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Praise for The Available Parent


“Duffy’s advice for parenting adolescents springs from radical optimism, a form of practical spirituality that recommends being open and available to the possibility of change, essentially exchanging fear and the need to control for hope and positive results. Duffy challenges parents to stop micromanaging and judging their kids and instead acknowledge and accept them the way they are, respect their boundaries and abilities, and let them know they have the power to master their own world. Only then can parents be truly available to provide discipline, direction, understanding, and love in an environment that fosters competence and resilience.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Raising a teenager can be just as much of an emotional rollercoaster as being a teenager, but clinical psychologist, certified life coach and parenting expert Duffy assures parents that it doesn’t have to be such a turbulent ride for either party. Blending self-reflective exercises for parents with words of wisdom from teens and parents whom Duffy has counseled throughout his career, the author raises valid points about the benefits of being an available parent and offers valuable insight into the unique psyche of teenagers.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“This book is written in a clear, no-nonsense style using observations and examples from Dr. Duffy’s work with youth and their families. More than anything else, it is obvious that he understands the teenage mind and the psychological and social factors involved in changing children into adults…I highly recommend this book to parents and practitioners alike.”


—Psychlinks


“Dr. Duffy provides a clear, straightforward, doable answer for parents: Stay in touch! Research clearly shows that an open, friendly parent-teen relationship is a major factor in protecting kids from harm. The age-old question for parents of teens has always been: ‘How do I relate to these new kids of mine—how should I manage them?’ The Available Parent provides a clear blueprint for a practical and effective response: Manage the problems you have to, but above all else, stay in touch!”


—Dr. Thomas W. Phelan, author of 1-2-3 Magic and Surviving Your Adolescents


“Dr. John Duffy’s fresh new concept of availability in parenting is an idea that meets the moment. With the pace of society constantly accelerating, we need The Available Parent now more than ever! Dr. John’s writing is smart, approachable and right on the mark. His blend of practical ideas and colorful examples delivers great insights. Most importantly, I am a better parent thanks to this book.”


—Eric Langshur, coauthor of We Carry Each Other


“Every parent of a child or teen will benefit from keeping this wise book on their nightstand. It’s likely they will want it handy to read over and over again.”


—Judy Ford, author of Every Day Love: The Delicate Art of Caring for Each Other and Wonderful Ways to Love a Child


“I couldn’t put The Available Parent down because I found my inner voice kept saying ‘Yeah, that’s right!’ or ‘Oh, dang, I wish I had known that when my girls were teens.’ When I finished reading, I called my two daughters, now in their twenties, and asked them if my husband and I were Available Parents. They both reassured me that we were—and still are. John’s a brilliant writer with keen intuition into how kids think and how parents can, sometimes unknowingly, sabotage their relationship. John has used his vast experience to provide parents with the inside dope into how kids view their lives, and what they really need from their parents to make the leap into becoming mentally healthy young adults. Best of all, John relays their amazing stories of growth in smooth, witty, and helpful prose. Any parent with a child—no matter what the age—should read and learn from this book.”


—Eileen Norris, contributing writer and editor of the bestselling You: The Smart Patient by Drs. Mehmet Oz and Mike Roizen


“John Duffy has written one of the most eye-opening parenting books around, an inspiring, important tool for all parents. From his expertise and experience working with teens, John gives us the key ingredient for a healthy, successful parent-teen relationship… being The Available Parent. What a simple yet profound title, and what a rude awakening for me! John masterfully defines available parenting and helps parents stop the unhealthy dance with their kids. He gives excellent insight, advice and approaches to become the effective parent we desire to be. And throughout the book, he uses real-life excerpts from teens discussing their issues so parents can understand what is really going on in their world. This is a must-read and is essential to building a healthy relationship with your teen.”


—Megan Walls, CEC, ACC, founder of Conscious Connections Coaching


“I recently read a great book about parenting teens and tweens called The Available Parent by Dr. John Duffy, and I’d like to share some insights from this book with you. Even if you are not currently parenting a teen or tween, I think you will find these insights helpful because they contain advice on how to improve any important relationship in our lives.”


—Living Compass


“What a true gift. This outstanding book truly gives you a blueprint to fully be available to your teen son or daughter. You will marvel at your teen’s sense of competence, can-do attitude, and improved self-esteem. Teens and parents are both resilient; with the tools provided in the remarkable book The Available Parent, you and your teenager can both enjoy your new and improved relationship.”


—Dr. Kate Smart Mursau, coauthor of Smart Parenting: How to Raise Happy, Can-Do Kids


“Every parent who wants to give it their best shot in working with, and not in opposition to, their teen needs to check in with Dr. John Duffy and apply his Available Parent strategy. As a professional journalist, author, and mom of three teens who writes about parenting, I was so glad to have found Dr. Duffy in time to give me the tools to quickly understand what it means to be an available parent. To my surprise and delight, as I intentionally make myself more available as a mom, my teens are now purposefully reaching out to engage with me! Dr. Duffy is a trusted guide and cool guy. He truly cares and is all about helping parents and their children find the bright light in each other. He helped to open a whole new channel of communication for me with my teens, and allowed me to appreciate their uniqueness and focus on that, instead of the moments that ‘challenge.’”


—Mary Beth Sammons, coauthor of the bestselling Living Life as a Thank You and The Courage Companion as well as author of Second Acts That Change Lives


“The Available Parent is a valuable and thought-provoking resource that’s filled with many precious lessons and gives parents a unique perspective on cultivating a healthy relationship with their kids.”


—Psych Central


“The best parents are those that let their children be themselves. The Available Parent looks at various styles of parenting and why they are good or bad. Communication and acting as a mentor, for example, are seen as good things, whereas hovering and lecturing are not. Although brief, it gives a thorough going-over of most parenting styles, with notes on how to make the most effective parent.


