partners based on common inter-
ests, abilities, experiences, and interaction (Rubin,
Lynch, Coplan, Rose-Krasnor, & Booth, 1994). In
addition, the classroom and its social structure can
influence the characteristics of both peer interac-
tions and friendships (Parker & Asher, 1988, 1990).

In terms of children with atypical develop-
ment, however, it is unclear what individual child
characteristics relate to the selection of peers and
whether those characteristics lend themselves to
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better quality interactions. There is virtually no
research in mental retardation that addresses this
question. Also not known are the dyadic charac-
teristics that might contribute to better quality re-
lationships.

The second issue addressed is whether we can
classify the peers of children with Down syndrome
as friends, given the most stringent criteria of
friendship from typical development (stable, recip-
rocal, and parent-confirmed). Because children
with Down syndrome are delayed in language and
mental abilities, they may not be able to nominate
their friends reliably; parents may not always be
accurate in determining their child’s friendships
(Buysse, 1993); and a short or inconsistent peer
relationship is unlikely to transform into a quality
friendship. Thus, although studies of typical chil-
dren may rely on only one or two criteria, due to
the aforementioned limitations, all three criteria
may be necessary to confirm the presence of
friendships in children with Down syndrome.

A final issue we examine is whether we can
distinguish friends from nonfriends on the basis
of the quality of the dyad’s interactions. Or, per-
haps, the relationships of children with mental re-
tardation should be considered as friendships that
serve different purposes given chronological ver-
sus developmental age differences.

In order to examine these issues, we employed
a procedure (the play date) that is more ecologi-
cally valid and suspends classroom structure. This
methodology takes into account the idea that chil-
dren with disabilities may have multiple contexts
where friendships can begin and develop. To
eliminate the confound of disability type, we ex-
amined children with a single etiology of mental
retardation Down syndrome. Thus, we identify
the peers of children with Down syndrome and
the individual and dyadic characteristics, examine
the quality of the peer interaction, determine
whether the peers brought to the play date can be
considered friends, and if this was established, we
examine what defines the friendship interaction.

Method

Participants
Participants were 54 children, 27 with Down

syndrome and 27 who were their chosen friends.
The children with Down syndrome were recruited
from the local association for parents of children
with Down syndrome, the local Regional Center,
and local school districts. Flyers briefly describing

the study were sent to parents of children with
Down syndrome who were between the ages of 5
and 11 years (K to 5th grades). Parents and chil-
dren were asked to participate in a study on chil-
dren’s social development, and in return they re-
ceived developmental assessments at no cost.
When parents phoned, they were asked whether
their child was diagnosed with Down syndrome
and the age of their child. The first 30 parents
who called with a child within the age range
agreed to participate. All parents confirmed the
diagnosis. Each family was then asked to bring a
friend to one play date/research session. The only
requirement was that this identified friend must
not be a sibling or other relative living in the same
household as the target child. Otherwise, any
child that the parent and target child considered
to be a friend was permitted. However, 3 of these
families brought a sibling to the play date situa-
tion. They were dropped from analyses because
they did not identify or bring a friend.

The 27 children with Down syndrome had an
average chronological age (CA) of slightly over 8
years (98.1 months, standard deviation [SD] 5
16.7, range 60 months), mental age (MA) of slight-
ly over 4 years (50.5 months, SD 5 15.4, range
70 months), and developmental quotient of 51.6
(SD 5 11.6, range 50 points) as measured by the
Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale: Fourth edition
Stanford Binet–IV (Thorndike, Hagen, & Sattler,
1986). The Reynell Developmental Language
Scales (Reynell, 1977) were used to measure lan-
guage; the children had an average receptive and
expressive language age of about 4 years, or 48.1
months (SD 5 19.2, range 65 months) and 48.3
months (SD 5 20.7, range 70 months), respec-
tively. There were 10 males (37%) and 17 females
(63%).

The mean CA of the 27 children brought by
the children with Down syndrome was about 7.5
years (91.2 months, SD 5 22.1, range 5 78
months). There were 9 boys and 18 girls; 19 Eu-
ropean American children, 1 African American
child, 5 Latin/Latin American children, and 2
Asian American children; 6 children had Down
syndrome. The children brought to the play date
who also had Down syndrome were slightly over
8 years of age (100.4 months, SD 5 18.8) with an
MA of 49.8 (SD 5 9.2) and a mean IQ of 50.6
(SD 5 2.7). The gender breakdown of all 27 dyads
was as follows: 13 female/female dyads, 5 male/
male dyads, and 9 mixed dyads (5 where the target
child was a male; 4, a female).
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Procedure
The research room used for the procedure was

completely empty, except for tables, chairs, and two
chalkboards. Parents were able to observe the entire
procedure through a one-way mirror located within
the room. When the parent, target child, and iden-
tified friend arrived at the research room, the chil-
dren were escorted to a play area while the parent/
s remained in the adjoining room.

Two play situations, one limited and the oth-
er expanded, were used to examine and describe
friendships of the children with Down syndrome.
The limited play situation consisted of a 1.0 m
31.5 m mat showing a roadway and a town set-
ting with associated manipulatives (e.g., cars, peo-
ple, airplanes). The mat set could be used in a
variety of ways but was the only toy present. In
the expanded play situation, there were a variety
of toys that could be manipulated by two people
but did not require two people (i.e., play dough,
markers and paper, dolls, cars, and puzzles). Both
situations were videotaped for 20 minutes, and
the expanded situation always followed the lim-
ited situation. Two different situations were used
to examine whether the children’s quality and lev-
el of play was associated with the inherent struc-
ture of the activity.

