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Summary
Social and cultural factors are the source of human 
development.Themediationoftheother,forHistorical-
CulturalTheory,isextremelyimportantforthemeaning
of external factors for the person. Friendship relations
are a social phenomenon that bringsmany benefits to
everyone’slives,andwhenitcomestothefriendshipsof
childrenwithautism,itisnecessarytopayattentionto
differentwaysofrelating,communicatingandsupporting
needs.Theaimistodiscusshowthemediationofothers
inaschoolenvironmentcanfavor,ornot,thedevelopment
andmaintenanceoffriendshipsinchildrenwithautism.On
thistopic,reportswereheardfromtwochildrenaged6and
7yearsoldwiththisdiagnosis,theirpossiblefriends(indi-
catedintheirspeeches),theirparentsandtheireducators.
Itwasfoundintheparticipants’speechthat theschool
environment is themain environmentwhere children
withautismcanmakefriendsandthatmeetingsoutside
ofschoolhelpmaintainthesebonds,withplaybeingthe
main activity for forming andmaintaining friendships.
Familiesofchildrenwithautismreportthatmoreeffortis
placedonthemtoensurethatmeetingsoutsideofschool
occur. Childrenwith autism presented self-reflection
abouttheircharacteristicsthatneedtobeconsideredby
would-befriends.Regardingthemediationofothers,inthe
pedagogicalfield,thereisaveryinstructionalpracticethat
doesnotadequatelymeetthepurposesoffriendshipbonds.

Keywords: Friendship. Children. Autism. Cultural-
HistoricalTheory.

Resumo
Osfatoressociaiseculturaissãofontedodesenvolvimento
humano.Amediaçãodooutro, para aTeoriaHistórico-
Cultural,éextremamente importanteparaasignificação
de fatoresexternosparaapessoa.Arelaçãodeamizade
éumfenômenosocialquetrazdiversosbenefíciosparaa
vidadetodos,equandosetratadasamizadesdecrianças
com autismo é necessário ter atenção para diferentes
formasdeserelacionar,comunicaredenecessidadesde
apoio.Pretende-sediscutircomoamediaçãodooutroem
ambienteescolarpodefavorecer,ounão,odesenvolvimento
emanutençãodeamizadesdecriançascomautismo.Sobre
estetemaforamouvidososrelatosdeduascriançasde6
e7anosdeidadecomestediagnóstico,dosseuspossíveis
amigos(indicadosemseusdiscursos),deseuspaisedassuas
educadoras.Foiencontradonodiscursodosparticipantes
queoambienteescolaréoprincipalmeioondeascrianças
comautismopodemfazeramizadesequeencontrosfora
daescolacolaboramcomamanutençãodessesvínculos,
sendoabrincadeiraaprincipalatividadeparaformaçãoe
manutençãodasamizades.Asfamíliasdascriançascomau-
tismorelatamquerecaisobreelasmaioresforçoparaqueos
encontrosforadaescolaocorram.Ascriançascomautismo
apresentaramautorreflexãosobresuascaracterísticasque
precisamserconsideradaspelospretensosamigos.Quanto
àmediaçãodooutro,nocampopedagógico,observa-seuma
práticamuitoinstrucionistaquenãoatendeadequadamente
aospropósitosdosvínculosdeamizade.

Unitermos: Amizade.Crianças.Autismo.TeoriaHistó-
rico-Cultural.
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Introduction
Thetopicof friendshiphasgained interest in

specializedliteratureinthefieldsofpsychologyand
educationinrecentyears.Althoughmodestly,such
studies(Adams&Quinones,2020;Daughrity,2019;
Finke,2016;Merizio&Rossetti,2017;Petrinaetal.,
2014;Valle&Ribas,2021)developedfromtheore-
tical methods and perspectivesvaried,indicatethe
importanceofadvancingintheunderstandingof
this phenomenon so observed in everyday social
interactions,atthemostvariedmoments of deve-
lopment.However,thetopicoffriendshipdeserves
specialattentionwhenitcomestochildrenwith
neurodivergentcharacteristics,suchasadiagnosis
ofAutismSpectrumDisorder(ASD).

On theonehand, diagnosticmanualsusually
indicate the peculiarities of social interactions and 
communication of peoplewithASD as a funda-
mentalcharacteristicfordefiningthepsychological
condition, criteria expressed in the 5th edition of
theDiagnostic and StatisticalManual ofMental
Disorders (DSM-V) (APA, 2014), generally sugges-
tingdeficitsinsocialinteractionorcommunication. 
However, studies based onHistorical-Cultural
Theory(Baker-Rogers,2018;Valle&Ribas,2021;Vi-
gotski,2021)drawattentiontodifferentconditions
ofsocializingandcommunicating,whichcanlead
todifferentwaysofmakingandkeepingfriends.

Theliteraturereviewonfriendshipandautism
byPetrinaetal.(2014),andalsothemostrecentone
byValle(2023),pointoutthatthestudiescarried
out to understand this thematic interface are prima-
rilyquantitativemethodology,behavioralpsycho-
logy approaches,which start froma conceptual 
understandingofwhatfriendshipwouldbebased
ontheexperiencesoftypicalchildren,forexample
inDovganandMazurek(2019),Azadetal.(2017)
andBottema-Beutel et al. (2019).Whatmay in
general,during theanalysisof informationhave
focusedonbehavioraldeficitsofchildrenwithau-
tism,insteadofexploringthediversityofbehaviors,
differentwaysofbeingandactingandtheoretically
advancingtheconceptoffriendshipincludingthe
perspectiveandexperiencesofatypicalchildren.

Furthermore,thesetwoliteraturereviews(Petrina
etal.,2014;Valle,2023)highlighttheneedtoexpand
the sample of childrenwith autism in research,
as themajoritywereboyswithhigh intellectual
capacityandover6yearsold, inadditionofnot
prioritizingobservation in the children’snatural
environment, using other research tools.None
of the studieswere basedonHistorical-Cultural 
Theory. In the reviewbyValle (2023), of the 15
articles found, 6 considered the perspective of 
thefamily,3ofteachersand8ofchildren.

