A HOUSE CALL WITH DR. FRAN   

By Frances Walfish, Psy.D.,   
     Parents want to know how to help their children deal with peer conflicts.  Young people often experience misunderstandings when dealing with:  bullies and teasing;  gossip and rumors;  possessions and who owns them;  jealousy over looks, achievements, money, and privileges;  broken friendships;  racism and other differences.

     Conflict can be hard to deal with.  Some people run away from difficult situations by trying to avoid the other person, giving in, or trying to pretend the problem doesn’t exist.  Others fight by attacking the other person with criticism, put-downs, name-calling or violence.  The drawback is this can result in hurt feelings and injured bodies.  In the end, the problem will still not be solved.  The goal is to teach children to agree to talk to each other, and listen.  

     We can only hope to expect good conflict resolution skills from children if parents are willing to model the same good conflict resolutions skills when engaged in disagreements with the child, a spouse, or any time a conflict occurs in the presence of the child.

     Encourage the following guidelines:

EXPLORE WHAT CAUSED THE CONFLICT
Teach kids to ask each other questions.  Often the two children want something different.  Disagreements may be prompted by possessions and who got “it” first, teasing, name-calling, and exclusion from a group or clique.

GIVE PERMISSION FOR STRONG FEELINGS

It is important to acknowledge and accept all feelings in children.  At times, they feel angry, jealous, lonely, scared, confused, and disappointed.  If a child get the idea that strong emotions are bad, he or she may become over-controlled with feelings and learn as an adult to hold-back his feelings.  We want to help children become comfortable and free with feelings.

LISTEN TO BOTH SIDES AND AVOID INTERRUPTIONS

It is critical that you teach children to make sure only one child talks at a time.  Find our what each side wants out of the situation.

DO NOT:  take sides, blame, or decide who is “right” or “wrong”.  
THE GOAL IS TO TEACH CHILDREN A PROCESS OF DIALOGUE.  THE RESOLUTION IS NOT AS IMPORTANT AS LEARNING HOW TO TALK IT THROUGH.

HELP CHILDREN VERBALIZE DIRECTLY TO EACH OTHER

You will not always be present to mediate conflicts.  Help empower children with communication skills they will need and use in all future relationships.  

REMIND CHILDREN WHAT THEY CAN DO WHEN THEY GET REALLY UPSET

They can:  use their “words”;  walk away;  take a short “Time-Out” by counting to 10;  or get help from a teacher or grown-up.