The children were instructed to play with the
toys in any manner they liked. The children were
informed that a researcher would be in the room
to videotape but would be completing paperwork.
They were permitted to play as they liked with
redirection by the researcher only if there were
safety concerns.

After the dyadic play sessions, children were
separated and the revised Stanford-Binet–IV and
the Reynell Developmental Language Scales were
used to assess the target child. The Stanford-Binet
provides a standardized measure of the child’s
MA and IQ. The Reynell directly assesses lan-
guage skills and generates language age equivalent
scores for both receptive and expressive language
skills. If the accompanying friend also had a dis-
ability, the Stanford-Binet and Reynell Develop-
mental Language Scales were given to the friend.
In addition, a simple friendship questionnaire was
administered orally to both children, indepen-
dently of one another.

During this time, the parent(s) completed a
demographic information form. Also, another re-
searcher conducted a semi-structured interview
asking parents about (a) the history of the dyad’s

friendship and (b) their child’s other peer relation-
ships. These measures are described later.

Measures
Friendship questions. Both the target child and

his or her friend were independently asked to ver-
bally nominate their best friends and friends. If
the child with Down syndrome did not or was
unable to name any child as a friend (either as a
best friend or just a friend), they were asked
whether or not the accompanying child was their
friend. Thus, because children with Down syn-
drome often have language delays, the question
was modified to a yes/no format. If a typical child
did not identify the child with Down syndrome
who brought them, they were also asked in a yes/
no format whether or not the accompanying child
was their friend. No typical child named the child
with Down syndrome after the prompt when they
did not name them before the prompt. These
questions were read aloud, and both the videotape
and the researchers recorded the children’s re-
sponses.

The parents were also asked to nominate their
child’s best friends and friends. With specific ref-
erence to the child brought for the play date, par-
ents were asked how long their child had been
friends with him or her. Parents were also asked
how frequently they played together and how
they became friends (i.e., how they met).

Quality of play. The Dyadic Relationships Q-
Set (Park & Waters, 1989) was used to rate the
dyad’s quality of play. The total 40 minutes of
limited and expanded videotaped play was rated.
The Q-Set consists of a set of items, with each
item on a card, designed to describe behaviors of
dyads of children. The deck of cards can be used
to describe the interactions of typically develop-
ing 3- to 10-year-old children. The Q-Set has been
shown to discriminate between the interactions of
friends and nonfriends (Hartup, 1983; Howes,
1988).

The items are sorted into a fixed distribution.
The 55 items are sorted into 7 piles arranged in a
5-7-9-13-9-7-5 distribution. The 7-pile forced-
choice format ranges from behavior least character-
istic (Pile 1) to most characteristic (Pile 7) for each
dyad, and the middle category is reserved for
items not characteristic of the dyad.

Undergraduate psychology students blind to
the our study hypotheses were recruited and
trained on the Dyadic Relationships Q-Set. Each
undergraduate established adequate reliability
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(percentage agreement at least 70%) using a cor-
relation of the observers’ scores (Park & Waters,
1989). For this analysis, the sorters were the vari-
ables and the items were the cases. To determine
agreement, we computed a correlation of the
scores of the two observers across all items, and
the mean correlation coefficient for 23% of the
sample was .82 (range 5 .76 to .89). Each dyad
used for reliability was coded by at least two ob-
servers.

The 55 items were grouped to form the fol-
lowing seven clusters: positive social orientation,
cohesiveness, harmony, control, responsiveness,
coordinated play, and self-disclosure. On the Dy-
adic Relationships Q-Set, a dyad received a score
from each observer for each item, depending on
the pile in which the item was placed. For exam-
ple, if an item was placed in Pile 5, the score as-
signed was ‘‘5.’’ Each cluster was measured by four
to eight individual items in the Dyadic Relation-
ships Q-Set. Scale scores for the eight relationship
variables were created by summing a dyad’s score
across all the items in the cluster. Therefore, each
dyad had one score for each cluster.

Play. In working with very young preverbal
children, Parker and Gottman (1989) determined
that social pretend play was a means to measure
intimacy. Other researchers (Howes, Matheson, &
Wu, 1992) have also argued that younger children
with less-developed cognitive and language skills
explore trust and intimacy through social pretend
play. Because younger children are unable to use
high level conversation to communicate their
fears and intimate feelings to one another, they
use fantasy play instead. In addition, a child must
be initiating, flexible, and responsive to the others
in order to develop complex play or the play will
end. Importantly, children with Down syndrome
can engage in constructive and imaginative play
(Beeghly, Weiss-Perry, & Cicchetti, 1990) and can
use play as a means to express intimacy as well.
Thus, it is important to examine the ability of the
child with Down syndrome to initiate and re-
spond to play and their levels of play with friends
as they relate to intimacy and trust in that friend-
ship.