Thisarticleaimstoadvancethefieldofunders-
tandingtheinterfacebetweenchildrenwithautism
andfriendships,presentingempiricalresultsthat
comefromqualitativemethodologyandHistorical-
-CulturalTheory, throughdifferentperspectives,
expanding the sample of participants, including
childrenofdifferentgenders.Whenapproaching
theinteractionofchildrenwithASDfromaHis-
torical-Cultural perspective,we assume that the
speechesofthestudyparticipantsareabletobring
to discussion concepts of social and cultural factors 
thatcanfunctionasenhancersofthesechildren’s
friendshipsand,consequently,aspromotersoftheir
development.

Social, Cultural Factors and  
Historical-Cultural Theory

TheHistorical-Cultural Theory understands
human development as a process of interaction of 
biological, organic, social, cultural andhistorical
factorsexperiencedbytheperson,withorwithout
disabilities and/or disorders. Social and cultural 
contexts are considered central sources of this
development(Adams&Quinones,2020;Vigotski,
2021),whereinteractionwithotherpeopleplaysa
crucialroleinthetransformationofbasicpsycholo-
gicalfunctionsintohigherpsychologicalfunctions.

Through themediation of other people, the
process ofmeaning becomes actively internali-
zed or appropriated by the individual: complex
psychologicalfunctionsappearfirst,andthenbe-
comeindividualfunctionsoftheperson’sbehavior
(Vygotsky,2018).
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ForAdamsandQuiñones(2020),themediation
ofothers,inthechild’scontext,affectsthewaythey
learnanddevelopandcaninterferewiththenature
of their friendships, an important phenomenon
forhumandevelopment.Inthissense,theauthors
criticizeinstitutionalpracticesthatdonotfavoror
prioritizeinteractionsamongchildrenandthatthey
are only attentive to the relationship established
betweentheteacherandstudent.Theyemphasize
thatteachingshouldnotbeseenonlythroughthe
prismofinstruction,butmustbebuiltonsocialand
collectiveinteraction,ininteractivemomentsthat 
can enable the construction of friendships.

Theauthorsalsosuggestthatpedagogicalprac-
ticethatfavorsfriendshipmustcreatefacilitating
environmentsforsocialinteractionandfriendship,
generate opportunities for learningmoral sensi-
bilities during interactions, createmoments that
favorfreeplaywithoutadults,generateconditions
for emotional support to strengthen and value
relationships among children, observe emotions
expressedbychildren(whattheysayandtheway
theybehave),andtrainteachersthroughtheoretical
trainingspacesaboutthetopic.

Friendship, Autism Spectrum Disorder  
and Historical-Cultural Theory

Thedesiretostrengthensocialtiesbybuilding
andmaintaining friendships ispresent inpeople
withautism.Peoplewiththisdiagnosticcondition
sometimesfeelsuspiciousabouttheeffectiveness
oftheirrelationships,asitisunderstoodthatthe
most appropriate and reliableway tomake and
maintainfriendshipsisthroughthewaysofbeing
andskillsofpeopleoftypicaldevelopment(Baker-
-Rogers,2018).

Inasimilarway,ValleandRibas(2021)discuss
that childrenwith autism can communicate and
interact inunconventionalways,suchasgetting
closer, observing their peers, observing the use
oftoysbyothers.Itisnecessarytorecognizethe
differentwaysofcommunicationandinteraction
foranadequateunderstandingofthisstyleofde-
velopment,whichisnotrestrictedtoobservingthe
child’sdysfunctionality.

StudiessuchasGarcia(2005)reportthatchil-
drenwith autism, generally,when compared to
childrenwith typical development, find itmore
difficult to initiate, develop andmaintain long-
-term friendships,andschool is themainmeans
ofmaking friends.Thedaily life of a childwith
autismpresupposesthatotherpeopleareattentive
andavailabletocarryoutnewformsofinteraction,
exchange cultural experiences, approach each
otherwithempathy,accepttheunusualand,thus,
produce alternative and favorable paths for their 
biopsychosocialdevelopment(Valle&Ribas,2021).

However, Finke (2016) indicates that it is im-
portant that interactions among childrendonot
always depend on adultmediation,which is in
linewithstudiesbyAdamsandQuinones(2020):
freeexploration isoneof themainmoments for
imaginarygames,inadditiontohelpingchildren
learnmoreaboutvaluesandattitudeswhenadults
arenotnearby.

Cultural development can be considered as the 
mainwaytocompensateforthedeficiency,which
wasnotpossible throughbiologicalmeans, as it
promotes obstacles in development and disrupts 
thenormalbalance (Vigotski,2021). In thisway,
cultural development drives alternative paths,
replacing and superimposing functions, leading
development towards a new systemof balance.
Understandingthefriendshiprelationshipaspart
ofculturaldevelopment,itisunderstoodthatitisa
phenomenonthatcanalsoprovidealternativeways
tocompensateforsomethingthatwasnotpossible
biologically,asinthecaseofchildrenwithautism.

Objective
Understandhowthemediationofothers ina

schoolenvironmentcanfavor,ornot,thedevelo-
pment and maintenance of friendships of children 
withautism.

Method
ACaseStudywascarriedout,partofabroader

research, based onqualitativemethodology and
usingGroundedTheory(Creswell,2014),todevelop
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ageneralexplanationaboutfriendshipsofchildren
withautismfromtheirperspective.

Initially,anexploratorystudywascarriedout
inaschool,withtheobservationofthreecomplete
classesperday,forthreedaysofthesameweek,
totaling at least 9hours of observationper day,
aimingtoselectthemostfavorablemomentsfor
childrentointeract.Aftercarryingouttheexplo-
ratory study, the followingwere carriedout: (1)
conversationwith the two childrenwith autism
and their possible friends; (2) interviewswith
children’sparentswithautism,themainteacher,
twoassistantteachersandanintern;3)observations
inmomentsoffreeinteractionandclasses,lasting
12weeksandfrequencybetweenonceandtwice
aweek,foraperiodofonetofourhoursaday.In
this article, the participants’ interviews and the
researcher’sobservationsrecordedinafielddiary
willbeanalyzed.

