When Your Parenting Styles Clash
By Margaret Renkl, Parenting

The baby was sleeping, my 4-year-old was playing outside, and my husband was working in the toolshed. The house was, for a moment, blessedly silent. I poured a cup of tea, sat down in an armchair in the living room, and opened my book. Bliss.
Suddenly, a high-pitched scream cut through the stillness. I tore outside only to see my son swinging through the air at least 12 feet above the ground on the play set next to the shed. Where was my husband, I wondered, while my little boy attempted to break his neck?
"Slow down," I yelled, waving my arms to catch his attention. "You're going too high!" But Evel Knievel, Jr., was flying so high and squealing so shrilly that he couldn't hear a word I said.
Just then my husband stepped out of the shed. "Relax," he said. "He's having the time of his life."
Ever since we became parents, my husband and I have collided over safety issues like this one. We're not alone. Even couples who are on the same page about everything else can suddenly discover that when it comes to raising children, at times they aren't even reading the same book. Some of these differences can be resolved easily, but others can cause conflict.
Not all parental disputes are necessarily bad, though. "It's healthy for children to be exposed to differences of opinion," says Martin Maldonado, M.D., a staff psychiatrist at the Family Service & Guidance Center, in Topeka, KS. "You don't have to agree on everything, but you do have to respect each other's point of view."
Much more important than presenting a united front is how you and your partner disagree. Here, some common problems that can cause parental friction and the best ways to resolve them:
Safety Debates

THE ISSUE:
Laura Hileman believes that babies should live in a rounded world: no sticks, no screwdrivers, no pointed objects of any kind. Her husband, Gregg, thinks that the sooner a child learns to handle dangerous objects safely, the safer he'll be.

WAYS TO HANDLE IT:
"Mothers usually say, 'Watch out,' and dads tend to say, 'Try it,'" says Vivian Katzenstein Friedman, Ph.D., associate professor of psychiatry at the University of Alabama at Birmingham. She actually sees such differing views about safety as a healthy thing: "It's in the child's best interest to have one parent who encourages him to try and take a risk and another who points out the risk and says, 'Be careful.'" Otherwise, children of extremely cautious parents might grow up thinking they're in constant danger, while those with laissez-faire parents may have a false sense of their own security.
[bookmark: _GoBack]One way to head off trouble is for you and your partner to discuss, reasonably and in very broad terms, basic safety issues--such questions as which medical symptoms should always involve a call to the doctor, for instance, or how much supervision a child needs at each particular age.
Some quarrels can be resolved by turning to a reliable third party like your pediatrician or a friend. For example, if the family doctor says that a 2-year-old is too young to handle real tools, then Gregg ought to yield in this matter, even though he'll likely remain more comfortable with certain risks than Laura will.
Food Fights

THE ISSUE:
Clay Bailey wasn't happy when he saw a box of Froot Loops on the kitchen table. "It's not like our children eat sugar for breakfast every day," says his wife, Sally. "But he thought if even one Froot Loop crossed their lips, they'd never eat Wheaties again."

WAYS TO HANDLE IT:
Parents often quibble over food-- from whether dessert should be used as a reward to how many bites of chicken are enough.
The good news is that in this case, most parental anxiety is unfounded. In a sense, Sally Bailey is right: As long as the kids weigh what they should and are healthy, says Dr. Maldonado, there's no reason to adopt a strictly-Wheaties breakfast policy-- or, for that matter, insist on three square meals a day, no candy ever, or any of the other food rules that well-meaning parents tend to think up.
On the other hand, constant arguments over food can be distressing to the family. Ideally, you'll compromise-- serving a healthy cereal for breakfast, say, but allowing a sugary one for an occasional snack. But if you find it impossible to reach a consensus, one solution is to delegate authority, says Dr. Maldonado. For instance, if Mom is preparing breakfast, she decides what to serve; if Dad's cooking, he makes the call. Another option: Agree on which foods are strictly off-limits (soda, for example, or fast food) and compromise on the rest.
Milestone Dilemmas

THE ISSUE:
Mike Taylor wanted his 3-year-old son, Alex, potty-trained before his twins were to be born, four months later. So he told him he wasn't going to change any more dirty diapers. Alex cried, and Mike's wife, Kathy, got mad at Mike for upsetting him.

WAYS TO HANDLE IT:
When it comes to developmental issues, parents do need to agree. If one is putting pressure on a child to achieve something and the other isn't, the child can become confused.
Other areas in which it's best to be on the same page: values (for instance, do you place more importance on compromise than on winning?), discipline (such as spanking versus a time-out), and expectations for academic success (insisting on straight A's, say, or accepting any reasonable effort). That's because these areas affect your child's sense of identity and self-esteem.
The first step is to take a moment to figure out how your own attitude developed. "What often happens is that kids remind us of difficulties we may have had during childhood that we've since forgotten," says John Sargent, M.D., professor of psychiatry and pediatrics at Baylor College of Medicine, in Houston. Equally crucial is to try to understand your partner's value system and family and cultural traditions.
To reach a consensus, you may each have to abandon some long-held habits and traditions in order to create new ones for your family. Whatever you do, try to avoid saying, "My mother never did it this way."
If you still can't compromise, you may need to consult someone you both trust. It doesn't necessarily have to be a professional; talk to friends or siblings. Any experienced person can be very helpful.

Bedtime Quarrels

THE ISSUE:
Janette Klocko preferred to rock her baby to sleep, no matter what time of night; her husband, Walter, let the infant cry it out, sometimes as long as 20 minutes, when Janette was rehearsing a play in the evenings.

WAYS TO HANDLE IT:
Find time to discuss nighttime troubles long before you go to bed. Fully conscious people are much more capable of planning a joint coping strategy than those who've just been woken up from a sound sleep.
Start with a recognition that each child is unique and that even the experts have been unable to discover a foolproof method for helping restless kids fall asleep (or stay that way, for that matter). Thus, no approach-- even when they're polar opposites, like Walter's and Janette's-- is wrong. Instead, agree to give each other's method a reasonable chance to work (a week or so, say) before the two of you try another way.
TV Tussles
THE ISSUE:
David Boyce, who rarely watched television as a kid, thinks that it detracts from family life. "Sometimes I walk into the house and there are three TVs going at the same time. No one's talking; they're all totally focused on the tube," he says.

WAYS TO HANDLE IT:
Questions of privileges—which ones, how many, and at what age to offer them—can be a real source of tension, but it's important to remember that in the grand scheme, these are relatively minor concerns. Often, we tend to make decisions based on what we were allowed to do when we were kids—that's why the arguments can get so heated.
You can try to find a compromise (such as limiting TV hours but not turning off the set altogether) or agree to disagree (deciding that whichever parent is on duty makes the call in any given situation).
Whatever you do, don't think of the conflict as a threat, say experts. You can work out which of you feels most strongly about which issue. If Dad cares much more about the amount of television his kids watch than about how much candy they eat, then Mom might agree to hold the line on TV and Dad might agree to stop bringing home treats from the office vending machine. (And he can be in charge of thinking up activities to keep the kids occupied while you cook dinner.)
There are bound to be slipups. Just don't correct each other in front of the kids; save your discussion for later, when you're both alone.
No job is more important or more invested with your own creativity, values, and sense of self than child rearing. With so much at stake, it's no surprise that emotions can run high and that simple squabbles can escalate into passionate anger. The good news is that parental disagreements don't have to be traumatic for children-- and may even be better for them than growing up in a home in which parents always present a unified (and unrealistic) front. By hearing their parents express differences of opinion, and by watching them work together toward a solution, kids get a close-up look at the complexities of human relationships—and a good lesson in getting along with others.