Children’s dyadic play behavior was coded
during the full 40 minutes of limited and expand-
ed play. Using the categories of play from Howes
and Matheson (1992), we marked any sustained
play between partners for frequency and duration.
The five scale points taken from Howes and Ma-
theson (p. 964) were used to code episodes of

play. Solitary play occurs when the target child and
the peer are playing beyond 1.0 m from each oth-
er and do not acknowledge each other. Parallel
play occurs when the target child and the peer are
within 1.0 m of each other and engage in the same
activity but do not acknowledge each other. Par-
allel aware play is parallel play with eye contact.
Simple social play occurs when the children engage
in the same or similar activity and talk, smile, of-
fer, and receive toys or otherwise engage in social
interaction. Complementary and social pretend play
occurs when the children demonstrate action-
based role reversals in social games and/or when
the target child and another child enact comple-
mentary roles within social pretend play. The
roles do not have to be explicitly named but must
be clear from the actions of the children. A more
complex level of social pretend play can occur
when children metacommunicate about the play.
This includes naming roles, providing scripts, and
prompting the peer.

Within each of the preceding episodes of play
that lasted longer than 5 seconds, peer-directed
behaviors were coded. Nonconsummated initia-
tions and consummated initiations were coded.
Nonconsummated initiations were coded as any at-
tempt by the target child to initiate an episode of
play with the peer that does not result in play. For
example, a child pushes a car towards the other
child to initiate simple social play or a child ver-
bally or physically requests play with the other
child. The initiations could be positive (as in the
preceding example) or negative (e.g., a child
throws a toy towards the other). The response can
also be positive (child pushes car back) or negative
(child ignores), but then no further action or play
results. Consummated play was coded at a mini-
mum as a three-exchange procedure: one child
initiates, the other responds positively (a negative
response generally ends the procedure), and the
initiator then responds again and the children en-
gage in play.

Affect was coded as either positive (smiling,
laughing), negative (frowning, crying, and tan-
trums), or neutral. Affect, in this study, related to
companionship as it is defined by ‘‘having fun’’
(Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). Thus, children
who were expressing more positive affect in the
play situation appeared to be having fun with one
another.

Interrater reliability was calculated on 15% of
the sample using generalizability coefficients be-
tween two raters on frequency and duration of
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Table 1. Peers Brought by the Children With
Down Syndrome

Variable n %

Presence of a disability in the
peer

Typical development
Down syndrome

Gender
Same
Opposite

21
6

18
9

78
22

67
33

CA-match within 1 year
Matched
Not matched

MA match within 1 year
Matched
Not matched

17
10

10
17

63
37

37
63

Ethnicity
Same ethnicity
Different ethnicity

Classroom
Child from the same class-

room
Child from a different class-

room

17
10

8
19

63
37

30
70

Method of meeting
Parent introduced/initiated
Through school/community/

child initiated
13
14

48
52

play levels, initiations and responses within the
level of play, and affect. Generalizability coeffi-
cients utilize analyses of variance (ANOVAs) pro-
cedures to estimate reliability (Algina, 1978). This
method has the advantage of evaluating both the
consistency across a variable for each rater and the
variance across subjects for the variables in the
analyses. It is recommended for studies with be-
havioral observation data that are continuous in
nature (Frick & Semmel, 1978; Mitchell, 1979).
The G-coefficient is considered superior to other
reliability indices for continuous data sets because
it simultaneously considers multiple sources of er-
ror variance (Berk, 1979). Coefficients approach
1.0 when the variance associated with subjects is
large and the variance associated with raters is
small. Coefficients above .50 indicate adequate re-
liability (Mitchell, 1979).

For play levels, the average G-coefficient was
.96. The breakdown by level was as follows: soli-
tary 5 .99, parallel 5 .85, parallel aware 5 .99,
simple social 5 .99, and complementary/social
pretend 5 .97. For the frequencies of consum-
mated and nonconsummated initiations within
play, G-coefficient ranged from .97 to 1.00, with
an average of .99. For affect, the average G-coef-
ficient was .96, with a range from .89 to 1.00.
Such coefficients are typical of good reliability
(Kasari & Sigman, 1997; Landry, Miller-Loncar, &
Swank, 1998).

Results

Who are the Peers Brought to the Play Date
Situation by the Children With Down
Syndrome?

As shown in Table 1, children with Down
syndrome generally brought typically developing
children, children of the same gender, and chil-
dren from different classrooms. In addition, the
children with Down syndrome more frequently
brought a child matched within one year chro-
nologically but not mentally and of the same eth-
nicity. About half of these children were intro-
duced by their parents, and half met through
school or communities. The mean length of the
dyadic relationship was 51.44 months (SD 5
33.56), or just over 4 years. Dyads containing chil-
dren of the same ethnicity had significantly longer
reported relationships than dyads not of the same
ethnicity (mean length of relationship 5 64.9

months vs. 28.6 months), t(25) 5 3.14, p , .01.
Also, children who were introduced by their par-
ents had significantly longer reported relation-
ships than did dyads who met through the school
or community (mean length of relationship 5
74.5 months vs. 30 months), t(25) 5 4.56, p ,
.001.

Do Children Who Bring Peers More Similar
to Themselves Have Better Quality Playmate
Interactions?