The studymet all Brazilian ethical standards
for carryingout researchwithhumanbeings in
theareaofHumanandSocialSciences (CONEP,
MS,Resolution510/2016).Itwasapprovedbythe
ResearchEthicsCommitteeinHumanandSocial
Sciences(CEP/CHS)oftheUniversityofBrasília,
opinionnumber4,923,830.Theparticipants’names
andtheschoolwerekeptanonymous.

Context
Theresearchwascarriedoutduringaperiodof

returntoface-to-faceclassesduringtheCOVID-19
pandemic,inwhichthereweresomehealthrestric-
tionsrecommendedbytheWorldHealthOrgani-
zation, such as social distancing, fewer children
per class, avoiding sharing of personal objects,
continuous use of a facemask.The schoolwas
chosenbyconveniencesample, itbelongs to the
private education system inBrasília,Brazil, and
servesstudentsfromKindergartentoHighSchool.

Participants
Forthisresearchparticipated6children,their

guardians,theheadteacher,twoassistantteachers
and an intern.Among the children, reportedby

fictitiousnames, twowere diagnosedwithASD
(focalchildrenofthisstudy)andwereenrolledin
thefirstyearofElementaryschoolI,belongingtoa
regulareducationclassthatmeetstheperspectiveof
inclusiveeducation.Manuelawas7yearsoldwith
adiagnosisofASD,andBernardowas6yearsold,
diagnosedwithASD,AttentionDeficitHyperacti-
vityDisorder (ADHD)andHighAbilitiesand/or
Giftedness(HA/G).Theotherparticipatingchildren
-Giulia,Marcela,GabrielaandCaio-wereclass-
mates,selectedbecausetheymetthecriterionof
proximitytothetwofocalchildrenoftheresearch.

Atthetimeoftheresearch,Manuelahadbeenat
schoolforeightmonthsandwasinthefirstyearof
elementaryschool,inaninclusiveclasswithano-
therchildalsodiagnosedwithautismandherpeers
with typical development, totaling 22 students.
Duringherlife,Manuelahashadhomeopathyand
occupationaltherapy,butatthemomentshewas
onlyinspeechtherapyandpsychotherapy,tohelp
withlearningandsocialandemotionalissues.For
herparents,Manuelaisagirlwholikesandwants
tointeract,butneedsmediation.Sheisaffectionate,
likestoplaywithdolls,communicatesorally,ho-
weversheusesphrasesapparentlyoutofcontext
and repetitive at various times. She understands 
commandsfromteachersandpeerswell,butisstill
learningtocontrolherimpulses.

Bernardo’s parents reported onhis excellent
memory and taste for following sequences and
cognitive inflexibilities. He has had in-depth 
knowledgeoftopicsofinterestsincehewaslittle.
Hisdiagnosiswasconcludedduringthecourseof
theresearchwithaneuropsychologistwhoindica-
tedASDwithHAandADHD,theotherprevious
professionalsonlypointedoutthesuspicion.For
hisparents,Bernardoisahappy,active,sociable
child,withhyperfocusthatalternateandlastfor
alongtime,generatingstrainonhisrelationships.
Heplayswithotherchildren,butattimesheiso-
lateshimselfandwatchesvideosonhiscellphone
alone.Parentsbelievethathegetstiredofnoisy
and agitated interactions, in addition tohaving
difficulty understanding subjective things and
understandingthingsliterally.



Valle CS & Mietto G

Rev. Psicopedagogia 2024;41(124):196-209

200

Manuela’sclassmates,whoparticipatedinthis
study,whointeractedandweremostsoughtafter
byher,werenamedGiulia,MarcelaandGabriela.
Coincidentally,theywereallfemale.Gabrielaisagirl
whoinvitesManuelatoplayalot,almostwhenever 
Manuelaisaloneshegoesaftertoinvitehertodo
somethingtogether,shehasgoodcommunication,
she is friendly, outgoing andpatient.Marcela is
very close toGiulia, theyarepart of agroupof
girlswho always playwith dolls and “mommy
anddaughter” together, something that interests
Manuela.Marcelaismorewelcomingandpatient,
butshedoesn’tinviteManuelatoplayasmuchas
Gabriela,nordoesGiulia.Inturn,Giuliaisagirl
thatManuelalooksforalot,andthatshehitsthe
mostwhenshehasimpulsiveepisodesatschool.

Thechildwhointeractedthemostandwaspicked
upbyBernardowasnamedCaio.Heisaboywho
speaks softly, has similar play and conversation
intereststoBernardo’s,heisdelicateandrespectful
towardshispeers,hasgoodcommunicationskills,
is introverted, anddoesnothavemuchphysical
contactwheninteractingwithotherchildren.All
thechildrenwerefromthesameclass.

Bernardo andManuela’s parentswere also
participants.Bernardo’sparentsaremarried,live
togetherandhaveadaughteryoungerthanhim.
Manuela’sparentsaremarried, livetogetherand
have a son older than her. In relation to the edu-
cators participating in the research, theywere
thechildren’smainteacher,who is thesamefor
everyone,thetwoassistantteachersoftheclassand
theinternwhoisexclusivelyresponsibleformoni-
toringManuela,tohelpherinthedailylifeofthe
schoolwithbehaviorsandalsopedagogicalissues.

Research instruments and procedures
Semi-structuredconversationsessionswereheld

withchildrenwithASDandthosewhointeracted
mostwiththem.Thechoiceofchildrenwhowere
possiblefriendsofthechildwithASDwasmade
bytheresearchertogetherwiththeeducators,as
theynoticedgreaterinteractiondemonstratedby
thetimetheyplayedtogetherduringclassesand
freemoments.Theconversationwas carriedout

individuallysothatitwaspossibletoobtainmore
details, provide a greater feelingof security and
confidentiality and avoid exposing the children.
Allconversationswereguidedbyasemi-structured
scriptandrecordedonvideoandaudio.Tofacilitate
mediationbetweentheresearcherandparticipants,
asheetofpaperwasused,containingaphotoof
all the children.

