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1. Context
What is social competence? How does it 
relate to child development? Is it some-
thing we are born with, or can we de-
velop social competence over time? 
Although no singular defi nition ex-
ists, social competence is widely rec-
ognized as a multidimensional concept 
consisting of social, emotional, cog-
nitive, and adaptive skills and behav-
iors. Discussions of social competence 
in research and literature often in-
clude the constructs of social skills, so-
cial communication, emotional regula-
tion, and interpersonal skills (Semrud-
Clikeman, 2007). Research on social 
competence as it relates to child de-
velopment began in the early twenti-
eth century with a study linking so-
cial competence to future mental health 
(Dodge, Asher, & Parkhurst, 1989). As 
a result of this study, great interest be-
gan to develop around how children in-
teract with  others and function in social 
situations. In the 1960s, more research 
around social competence and its ef-
fects on school performance began to 
unfold, and the fi eld saw a shift in the 
defi nition of social competence to one 
that included problem-solving skills as a 

key component for academic and social 
success. Today, there is still a general 
lack of agreement about the defi nition 
and measurement of social competence, 
however, many researchers are now fo-
cusing on early intervention strategies 
for teaching social competence skills to 
children in an effort to reduce the like-
lihood of the development of maladap-
tive behaviors. There is also a large fo-
cus on understanding social competence 
as it relates to children with and with-
out specifi c developmental challenges. 

2. Overview
In response to growing interest around 
social competence in exceptional chil-
dren, Margaret Semrud-Clikeman de-
veloped Social Competence in Children 
as a way of providing information for 
clinical practitioners and parents caring 
for children who are experiencing social 
diffi culties. Her book combines infor-
mation and experiences gathered over 
her 30 years of working with children in 
an effort to put a real face on the dif-
fi culties that many children face when 
struggling to make friends and interact 
in social situations. Semrud-Clikeman 
begins the book by walking the read-
er through the developmental frame-
work necessary for understanding social 
competence. Here, she differentiates be-
tween typical child development of so-
cial competence skills to provide the 
reader with a frame for understanding 
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how such development may look differ-
ent in a child with a disability or defi cit. 
She then moves through social compe-
tence for various disorders and provides 
information on different challenges that 
often arise for children. Lastly, Semrud-
Clikeman leaves the reader with strat-
egies and interventions to support the 
development of pro-social skills in chil-
dren with social competence concerns. 

3. Introduction to social compe-
tence (chapters 1 through 3)
In the fi rst chapter, Margaret Semrud-
Clikeman introduces the scope of the 
book. She begins by introducing the 
theories of social competence and the 
varying defi nitions that make operation-
alizing this concept problematic. She 
moves on to provide the reader with the 
developmental framework for under-
standing social competence at various 
ages, from infancy through adolescence 
and young adulthood. This section of 
the books helps the reader to under-
stand what development typically looks 
like at each age, and helps ground ones 
expectations of child behavior. In the 
following chapter, Semrud-Clikeman 
moves into a discussion of assessing 
social competence for the purposes of 
screening, problem identifi cation, and 
early intervention. The use of observa-
tions, interviews, self-reports, behavio-
ral rating scales, and direct measures of 
social understanding are all discussed 
as sources of information that may be 
used to identify a child’s strengths as 
well as areas in need of further devel-
opment and support. She also discuss-
es the limitations to assessment practic-
es and how some that may be feasible 
in a clinic setting may not be an option 
in the school setting. 

4. Social competence in exception-
al children (chapters 4 through 
12)
The next sections of the book provide 
a discussion of the challenges for chil-
dren with learning, attention, and so-
cial defi cits in developing social com-
petence (Semrud-Clikeman, 2007). She 
covers a range of disorders, from the 
more common childhood diffi culties 
such as Attention Defi cit Hyperactivity 
Disorder and learning disabilities to 
more rare disorders such as childhood 
cancer and genetic disorders, and de-
scribes how social competence is ad-
dressed depending on each child’s indi-
vidual needs (Semrud-Clikeman, 2007). 
As noted by Semrud-Clikeman, a few of 
these disorders have a large empirical 
base of research to support both their 
identifi cation and their treatment, while 
many other low-incidence disorders do 
not. Throughout each chapter, Semrud-
Clikeman describes in detail what the 
disorder of focus is and provides case 
examples of how defi cits in social com-
petence skills present themselves with 
children who have that particular dis-
order. She goes on to differentiate so-
cial competence developmental at each 
age, and presents information on inter-
ventions and treatments for particular 
concerns related to each disorder. Each 
chapter covers its own disorder, mak-
ing for a very clear and organized tran-
sition through different areas of social 
competence. Additionally, each chap-
ter provides examples of goals relat-
ed to different skill development, and a 
summary and conclusion section, which 
highlights the key features of the chap-
ter. 
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5. Conclusion
Margaret Semrud-Clikemans’s book 
provides a nice introduction into so-
cial competence in children, how so-
cial competence is defi ned, assessed, 
and how it relates to the development 
of children with varying disabilities or 
defi cits. She pays close attention to the 
important role families play in the de-
velopment of social competence in chil-
dren. She also makes clear that social 
skills and appropriate behaviors can 
develop in all children through a va-
riety of different teaching and model-
ing strategies, as well as individual and 
group interventions. This book provides 
a great starting point for gathering in-
formation related to social competence 
in children with specifi c needs and the 
resources necessary for supporting 
their growth and socialization. Semrud-
Clikeman also provides the reader with 
information that is empirically validat-
ed while also providing clinical insight 
into the development of social compe-

tence that may not be as well studied in 
the fi eld. In closing, Social Competence 
in Children is a user-friendly book, 
geared towards practitioners and fam-
ilies, which clearly articulates the need 
for social competence skills for healthy 
child development as well as the need 
for further research in this area. 

Rhonda N. T. Nese
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