To examine the play interaction, we com-
bined the two different play situations (limited
and expanded) as a result of two preliminary find-
ings. First, no significant differences were found
on the target variables by type of play situation in
any multivariate analyses. Second, there was no
consistent deterioration time between play situa-
tions or at the end of the 40 minutes across the



22 q American Association on Mental Retardation

VOLUME 107, NUMBER 1: 16–31 z JANUARY 2002 AMERICAN JOURNAL ON MENTAL RETARDATION

Friendships of Children with Down Syndrome S. F. N. Freeman and C. Kasari

Figure 1. Level of play for the child with Down
syndrome in dyads matched on gender and dyads
not matched on gender.

sample. Taken together then, the children’s play
was not affected by the different toy situations.

All of the descriptive dyad characteristics
from Table 1 (both members have a disability,
have the same gender, have CAs within one year,
have MAs within one year, have the same ethnic-
ity, come from the same classroom, and were
child introduced) were examined to determine
whether dyads with certain similarities scored
higher on quality of play (Q-Set), level of play
(Peer Play Scale), and consummated and noncon-
summated initiations. The following sections de-
scribe the results based upon the matching char-
acteristics.

Gender. In terms of quality of play, no signif-
icant differences were found between children
who had same-sex peers versus children who had
opposite-sex peers. However, in the dyad’s level
of play, significant differences emerged. To ex-
amine this relationship between similarities of
dyad members and levels of play, we conducted
a 2 (group) 35 (play level) repeated measures AN-
OVA for opposite-gender (n 5 9) versus same-
gender dyads (n 5 18). Results yielded a signifi-
cant main effect for play level and a significant
interaction of play level and gender. Dyads who
were of the same gender spent significantly more
time in simple social play (44% vs. 29%) and com-
plementary/social pretend play (2% vs. 0%) than
did dyads who were not of the same gender, F(4,
22) 5 3.41, p , .05. Dyads who were not of the
same gender were spending more time in parallel
aware (57% vs. 43%) and parallel play (9% vs.
1%). The interaction effect is depicted in Figure
1, which shows the proportion of play spent in
the lower three levels of play combined (solitary,
parallel, and parallel aware) compared to the high-
er levels of play (simple social and complemen-
tary/social pretend). In general, dyads who were
of the same gender spent significantly more time
in the higher levels of play (48%) than did those
who were not of the same gender (20%), t(25) 5
22.42, p , .05.

In addition, significant differences were found
when nonconsummated interactions were exam-
ined. A regression analysis was conducted on pos-
itive initiations where the response ended the in-
teraction (nonconsummated). The model was sig-
nificant for dyad members of opposite gender,
F(1, 24) 5 23.29, p , .01. Thus, these dyads had
significantly more initiations where the response
ended the interaction, even though the initiation
was positive (31% of the variance accounted for).

Overall, children in opposite-sex dyads had sig-
nificantly more nonconsummated interactions (M
5 11.22) than did children in same-sex dyads (M
5 6.94) where there was an initiation and then a
response that ended the interaction, t(25) 5 2.22,
p , .05. Thus, opposite-sex dyads were initiating
positively, but the bids did not lead to extended
or higher levels of play.

CA/developmental level. In terms of the quality
of the relationship, t-test analyses on dyads
matched or not matched on CA revealed that dy-
ads matched on CA received significantly higher
scores on the responsiveness cluster than did dy-
ads not matched on CA, t(25) 5 2.26, p , .05.
In addition, dyads who were matched in CA, t(25)
5 22.99, p , .01, were involved in more con-
summated play interactions (Ms 5 2.8 and 1.0,
respectively) that led to higher levels of play (child
initiates, friend responds, play results). No differ-
ences on the level of play were found related to
similarities between dyad members on MA or IQ.

Do Individual Characteristics of Each Dyad
Member Relate to Better Playmate
Interactions?

Child with Down syndrome. The quality of the
interaction (Q-Set) was examined in relation to
each child’s personal characteristics. Table 2
shows the correlations between the child with
Down syndrome’s characteristics and each of the
seven qualitative clusters from the Q-Set. Higher
scores on the positive clusters (cohesiveness, co-
ordinated play, harmony, positive social orienta-
tion, and responsiveness) were significantly related
to higher developmental scores of children with
Down syndrome. Lower scores on the negative
cluster (control) were significantly related to lower
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Table 2. Relationship Between Q-Set Scores and the Child With Down Syndrome’s Developmental
Characteristics

Developmental
characteristic

Q-Set clusters

Positive

Cohesive-
ness

Coordinated
play

Harmo-
ny

Positive
social

orienta-
tion

Responsive-
ness

Self-
disclo-
sure

Nega-
tive

Control

CA
MA
Developmental quo-
tient
Receptive language
Expressive language
General education

.24

.45*

.29

.17

.23
2.33†

.39*

.60***

.51**

.47*

.43*
2.53**

.08

.24

.39*

.22

.27

.08

.19

.33†

.35†

.23

.27
2.19

.36†

.44*

.45*

.40*

.50**
2.15

2.31
2.09

.13
2.22
2.18

.13

2.23
2.35†
2.45*
2.39*
2.40*

.02

†p 5 .10. *p 5 .05. **p 5 .01. ***p 5 .001.

developmental scores of children with Down syn-
drome. Self-disclosure rarely occurred, and there
was no association to developmental characteris-
tics.