Twomomentsof informationcollectionwere
carriedoutwith theparticipantManuela, as the
firstwasanalyzedbytheresearcherasnotsatis-
factoryforobtainingtheinformationsheneeded,
shedidnotmaintain a dialogueor express it in
otherways.Inthesecondmoment,dollswerealso
usedtoconductagameinvolvingcharacterswho
wouldbepossible friends.The selectionof dolls
wasbasedonthefamiliaritythatManuelahadwith
thosetoys, inadditiontobeingpartofherdaily
routine,theymadehersociallymorecomfortable.
The researcher’s interaction approachwith the
childchangedtofavortheinformationconstruction
process.

Theobjectiveofthesemeetingswastounders-
tandwhothechildrenidentifiedasfriends,what
thisrelationshipwaslike,whattheycharacterized
asfriendships,whattheydidtogether,whetherthey
neededhelp fromadults tomake friendsornot,
whatthishelpwouldbelike,andalsotogettoknow
othertopicsthataroseduringtheconversation.

A semi-structured interviewwas carried out
witheachcoupleofparentsofchildrenwithASD,
viarecordedvideocall,viaafreeandonlineplatform,
withanaveragedurationof70minutes.Withthe
educators,theinterviewswerecarriedoutinper-
son,recordedinaudiowiththehelpofacellphone
voicerecorder,alsooncewitheachone,guidedbya
semi-structuredscriptthesameforallprofessionals,
lastingaverageof52minutes.

Thepurposeoftheconversationwiththeseadults
was toencouragedialogueaboutchild friendship
andtobetterunderstandthecontextofthechild’s
relationshipswithin the school and family envi-
ronment, seeking to identifywhether they had
friendship,howitbegan,howitwasmaintained
andwhetherwas characterized.Also,whatwas,
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intheirview,therole of the adult at school and at 
homeasamediatoroffriendshipamongchildren,
thedifferencebetweena friendship and another
relationshipwith colleagues andwhether they 
believedinthepossibilityofthechildrenwhowere
thefocusofthestudyhavingsomefriend.

Information analysis
Thethematicanalysis(Barbatoetal.,2016)of

theconversationwiththechildrenwascarriedout
bylisteningcarefullyandrepeatedlytothevideo-
-recordedsituations.Theinformationwasorgani-
zedbasedon the transcriptionofeachresponse,
formingatable,withthequestionsplacedatthe
topofthecolumnsandthefictitiousnameofeach
participantbeingrecordedinthefirstline,forthe
researcher’sprivateanalysisuse.Fromthisstage,
thesensesandmeaningsthatparticipantspresented
forthefollowingthemeswereidentified:indication
oftheirbestfriends,differencebetweencolleagues
andfriendswhatcharacterizesafriendshipandhow
theymakefriends.

Theaudiosoftheinterviewswithparentsand
educatorswere listened to numerous times and
analyzedthematicallyinawayadaptedtopsycho-
logy(Barbatoetal.,2016).Theexcerptsthatconverge
withtheobjectiveofthisstudyweretranscribed
forprivateuseduringtheresearcher’sanalysisand
usedtoformafigurethatsummarizestheinforma-
tion,whichwillbepresentedlater.

Theresearcher’sfielddiarywasusedinacom-
plementaryway, selectingexcerpts thatenhance
theanalysisofinformationabouthowtheschool
environment and the mediation of others can fa-
vor,ornot,thedevelopmentandmaintenanceof
friendshipsofchildrenwithautism.Theseexcerpts
recordedinthediarywereplacedinadigitaldo-
cumentfortheresearcher’sprivateuse,andwere
used throughout the discussion, complementing
andrefiningtheresults.

Theresultsfoundwerediscussedinlightofthe
existingliterature,citedabove.

Results
Fromtheanalysisoftheconversationsessions

withthechildren,emphasizingtheiropinionsand
experiences,weidentifiedsemanticelementsthat,
groupedbycriteriaofmeaningandmeaning,for-
med four themes: indicationof theirbest friends;
difference between colleagues and friends;what
characterizesafriendship;howtheymakefriends.

Next,inrelationtotheinterviewswiththeedu-
catorsandparents,inadditiontothenotesfromthe
researcher’sfielddiary,wecreatedafiguresumma-
rizingtheinformationandmatchinginformation
withtheexistingliterature.Thesynthesispresented
inthefigurewasmadeaimedattheobjectiveof
thisarticle.Thischoiceofpresentationoftheresult
isduetothescarcityoftheoreticalreferenceson
thefriendshipofchildrenwithautismtobeused
in the analysis of information and, also, as the
GroundedTheorypredicts,theconstantinterface
betweenresearcherandactofresearchsupported
the construction data and information analysis,
producing a general explanation about how the
school environment and the mediation of others 
favor the development of friendships in children 
withautism(Creswell,2014).

Thepresentationoftheresultsisorganizedinto
twoparts:resultsfromconversationswithchildren
andresultsfrominterviewswithadults.

Results from conversations  
with children

In relation to the speechof theparticipating
children and the themedefined as “Indicationof
YourBestFriends”,weidentifiedthatallchildren,
withoutexception,indicatedandnamedwhotheir
friendswereandalsowhotheirbestfriendswere.
BernardoandGabrielaevenindicatedwhowasnot
theirfriend.ItisnoteworthythatGabrielaindicates
thatBernardoandthreeotherclassmatesarenot
her friends, butBernardo indicates that they are
allhisfriends,excepttwoclassmates(butdoesnot
mentionGabrielaasnotafriend,thatis,thereisno
reciprocityintherelationshipbetweenthesetwo
children).CaioindicatesbynamethatBernardois
hisfriend,aswellasanotherchildwholivesin his 
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residential complex. Regarding the girls,Giulia
recommendsMarcela,Manuela,Gabriela and 5
other children in the class as her friends.

