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Question: My kids are wonderful, good students, helpful and respectful, every parent's dream, except they bicker and fight constantly with each other. What strategies can I use to curb this annoying behavior?
Dr. Ashley's response: 
Sibling rivalry is a common concern of many parents. Even though it would be impossible for parents to eliminate this concern, there are some ways to help ease these stressful situations. The biggest mistake parents make is intervening. Children need to work conflict out on their own. When a parent steps in to stop an argument, he or she reinforces the arguing behavior. The child then has Mom or Dad’s full attention which makes the scene much more fun for the child. A better way to respond would be to acknowledge the feelings that the children are having toward each other. Then reflectively listen to each child’s description of the situation. Finally, let them know you trust they can work it out and then leave the room.
However, if the behavior is dangerous or destructive then it is always best to separate the children and have each of them take a few minutes to cool down. Time-outs should be set for 1 minute per year of the child’s age. For example, a 3 year old would have to sit in a time-out space for 3 minutes, a 4 year old for 4 minutes and so on up to a maximum of 5 minutes. After the time out period, it would be helpful to have a discussion with the children about the situation and encourage them to brainstorm some non-destructive ways to handle it next time.
A list of “keep cool rules” posted somewhere nearby is a good reminder of appropriate ways to handle disagreements. These include 8 possible ways to handle conflict with the last one being telling an adult. 
The 8 keep cool rules are:
· Ask person to stop 
· Use an “I statement 
· Use a firmer voice 
· Ignore 
· Get up and leave 
· Relate consequences of behavior 
· Threaten to tell 
· Tell
Most importantly always catch the children when they are getting along and let them know how much you appreciate a quiet play-time. Don’t forget to take time for yourself. Parenting is a stressful job with no paid vacation, so don’t forget to take a break.