To determine the association between the
child with Down syndrome’s individual develop-
mental characteristics and level of play (Peer Play
Scale), we conducted Pearson product-moment
correlations. Due to slight variations in the
amount of time that dyads played together during
the 40-minute play session, the total time in each
level of play was converted to a proportion score.
Significant correlations with the child’s character-
istics emerged for the highest level of play, com-
plementary/social pretend. More time in comple-
mentary/social pretend play was positively related
to the child with Down syndrome’s MA, r 5 .61,
p 5 .001, developmental quotient, r 5 .53, p ,
.01, expressive language age, r 5 .45, p , .05, and
receptive language age, r 5 .50, p , .01.

The total duration of positive affect within
the five levels of play was examined in relation to
the child with Down syndrome’s developmental
characteristics. Pearson-product moment correla-
tions revealed that more positive affect within
complementary/social pretend play was associated
with higher developmental quotients, r 5 .53, p
, .01, higher MAs, r 5 .61, p 5 .001, higher
receptive language ages, r 5 .50, p , .01, and
higher expressive language ages, r 5 .45, p , .05,
in the child with Down syndrome. Pearson prod-
uct-moment correlations were carried out for con-

summated and nonconsummated initiations and
the children with Down syndrome’s developmen-
tal characteristics. Nonconsummated initiations
were significantly associated with lower develop-
mental quotient scores, r 5 2.44, p , .05, and
lower expressive language scores, r 5 2.45, p ,
.05, in the child with Down syndrome.

Classroom placement. The child with Down
syndrome’s current classroom placement was ex-
amined in terms of quality of play, level of play,
affect, and initiations. Children with Down syn-
drome in general education were rated as less co-
hesive, r 5 2.33, p , .10, and less coordinated,
r 5 2.53, p , .01, in their quality of play than
were children in special education. To ensure that
children in general education were not character-
istically different from children in special educa-
tion, we conducted two group t tests (general ed-
ucation vs. special education) on demographic
variables and developmental characteristics. No
significant differences were found. In addition, a
2 (classroom placement) 3 5 (levels of play) AN-
OVA was conducted, yielding a main effect for
play level, F(4, 22) 5 32.51, p , .001, and an
interaction effect of placement and play level, F(4,
22) 5 3.41, p , .05. Children who were in general
education spent more time in lower levels of play
whereas those in special education spent more
time in the higher level of play simple social play.
Neither group spent much time in complemen-
tary/social pretend play (Figure 2).

Nonconsummated and consummated inter-
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Figure 2. Play level by classroom placement.

actions were examined in relation to dyad char-
acteristics. When both friends came from the
same classroom, t(25) 5 23.37, p , .01, they were
involved in more consummated play interactions
that led to higher levels of play than were friends
from different classrooms (Ms 5 3.6 and 1.5, re-
spectively). The regression analysis model was sig-
nificant for children from the same class, F(1, 25)
5 11.35, p , .01, with 31% of the variance ac-
counted for. Interestingly, when the special edu-
cation group and the general education group
were split and the same analysis was run, the dif-
ferences within the special education group were
significant, t(9) 5 2 4.76, p , .001. Children in
special education who were from the same class
had significantly more consummated play inter-
actions that led to higher levels of play than did
children in special education from different clas-
ses (Ms 5 4.67 and 1.25, respectively). In the gen-
eral education group, the trend was in the same
direction, but the differences were not significant.

Peer characteristics. The Q-Set clusters were also
examined with the three available characteristics
of the peer brought: age, gender, and presence of
a disability (Table 3). When the peer was older,
dyads were rated higher on cohesiveness, coordi-
nated play, responsiveness, positive social orien-
tation, and lower on control. In addition, if the
peer was female, dyads were rated higher on har-
mony, positive social orientation, and responsive-
ness. If the peer was male, dyads were rated higher
on control. None of the clusters were related to
the presence of a disability in the invited peer.

In terms of level of play, the examination of
the peer’s individual characteristics yielded signif-
icant findings for both age and gender, whereas
presence of a disability in the invited peer ap-
proached significance. Dyads with an older peer

spent more time in simple social play, r 5 .48, p
, .05, whereas those with a younger peer spent
more time in parallel play, r 5 2.42, p , .05, and
parallel aware play, r 5 2.41, p 5 .05. Dyads with
a male peer spent more time in lower levels of
play parallel and parallel aware, rs 5 .43 and .42,
respectively, ps , .05. Correlation analyses for
presence of disability revealed that children with
Down syndrome who had a friend with Down
syndrome spent more time in complementary/so-
cial pretend play the highest level of play, r 5
.32, p , .10.

Pearson product-moment correlations were
carried out for consummated and nonconsum-
mated initiations and the peers’ characteristics
(age, gender, and presence of a disability). In terms
of consummated initiations, dyads where the peer
was a female engaged in more turn-taking, which
resulted in a higher level of play, r 5 .47, p , .05.

Can We Classify the Children Brought by the
Children With Down Syndrome As Friends?

To determine friend status, we examined the
27 dyads according to three criteria used with typ-
ical samples (Dunn, 1993; Furman & Buhrmester,
1985; Howes, 1983; Parker & Gottman, 1989):
length of friendship (stability), parent nomina-
tion, and reciprocal nomination.