Whendealingwith the second topic, entitled
“Differencebetweencolleaguesandfriends”,only
Caiosaidhedidnotknowthisdifference.Theother
children bring to their speech the relevance of
playingtogether:Bernardoreportedthatclassmates
arethosewhoattendclasstogether,whilefriends
arethosewhoplaytogetherandbestfriendsac-
cepttheirgames.ForGiulia“herfriendsdon’tsay
thingsshedoesn’tlike”.Marcelaarguesthatthey
arespecialpeopletoeachother,theyarenice,they
jokeandchoosetoplaywhileGabrielaarguesthat
friendsalwayssayyesandplaydifferentthings.

Thecentralityofplayremainsinrelationtothe
theme“Whatcharacterizesafriendship”,inwhich
all children described activities and scenarios in 
whichthisactivityispresent,definingwhatfriends
dotogether.ForBernardo,friendsplayinthepark,
alsobecauseoftheideashehasandallowforthe
rulechangesheproposes.Caioreiteratesthisopi-
nion,statingthatheusuallyplayswhatBernardo
likesandcreates,withanotherfriend,onthecon-
trary,theycreatethegametogether.Thegirlsindi-
catedmanygamesthattheyshare,mentioningtag
andhideandseek,asruleactivitiesandothersthat
involvemoreaspectsofimaginationsuchasmom
anddaughter,doll,stroller.ForGabriela,friendship
increaseswhensheinvitesthechildtoplay,gives
orlendsatoy.Fortheparticipants,atschool,the
momentsinwhichfriendshipmanifestsitselfwould
be:playinginthepark,onthelawn,leavingclass
(becausetheyplay),computationalthinkingclass,
whentheysittogetherinclass.

Regardingtheme4-Howtheymakefriends-the
participantspositionedthemselvesasfollows:Ber-
nardowouldlikehelpfromadultstomakefriends
andconsidersthatthepandemichaschangedhis
way ofmaking friends,which becamedifferent
fromothers.Caiowouldlikehelp,buthedoesn’t
knowhowandreportsthatheusuallyinvitesother
childrentoplayandthusbuildsfriendships.Giulia
reports that shewould like help from adults to

makefriendsandthattheycouldsay‘it’sokayto
makefriendswithpeoplethechilddoesn’tlike’-
andalthoughshesignalsthisrequestforhelp,she
saysthatherwayofmakingfriendsisnodifferent
ofothers.Marcela,GabrielaandManuelasaythey
don’tneedhelpfromadultstomakefriends.For
Gabriela,theonlychildwhoneedshelpfromadults
forthiswouldbeBernardo,becausehehasfewer
friends.MarcelaandGabrielareportthattheirways
ofmakingfriendsaredifferent.Inthisway,Marcela
reports that she invites the children toplayand
Gabrielahighlightsthatshetalks,playsandmakes
rulesflexible.

During theconversationmediatedbyagame
withdolls,ManuelanamedherdollsGabrielaand
Marcela,who, in the story, theywereplaying a
gameinthepark.

Regardinghelpfromothers,itwasnoticedthat
themajorityofchildrensaidtheydidnotwantor
needhelptomakefriends.However,thosewhode-
claredtheneedforthissupporthighlightedconflict
resolutionasthetimewhentheymostneededhelp.
Regardingtheconduciveenvironmentformaking
friends, the park and themomentswhere they
couldinteractfreelywerehighlightedbythechil-
dren.Itisimportanttopointoutthattheyrealized
thatthereweredifferentwaysofmakingfriends
amongthechildrenintheclass,buttheresponses
thatattributedtoplayingasanidealtimetomake
friendswereunanimous.

Itcanbeseenthatforchildrenthereisadiffe-
rentiationbetweenfriendsandbestfriends,with
bestfriendsconsideredbythemasmorespecialand
whoplaytogetherwheninvited.Inthechildren’s
reports,itisevidentthatbothManuelaandBernardo
havereciprocal friendship,withManuelahaving
betterfriendshipswithGabrielaandMarcela,and
BernardowithCaio.

Bycarefullyanalyzingthechildren’sresponses,
it is possible to notice some particular characteris-
tics in thewayManuela andBernardomaintain
andformfriendships.InBernardo’sspeech,when
referringtocolleagueswhodidnotparticipatein
thestudyandwhohesaidwerenothisfriends,he
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pointsout that choosinga child,naminghimas
a friend, playing together, following ruleswhen
playingprovedtobeveryimportantcriteria.Caio
commentedthatsometimesBernardosaysthatit
isnotpossible toplaycatchandkillwhenhe is
interested inplaying something else, andCaio’s
wayofdealingwiththissituationistofirstplay
whatBernardoproposessothathelateracceptsit.
Playingtagcatchesakiller.

RegardingManuela,Bernardopointedoutthat
herwayofmakingfriendswasdifferentbecause
shenolongerhitherclassmatesassheusedtodo
before,eventhoughtalkingtoher,creatingdifferent
momentswith other students, giving her space
andgivinghergiftswithstickerswereimportant
requirementstohelphermakefriends.Giuliasaid
that althoughManuelawasnot her best friend,
because she gave hugs and her attitude of not
threateningtheendofthefriendshipjustifiedher
consideringhera friend,eventhoughManuela’s
wayofmakingfriendswasbyhittingor,mostof
thetime,givinghugsfromcolleagues.Gabrielahas
adifferentopinionthat,forher,Manuela’swayof
makingfriendswastobuildsomething,showitto
hercolleagues,stayclosetothemtopayattention
toher,justassheherselfdid.

Gabriela reported that she andManuela got
closer,becausesheherselfproposedgamestocalm
her current friend innervous situations, unlike
other childrenwho, sometimes,whenManuela
wasnervous,didnottreatherwell.Finally,ano-
therstorythatshowsalittleaboutManuela’sway
ofrelatingisMarcela’s,whopointedoutthatwhat
shelikedmostaboutManuelawasherattitudeof
followingherwherevershewentandwantingto
stayinfrontofherinthequeue.

Results from interviews with adults
Fromtheinterviewsanalysiswithparentsand

educators,excerptswereseparatedwithtwothe-
mes:(1)influenceoftheenvironmentonthedevelo-
pmentprocessandmaintenanceoffriendship;and
(2)theroleofschooleducatorsandparentsinthe
processofdevelopingandmaintainingthefriend-
ship relation. From the analysis of information

acrossallsources,Figure1wasproduced,which
illustrates the synthesisofthedata.However,the
resultsareconsideredtobepartofawhole,ofa
unit,aswasanalyzedanddiscussed.

Initemswherethereisareference,itmeansthat
the information found coincideswithwhatwas
previouslysaidinthecitedliterature.

Theme1wasnotinthesemi-structuredinter-
viewscript,howeverduringthespeeches,mainly
fromtheparents,itwasobservedthattherewasan
importantthemethatconvergedwiththeresearch
objectives, so itwas considered as an additional
theme.About thissubject, familieshighlighteda
feelingof lackof closenessbetween the families
ofotherchildren,andthepromotionofschooland
non-schooleventsthatfavoredthiscloseness.Fur-
thermore,theteachersmentionedthattheydidnot
seeBernardoandManuelagoingtotheclassmates’
house,whichcouldfacilitatefriendships,asitisthe
casewithotherchildren.

About theme2, the intervieweesspokeabout
differentandsimilarrolesofeducatorsandparents
intheprocessofdevelopingandmaintainingthe
friendshiprelation.Regardingtheroleofeducators,
theresponseswerearoundmediatingsothatchil-
drencouldplaytogether,meetnewchildrenand
have theopportunity tomakenew friends,with
examplesof:mediatingsothatachild isnot left
alone,askinganotherchildtocallthemtoplay;tell
themtoplaywithaspecificchildsotheycanhave
theopportunity to learn about other interesting
things;changingpeoplefromagroup,oractivities,
to interactwith other people;mediate conflicts;
thinkofalternativesolutions.

Parents, for teachers,wouldhave the role of
talkingtotheirchildren,forexample:instructing
their children about the particularities of neurodi-
vergentchildren’sbehaviorintheclass;talkand
help to dealwith good things and frustrations,
talkaboutcaringforothers,affection,notjustpu-
nishing;andinstructandencouragemaintaininga
cycleoffriendshipandunderstandingthatconflicts
arenormal. Forparents, their role is to take the
initiative to invite other parents to come to their 
house,visitthehomesofpeoplewhohavechildren
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ofsimilarages,seekingtomediateinteractions,if
necessary.

The functions in common between parents
andeducatorsthatappearedmostfrequentlyand
incommonbetweenthesetwogroupswere:pro-
vidingmeetingswith other children,mediating
interactionsandactingasareferencepersonfor
childrentolookupto.However,othersignificant
responses emphasized the importance of adults
in general: establishingdialogueswith children
about the characteristics of a neurodivergent
child; advise that they do not retaliate against
undesirablebehaviorsfromthechildwithautism;
promotepossibilitiesforplayingtogether,inser-
tingeachotherintothecycleoffriendship;praise
andshowotherchildrenthequalitiesofchildren
with autism; explain that all children demand
attention, but sometimes differentiated, so that
childrenfeeltheneedtowelcomeandapproach
othersinanaturalway.

Discussion
Influence of the School Environment  
on the Process of Development and 

Maintenance of a Friendship Relation
Analyzingtheinformationfromthechildren’s

reportsandalsothatfromfamilymembers/profes-
sionals(Figure1),itisconcludedthatforManuela
andBernardotheschoolenvironmentisamainway
tomakefriends,asalsoseeninGarcia(2005).Inthe
children’sspeeches,intheconversationwiththem,
mostofthefriends’nameswhowerefromschool
werehighlighted, onlyCaiomentioned a friend
outsideofschool.Similarly,intheparents’speech,
whenidentifyingtheirchildren’sfriends,mostof
themwerefromschool.ThewaythatManuela’s
parentsidentifiedwhoherpotentialfriendswereby
namingtheirowndollswiththechildren’snames,
mostofthemfromtheircurrentorpreviousschool,
just as she herself named them in conversation.

Figure 1
Diagram about how the others’ mediation and the school environment favor the development of friendship

Note. Valle’s broad search data (2023)
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Contact outside of schoolwashighlightedby
parentsandeducatorsas something that streng-
thensthebondbetweenchildrenandcanpromote
friendship.However,theeducatorsmentionedthat
invitations to meet outside of school did not happen 
withBernardoandManuela,butwithotherchil-
dren.Thisisinlinewiththeinformationbrought
bytheparentsofthesetwochildrenaboutmaking
alotofeffortsothatthechildrenhaveasocialcycle
outsideofschool,bothbyinvitingfriendstotheir
homesandbygoingtothehomesofpeoplewho
havechildren,butwhoithadtobetheireffortand
notsomethingnatural.

Thisdata is in linewith thatofPetrinaet al.
(2014)thatchildrenwithautismmeetfewerother
childrenoutside school.Thisunilateral effort by
children’sfamilieswithautismcouldbealleviated
withmeetingspromotedby the school thatpro-
moteclosertiesamongfamilies.Asmentionedby
participatingparentsandseeninDaughrity(2019).
Bernardo’s parents reported a feeling of lack of
community.ThecontextoftheCovid-19pandemic
mayhaveinfluencedthefewmomentsofinterac-
tionsamongfamiliesprovidedbytheschool.On
theotherhand,Bernardo’sparents’reportwasnot
biasedbythiscontextbecausehehadbeenstudying
atthisschoolforyears.

Itisclearthenthatitisnecessarytogiveeven
greaterimportancetopromotingpracticesinwhich
friendshipwithinschoolisconsideredasaformof
inclusionforchildrenwithautism,asitistheplace
inwhichmostoftheirfriendshipinteractionsoccur.
However,jointly,practicesthatpromotetheschool
community,suchasthemoreactivechildren’spar-
ticipationandfamiliesatschool,favorthestreng-
theningof bonds among those involved, greater
chancesoftransferringtheemotionalrelationship
outside the school, in addition to the feeling of
supportforparentsDaughrity(2019).

AsinMerizioandRossetti(2017)andAdamsand
Quinones (2020), this research showed that play
is themainway to formandmaintainchildren’s
friendships,whichhighlights the importance of
beingpresentineverydaylifeofchildren.Morespe-
cifically,itwasreportedbythechildrenthemselves

thattheyconsideredplayingintheparkandlawn
with a playroom asmore favorable formaking
friends, that is, freeplay.Theeducators, in their
speeches,highlightedtheuseofobjectsofinterest
tocolleaguestofacilitatethebeginninganddura-
tion of interactions.