All 27 children with Down syndrome agreed
that the child they brought was their friend. How-
ever, in 6 cases the peer they brought denied the
friendship, in spite of the fact that the parent and
the child with Down syndrome nominated the
peer as a friend and that the dyad had known each
other for over 6 months. In the remaining 21 cas-
es, all participants agreed that the children were
friends; however, in one case the dyad had been
friends only a brief period of time, thus failing to
meet the stability criterion. Twenty dyads, then,
met all three criteria (parent nomination, recip-
rocal nomination, and stability). Of the 20 meet-
ing the three criteria, 14 dyads met the reciprocal
nomination criteria after a prompt (e.g., when the
child with Down syndrome did not name anyone,
they were asked, ‘‘What about ppp?’’ (the friend’s
name was used). Even though the question was
modified to fit these children who had language
delays, the dyads were still considered to have re-
ciprocally nominated one another (especially giv-
en that the friend and the parent had nominated
the Down syndrome child). Thus, it appears that
most participants brought a peer that the child
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Table 3. Relationship Between Q-Set Scores and the Friends’ Individual Characteristics

Developmental
characteristic

Q-Set clusters

Positive

Cohes ive-
ness

Coordi-
nated
play Harmony

Positive
social

orientation
Responsive-

ness
Self-dis-
closure

Negative

Control

CA
Gendera

Presence of a disa-
bilityb

.39*

.30

.04

.39*

.29

.12

.32†

.51**
2.11

.40*

.49**
2.20

.50**

.56**

.06

2.37†
2.22
2.08

2.40*
2.38*

.09
a0 5 boy, 1 5 girl. b0 5 no, 1 5 yes.
†p 5 .10. *p 5 .05. **p 5 .01.

with Down syndrome thought was a friend.
Prompted and nonprompted subjects, then, were
combined into a single group of friends (n 5 20,
74%). Dyads meeting only one or two criteria
were combined into a single group of playmates
(n 5 7, 26%).

Analyses were conducted to ensure that extra-
neous characteristics did not influence any further
analyses. The friend and playmate groups did not
differ on any family background characteristics as
reported on the demographic form (e.g., who re-
sponded to the questionnaire, age or birth order
of child, marital status, child care arrangements,
mother’s age, mother’s education level, age of first
intervention experience, and total hours per week
in extracurricular activities). Thus, these variables
did not contribute to being categorized ‘‘friend’’
or ‘‘playmate.’’

Nomination of all friends. The mean number of
best friend and friend nominations was also ex-
amined as reported by the parents and the chil-
dren with Down syndrome. Parents and children
were asked, ‘‘Who are ppp (your child’s) best
friends?’’ and ‘‘Who are ppp (your child’s) friends.’’
These friend nominations were in addition to the
friend the children brought. Parents of children
with Down syndrome nominated more best
friends than did the children with Down syn-
drome themselves, an average of 1.19 (SD 5 .62)
versus .78 (SD 5 .75) and more friends, average
of 1.26 (SD 5 1.13) versus .11 (SD 5 .58). Thus,
some children with Down syndrome identified
only one additional friend, and some were unable
to identify a friend at all. The parents and their
child with Down syndrome nominated the same

friends (beyond the one the child brought) only
about 30% of the time.

What Characterizes the Interactions of Friend
Dyads Versus Playmate Dyads?

Friend dyads were compared to playmate dy-
ads with respect to the child with Down syn-
drome’s individual characteristics and the dyad
characteristics. Friendship status (friends vs. play-
mates) was not related to any individual charac-
teristic of the children, including CA, MA, devel-
opmental quotient, expressive and receptive lan-
guage, and contact with typical peers. However,
dyads from the same classroom were more often
ranked as friends (30%) as compared to dyads
from different classrooms (0%), x2(1, N 5 27) 5
3.98, p , .05. Very few dyads showed the highest
level of complementary/social pretend play. The
4 that did were identified as friends.

Because of the low amount of time in both
the lowest and the highest levels of play, indepen-
dent sample t tests were carried out on the two
combined highest levels of play (simple social and
complementary/social pretend) and the three
combined lower levels (solitary, parallel, and par-
allel aware). Dyads that were ranked as friends
spent significantly more time in higher levels of
play (47% vs. 24%) than did those that were
ranked as playmates, t(25) 5 22.07, p , .05.

In examining friend versus playmate dyads,
positive affect within simple social play was sig-
nificantly related to being ranked as friends, r 5
.38, p , .05. When positive affect was collapsed
across all five play levels and examined according
to friends versus playmates, friends (.36) were sig-
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nificantly more positive than playmates (.17) over-
all, t(25) 5 2.37, p , .05. In terms of consum-
mated and nonconsummated initiations, peers in
the playmate dyads were significantly more likely
to engage in nonconsummated initiations (e.g., ig-
nore the initiations of the child with Down syn-
drome) than did peers in the friend dyads, t(25)
5 2.34, p , .05.