BernardoandManuelausedifferentresources
tomakeandmaintainfriendships,asseenincon-
versationsandinterviews,anditcanbeprovided
withdifferentaidstohighlightwhateachperson
hastooffer,aswellasperfectcertainskills,tohave
inclusivepractices.moreeffective.Ininclusion,it
is important to consider the particularities of each 
childwithautism(Valle&Ribas,2021).

Forexample,forBernardo,itisimportantthat
theschoolconsidersprovidingmomentsinwhich
he interactswith fewer children at a time and 
withoutmuchnoise,andalsothathecanbeseenby
othersthroughhisleadership,creativityandtopics
ofinterest.ForManuela,itisnecessarytoconsider
the mediation of others to start and maintain some 
games, having at times structuredgamesby the
educatorandwithashortdurationoftime,dueto
herdifficultywithprolongedattention.Inaddition
toencouragingotherchildrentonoticetheirhighli-
ghts,throughplanningsomethingthatshowstheir
emotionalexchanges,proposals forgroupgames
thatconsidertheirparticularwayofplayingand
providingmoregameswithobjects/toys.

Finally,apedagogicalpracticebuiltinsocialand
collectivepracticewasnotobserved,butratherinan
instructiveway.Thisisanimportantpoint,because
forAdamsandQuinones(2020)it isimportantto
payattentiontotherelationshipestablishedbetween
educatorsandstudents,asinteractiveteachingen-
couragesthedevelopmentoffriendships.However,it
wasnotpossibletodelvedeeperintothistopicinthis
study,itissuggestedthatfuturestudiescandoso.

Mediations by Educators, Parents and/or 
other Children, as Facilitators of  
the Process of Development and 

Maintenance of a Friendship Relation
Theothers’mediationwasoneofthesocialand

cultural factors that received great prominence
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in the research as an essential part of inclusion 
andwhich couldpromote thedevelopment and
maintenance of a friendly relationship in the
school environment, especially the educators’
mediation,which received emphasis inAdams
andQuinones(2020),bytheresearchinterviewees
and researcher.

Itcanbearguedthatmostchildrendonotwant
or need help tomakefriends.Withtheexceptionof
BernardoandGiulia,whosaidthatadultmediation
isinterestinginmomentsofconflictresolutionand
helpstotalkandstartfriendshipswithchildrenwho
are not friends. In the speeches of the educators and 
parents,summarizedinFigure1,itisobservedthat
mediationsreceivedgreatemphasis and in a similar 
way,consideringtheroleof theadult ingeneral
tobeimportanttomediatechildren’sinteractions
and act as a reference person for children mirror 
each other.

Stillontheroleofalladultsinhelpinginthe
processofdevelopingandmaintainingfriendship,
itwashighlightedbytheadultsinterviewedthat
itisnecessarytoprovidechildrenwithmeetings,
encouraging coexistence outside of school, in
theirsocialenvironment,andtoencourageplayful
invitationamong them.Also, tovalueandmake
clear to other children the positive characteristics 
thatchildrenwithautismhave,highlightingthat
everyonehasdifficultiesandsupportneeds,even
if different, so that there is anatural interest in
approachingandwelcomingchildren.

According to Adams andQuinones (2020),
mediation in this moment of social interaction is 
importantbecauseitcanaffectthewaythechild
learnsanddevelops.Basedonwhatwasobserved
bytheresearcher,itisarguedthatinordertomore
specificallyhelpthetworesearchparticipantswith
autism, the other’smediations should be aimed
mainlyathelping:(a)communicate(useofverbal
languagesornotandliteralandsubjectiveunders-
tanding); (b)with cognitive flexibilities in rules
andotherwaysofplaying;(c)withnegotiations;
(d) playing, initiating interactions and thinking
about play alternatives that encourage the child
withautismtoplayarole,butthatdonotrequire

prolongedattention;and(e)tostimulatecreativity
andimaginationduringplay.Inisolation,itwould
beinterestingforBernardotoundergomediation
tointerruptlessandbemoreattentivewheninte-
ractingwithothers,andforManuelatohelpcon-
trolheraggressiveimpulsesandhelpthechildren
aroundherunderstandherwayofcommunicating.

Availablematerials that are easily accessible
andinterestingforchildrenwithandwithoutau-
tismencourageinteractions(Finke,2016). Inthis
study,itwasfoundthroughtheteachers’reports
andtheresearcher’sobservationthattoys/objects
ofcommoninterestfacilitateinteractionsandga-
mestohappenmorespontaneouslyforchildren.
However, it is important thatparents,educators,
or other children, be awareof differentwaysof
playing,communicatingandusingtheobject/toy
(Baker-Rogers,2018;Valle&Ribas,2021).Therole
of the mediator at this moment is important for the 
significanceoffactorsexternaltotheorganismto
beinternalized(Vygotski,2018).

Inordertopromotethemaintenanceoffriend-
ship, it is important that peoplewith different
skillsarepresentinmomentsofinteractionFinke
(2016).BernardoandManuela’sparentsreported
thattheadult’shelpisimportantforthegameto
start,butthattheadultcanmoveawaywhenthe
childrennolongerneedsomuchhelp.According
towhatwasobservedbytheresearcher, it is in
factbelieved that for researchparticipants, this
mediation is necessarymainly to interactwith
otherchildrenwhoarenotfriendsortoenhance
an existing relation, because among children’s
friendsusetheirskillsmoreandthereislessneed
for mediation.

The educators in the interview emphasized
theimportanceofparentsalwaystalkingtotheir
childrenabouttheircharacteristics,especiallyneu-
rodivergentchildren,inordertoencouragecarefor
othersanddealwithconflicts.