Discussion
Friendships are assumed to be important for

all children, including those who are delayed in
their development (Freeman & Kasari, 1998;
Stainback & Stainback, 1987; Strully & Strully,
1985). Until now, however, studies of friendships
in children with atypical development have been
focused more on whether children have friends,
not whether they have quality friendships (Buysse,
1993; Field, 1984; Gottlieb & Leyser, 1981; Got-
tlieb, Semmel, & Veldman, 1978; MacAndrew &
Edgerton, 1966; Siperstein & Bak, 1989; Zetlin &
Murtaugh, 1988). In the first major question in
this study, we addressed whom the children with
Down syndrome played with (their characteristics)
and whether certain characteristics of the individ-
ual children or the dyad related to better quality
interactions. The second question addressed
whether we could categorize the playmate dyads
as friend dyads based upon stringent reporting cri-
teria. The final question addressed whether the
friend dyads had better quality interactions (based
on observational judgments) than did playmates.

Like typical children, children with Down
syndrome chose playmates who were, in many re-
spects, just like themselves. Their playmates were
more frequently the same gender, ethnicity, and
age. Such findings suggest some universality in
playmate selection across varying levels, ages, and
types of children. However, there were also dif-
ferences. Unlike typical children’s friends, the
playmates of the children with Down syndrome
were not closely matched to them in develop-
mental level (differing by more than 1 year), and
they were not often from their same class at
school. The majority of the playmates of children
with Down syndrome were typical children; fewer
than a quarter of the children brought children
who also had a disability. Such differences in the
playmate’s abilities raise questions as to the long-
term stability of such relationships. Given the in-
creasing discrepancies between age and ability for
children with Down syndrome, it is unclear

whether they would continue relationships with
same-age, typically developing children when they
become adolescents. Future researchers should ex-
amine long-term stability in children’s relation-
ships when one member of the dyad has a devel-
opmental disability.

Children with Down syndrome who brought
children of the same gender as themselves played
at higher levels and had less nonconsummated
play. Having a playmate who was female was re-
lated to higher scores on the positive qualitative
clusters and more turn-taking, whereas having a
playmate who was male related to higher scores
on the control cluster. When the playmate was a
male, the dyad spent more time in the lower levels
of play. These findings are similar to those for
typical children’s relationships. In studies of typ-
ical children, investigators have found that girls
tend to be more intimate and exclusive (Berndt,
1981, 1982) and more agreeable and acknowledg-
ing in their speech (Maltz & Borker, 1983). Boys,
on the other hand, tend to be more controlling,
often issuing more orders (Sachs, 1987).

Playmates matched on CA were more respon-
sive and involved in more consummated play in-
teractions. Higher developmental scores of chil-
dren with Down syndrome were related to posi-
tive scores on the Q-Set, more positive affect, and
more time in complementary/social pretend play.
Further, when the playmate was older, dyads were
rated higher on positive Q-Set clusters, and the
dyad spent more time in higher levels of play.

The classroom experience of the child with
Down syndrome was also a contributing factor to
better interactions. Children with Down syn-
drome who were educated in special education
classes were playing better with their peers (same
classroom or not, peer was disabled or not) than
were children with Down syndrome in general ed-
ucation classes. In addition, children from similar
classrooms were generally involved in more con-
summated initiations, but it was especially appar-
ent in the dyads where both members came from
special education classes.

Thus, gender, CA, and classroom experience
all seem important to quality playmate interac-
tions. Whether the children share a disability
seems less important because children with Down
syndrome have playmates with and without dis-
abilities. The findings from this research then,
suggest that certain individual and dyadic child
characteristics may lend themselves to better in-
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teractions in school-age children with Down syn-
drome.

The current study also raises another issue.
On the basis of widely accepted criteria for defin-
ing friendships in typical children, could the chil-
dren brought to the play date be classified as
‘‘friends’’ of the children with Down syndrome?
Indeed, two thirds of Down syndrome children
could be classified as having brought a friend.
Thus, for the majority of Down syndrome chil-
dren, all three reporting criteria for defining friend
dyads were met: children reciprocally nominated
each other, parents also nominated the friend, and
friendships were stable for at least 6 months. One
third of the children with Down syndrome, how-
ever, failed to meet the stringent criteria of all
three reporting methods, in spite of bringing
someone they and their parents considered a
‘‘friend’’ to a play-date situation.

For almost a third of the sample, then, the
failure to meet all three criteria was due to the
lack of reciprocal nomination. Even though the
child and parent identified the peer as a friend,
the peer him or herself did not identify the child
with Down syndrome as a friend. Given that per-
haps the most important criterion (reciprocal
nomination) was not met, one might question the
reliability of parent report and the child with
Down syndrome’s report.

Nonetheless, all of the children with Down
syndrome claimed to have brought friends to the
play date. Although both the parents and children
took part in choosing the peer, the parents may
actually have directly or indirectly influenced the
decision more than the child did. Even if they had
some influence, this pattern is likely a reflection
of what children experience when they have play
dates at home, after school, or on weekends. The
experimental situation used in this study was our
attempt to simulate the naturalistic play-date sit-
uation by controlling for availability of toys and
to not limit the child to school-based friends. The
parents and the children arranged for peers to
come to the laboratory just as they arranged for a
home play date. Although this appears to be what
happened, school friends may be even more sim-
ilar to the child with Down syndrome. An exten-
sion of this study could be to examine interac-
tions, through observation, between nominated
friends in school play settings.

In this study, the traditional nomination cri-
teria discussed were supplemented by observa-
tional data to examine the qualities of friendship.

Importantly, observational data were collected
from play dates rather than from class or school
observations. Using the observational measures,
we found a number of noteworthy results.
Friends differed from playmates in their levels of
play, amount of affect, and consummated initi-
ations. Friends played at higher levels, displayed
more positive affect, and responded to one an-
other.