Friendship is a complex phenomenon and
couldnotbeotherwisewhenitcomestopeople
withautism,emphasizingthatithasbeendiscus-
sedandstudiedrecently.Understandingtherole
oftheadultwhofavorsthistypeofrelationshipis
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notsimple:themediatorsofthesechildrenneed
tobewillingandsensitivetounderstandtherea-
lityoftheother’swayofbeing,acting,thinking,
withoutdisregardingunconventionalways(Valle
&Ribas,2021).

Theroleof theeducator isvery important in
promotingfriendshipatschool,mainlythroughge-
neratingmomentsoffreeinteractionandproviding
emotionalsupportwithopportunitiestolearnabout
moralissues,inadditionbeingimportantthatthe
teacherhasknowledgeaboutpeerinteractionand
friendship(Adams&Quinones,2020).Itistherefore
essential that school environments provide conti-
nuedtrainingfortheirprofessionalsonthesubject,
aswellasconditionsforthemtobeemotionally
well intheirworkspace,as inordertoprovidea
welcomeandemotionalsupportitisnecessaryto
feelwelcomedintheirworkenvironment.

Thelimitationsofthisstudyinvolvetheinability
togeneralizetheresultstotheentirecommunity
of peoplewith autism. The Spectrum involves
peoplewithdifferentcharacteristicsandlevelsof
support,inadditiontothepresenceofcomorbidities
beingverycommonandhavingdifferenceswhen
analyzingsuchaspectsandalso thoseofgender,
ethnicityandage.Furthermore,inthisstudyonly
two caseswere analyzed using interviews and
observationbytheresearcher.Itisimportantthat
future studies can expand the sampleof partici-
pantsanddiversify research instruments. Future
studies candelvedeeper into thedifferentways
ofbeing,acting, interacting,communicatingand
makingfriendsofpeoplewithautism,inaddition
tocarryingoutalonger-termlongitudinalanalysis
tounderstandchangesthroughoutthelifecourse.

Inrelationtopedagogicalpractice, itwasnot
observedasAdamsandQuinones(2020)suggest,
favoringfriendship,beingbuiltinsocialandcol-
lectivepractice.However, as itwasnot possible
todelvedeeperintothistopic,itissuggestedthat
futurestudiescananalyzethisaspectinmoredetail.

However,asthisisarecentfieldofstudyandit
isnecessarytodelveintodetailaboutthefactors
involved to betterunderstand the friendships of
childrenwith autism, the qualitative case study

methodology, based onGroundedDataTheory,
proved to be appropriate.

Considerations
Itwaspossibletoadvancescientificresearchon

the friendship relations of childrenwith autism,
through different perspectives, considering the
observationofthechild’snaturalcontextandinno-
vatingwiththeuseofHistorical-CulturalTheory,
mainlywhendiscussingsocialandculturalfactors
thatfavorfriendship.Itwaspossibletoseetheim-
portanceofexpandingstudieswithneurodivergent
participants,asthefriendshiprelationsofchildren
withautismwerequalitativelydifferentfromthose
ofotherchildren.Thisstudycanbeconsideredas
aninitialpathforfuturetheoretical-methodological
deepening of research on friendship relations,
avoiding stigmatizing practices and recognizing
differentwaysofcommunicatingandinteracting
ValleandRibas(2021).

Itwasfoundthatexternalfactors,suchasin-
teractingwithfewerchildrenatatime,favorthe
developmentoffriendship,inadditiontodiscussing
howtheschoolenvironmentandthemediationof
others can promote the development of friendship 
inchildrenwithautism,consideringtheparticulari-
tyofeachone.Itwasnoticedthatparticipantswith
autismusedifferentresourcestomakeandmaintain
friendships,strengtheningtheideathatinclusion
needstohaveanindividualizedperspective.

Also,inthisstudyitwasevidentthatschoolfor
childrenwithautismis themainwayofmaking
andkeepingfriends,thedifficultyofcontactoutside
ofschoolwithcolleaguesand/or friendsandthe
familyefforttodosoandthefeelingoflackofcom-
munitygenerated in this situation. Furthermore,
it is throughplay that friendsarerecognized,as
inMerizioandRossetti(2017)andValleandRibas
(2021),andthatfriendshipsareinitiatedandmain-
tained.Therefore,whenconsideringfriendshipas
anessentialpartofeveryone’sinclusion,theeven
greaterimportanceofhavinginclusivepracticesin
schools that aim to develop and maintain friends 
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andbringcloserrelationshipsamongfamiliesstands
out. Practices that can facilitate the development of 
such relationshipsat schoolwerediscussed, and
alsoaboutcontactoutsideofschoolamongchildren
beingsomethingthatstrengthenstheirbondand
canencouragefriendship.

Finally, it isbelievedthat forpeoplewithau-
tism, the study provides reflection so that they 
can understand their ownways ofmaking and
maintainingfriendships,understandingthatdiffe-
rentcharacteristicscanalsobeconsideredfriend-
ship,whichcangeneratebetterself-acceptanceand
afeelingofbelonging.belongtoagroup.
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Appendix A – Script for conversations with children with ASD and their possible friends
1. What is the difference between a colleague and a friend for you?

2. Which of these children in the photo do you consider your friend? What do you do together?

3. Do you feel like you need help from an adult to make friends?

1 Appendix B – Script for interview with parents
1. When did your child receive the diagnosis and what specifically is this diagnosis?

2. What are his/her characteristics? (Difficulties, skills, stereotypes...)

3. What types of monitoring/treatment does he do today?

4. What is his/her routine like?

5. What is the difference between a colleague and a friend at her/his child’s age?

6. Do you consider your child to have a friend?

7. How do you characterize friendship at this age?

8. How do you believe his/her friendship begins?

9. What do you notice that your child does with his/her friends?

10. What is the role of adults in the friendship of children at this age?

Appendix C – Script for semi-structured interviews with educators
1. Which moments do you think your student finds it easiest to participate in the school routine and which 
moments do you find most difficult?

2. What is the difference between a colleague and a friend at the age of your students?

3. Do you consider your student with ASD to have a friend?

4. How do you characterize friendship at this age?

5. How do you believe his/her friendship begins?

6. What do you notice he/she does with his/her friends?

7. What is the role of adults in the friendship of children at this age?
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