One exception the observational measure of
the quality of the dyadic relationship (Q-Set) did
not differentiate friends from playmates. These re-
sults contradict findings in the typical literature
where the Q-Set has successfully distinguished
friends and playmates on the quality of their re-
lationship. Indeed, Park, Lay, and Ramsay (1993)
used the Q-Set measure on typical children at an
average age of 46.7 months, the same develop-
mental age of the children with Down syndrome
in the current study (50.2 months). The problem,
then, may relate to the use of this measure with
a developmentally delayed sample. The coding of
the particular qualitative variables (i.e., verbal self-
disclosure) may be more sensitive to developmen-
tal level than to quality of behaviors in children
with developmental problems. Indeed, higher
quality interactions were related to higher MA,
language age, and developmental quotient in chil-
dren with Down syndrome.

Given the strength of the developmental find-
ings, it appears that the quality of the dyad’s play
interaction was influenced by the individual’s
characteristics and the blend of the dyad’s char-
acteristics (e.g., two children matched on gender).
However, the constructs within the play measure
also defined friendships of children with Down
syndrome in that through play, affect, and initi-
ations, the qualities of the friendship are apparent.
The deficiency of the qualitative measure may be
that it was meant for children with typical devel-
opment, and the behavioral statements used to
sort the cards were not appropriate. Indeed, cer-
tain variables from the Q-Set approached signifi-
cance but were not defined specifically enough to
tap into less obvious behaviors that might differ-
entiate groups (e.g., although coordinated play
was higher for friends vs. playmates, it was not
significant). In addition, other variables were com-
pletely inappropriate; there was virtually no vari-
ation in scores on the self-disclosure variable be-
cause it was primarily a measure of verbal behav-
iors.

The implications of this interpretation are
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critical. First, it may be that different behaviors
and qualities actually describe the friendships of
children with Down syndrome, qualities that the
Q-sort was unable to distinguish. It was clear that
the 20 children with Down syndrome, their par-
ents, friends, and the researchers believed that
friendships existed between the children. Howev-
er, based upon observation, the importance and
functions of that friendship were not quite the
same as for typical children’s friendships, which
may imply that this type of friendship is actually
a precursor friendship relationship for elementary-
school-age children with Down syndrome in the
development of ‘‘true’’ friendships. Thus, these
‘‘emerging friendships’’ would fall developmental-
ly right after ‘‘unilateral’’ friendships and right be-
fore ‘‘true’’ friendships that contain all the quali-
ties and purposes that have been established in
the literature on typical development. It may be
that when one child has Down syndrome, friends
play better together than playmates, with higher
levels of play, more positive affect, and positive
initiations; however, as they experience this to-
gether, they grow and learn to have deeper con-
cern for one another, stick together, and possibly
use more language to share their thoughts; and, if
not, the friendship fades. Children with typical
development may also go through this type of an
emerging friendship but much earlier and at a
much faster rate. One of the contributions of this
study is the potential illumination of the process
of friendship development for all children. Future
researchers may want to take a closer look at early
emerging friendship in both typical and atypical
children.

In conclusion, these results suggest a number
of research and practice-related implications. In
terms of research on friendships of children with
Down syndrome, the constructs may be defined
by slightly different behavioral indices given the
qualitative measure (Q-Set). Alternative measures
may be needed to further explore friendship con-
structs of children with Down syndrome. Re-
searchers who study typically developing children
may want to examine friendships that are in their
beginning stages (children who have been friends
a shorter period of time).

Practitioners may want to especially consider
friendship development when determining place-
ment for children in certain educational contexts.
Although the majority of parents and profession-
als seem to believe that inclusive classrooms fa-
cilitate friendship development (Freeman, Alkin,

& Kasari, 1999; Guralnick, Connor, & Hammond,
1995), our data show some strengths for children
in specialized classrooms. In addition, the data
also suggest that other factors may be important.
For example, many of these children brought chil-
dren who were similar to themselves in terms of
gender and ethnicity. Children who had friend-
ships of longer duration had parents who were in
contact with one another. Children from the same
classroom (regardless of special education or gen-
eral education) were more often ranked as friends.

In addition, a child’s friendship may be im-
portant for practitioners to consider as they ac-
tually place or change the placement of a child
with Down syndrome. Howes (1988) noted that
children were rated by teachers as more sociable
and more complex in play when day care transi-
tions were made with friends. Indeed, many
school teachers help choose a child’s subsequent
classroom with the child’s friends in mind.
Friends, then, may serve as important emotional
supports for children with Down syndrome as
well.

In summary, the results suggest that certain
characteristics (e.g., gender, CA, classroom expe-
rience) relate to better quality playmate interac-
tions in children with Down syndrome. In addi-
tion, most peers that children with Down syn-
drome consider friends are truly stable, recipro-
cally nominated, and parent-validated friendships.
The friend dyads interact with higher levels of
play, greater positive affect, and are responsive to
initiations similar to dyads of children with typical
development. Some aspects of quality appear
more related to the developmental characteristics
of the child with Down syndrome. These findings
suggest both similarity and difference in the
friendship relationships of children with Down
syndrome compared to typical children.
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