The idea of parenting is to raise children that become capable adults, but parents are not fully aware of the responsibility that it entails, or get overwhelmed by the responsibility. This book shows parents how to tend to the path between the two extremes, where the responsibility of raising a child is understood, but there is plenty of room for error and even having fun with them. A parent needs to be unafraid of making some mistakes, and this book shows what the more common mistakes to avoid are, as well as excellent tips on how to take advantage of what tools you have. Better yet, it approaches the matter in a friendly, helpful manner. For parents that are worried about the job they are doing, this is an excellent book.”


—Jamais Jochim, Portland Book Review


“There’s no better audience for a parenting guide than someone with no kids, right? But The Available Parent was a fascinating read. Dr. John Duffy has wisely chosen to reintroduce some common sense into parenting theory. Put your tiger mama to bed, turn all your buzzy electronics off, and just be around for your kids. Wow! Who’d a thunk it?


Apparently, not nearly enough parents. Duffy cites case after case from his therapy practice where kids are ignored or scrutinized, sometimes both at once, by parents preoccupied with Blackberry screens, fantasizing about the future or assessing past actions. With very little time spent just being present with each other, the relationship begins to deteriorate. Simply asking kids about their interests and listening non-judgmentally—being available, in other words—is vital to rebuilding that connection.”


—Donkeywork


“Have you ever been bewildered by the changes in your child and your sudden lack of effectiveness as a parent? When hugs and family fun have been replaced by silence, slamming doors and an ever-changing array of moods, you need new tools. Top teen expert Dr. John Duffy has encountered all of this and more in his family counseling practice and offers excellent advice, clear strategies and teen-tested solutions in The Available Parent. Dr. Duffy can help you shift the dynamic in your relationship with your teen. Imagine what it would be like if healthy conversations replaced angry outbursts or petulant silence. Using the techniques in The Available Parent, you can begin to enjoy a healthy, satisfying, new kind of relationship with your teenager—one based on a foundation of radical optimism, rather than fear-based control. At a time when many ‘helicopter parents’ micromanage and under-appreciate their children, Dr. Duffy’s step-by-step guide is an innovative approach to taking care of teens and tweens.”


—Hanging Off the Wire


“The Available Parent is a refreshing take on parenting. Dr. John Duffy, family counselor, life coach and top teen expert (an honorific all the more remarkable for its near impossibility) proposes proven techniques to negotiate the ever-changing, seismic shifts of puberty and beyond. What is an available parent? One who encourages a kid to feel heard, understood and supported. Not as a friend, but as an effective parent. The author boils it down for us: ‘Our goal is to foster an environment that is most likely to provide a sense of competence and resilience.’ And by focusing on our own behavior (which looks as crazy to our kids as our kids’ behavior looks to us), we can open the lines of communication, establish trust and try to balance fear with love and acceptance. Parental behaviors that don’t work make an all-too-familiar list, including lecturing, micromanaging, smothering, coddling, bribing, waiting and snooping. Luckily, the bulk of the book is all about what does work, along with insider tips and exercises to make us truly available.”


—BookPage


“This book came to me just at the right moment, as my older daughter hovers on the edge of adolescence. I’m grateful for Dr. Duffy’s wisdom, which I know will allow me to enjoy my daughters’ teen years rather than just ‘make it through’ them. I will revisit this book again and again over the coming years—whenever I need a reminder to be present and available to my kids. It has refreshed my sense of gratitude and appreciation for the remarkable young people in my life.”


—Kate Hopper, author of Use Your Words: A Writing Guide for Mothers and Ready for Air: A Journey through Premature Motherhood
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INTRODUCTION TO SECOND EDITION


I hate my phone.


Don’t get me wrong. It’s really cool, the newest iPhone, great apps and all. But I work with kids and parents. And I work with them when things are going wrong, often terribly so. Think about all the events that take place in families, the crises, the miscommunications, the dropping grades, that must precipitate a call to me.


So when my phone rings, when it gets that far, it’s bad news. Bad news is my currency in trade. And business is booming. Now, over time, I begin to see patterns in the nature of the familial bad news, patterns that fall within the purview of parents, patterns we moms and dads have some agency over. I find that the bad news can be avoided. This is good news.


But first, I am writing this book and spreading the good news. Now, I have found that it is always a dangerous exercise to revisit something I have written in the past. In order to revise The Available Parent, I needed to re-read it carefully and thoughtfully. As I worked my way through the book, I found myself anxious that I might run into a concept or sidebar that I disagreed with, or that no longer resonated with me. I feared a dated reference to Myspace, Lance Armstrong, or the certain demise of Notre Dame football.


Of course, the scariest possibility for me would be discovering that the concept of availability itself doesn’t hold up the way I had hoped it would. It’s been a couple of years. Maybe it’s outdated, or it no longer applies. Well, I needn’t have been afraid of that. Every element of unavailability, right down to the idea that it is driven primarily by fear, judgment, and ego, still holds firm and true, more so now than ever.


In fact, I have spent the past couple of years since the initial publication of The Available Parent speaking about this concept, teaching about this concept, and revolving my work with families around this concept. I have found, with great relief frankly, that I believe in it more now than ever. It is through availability in which we find fulfillment in the parent-child relationship.


So, availability remains the key to parenting, without a doubt. The difference in this edition is actually a matter of emphasis. In attending to my client families, speaking to thousands of parents, and listening to many more teens and tweens, I have learned recently that we have a true crisis of parental availability today. I have learned that availability is not just a handy parenting technique, but a necessary mindset for parents today. Not just parents of teens and tweens, either, but all parents. And we parents are sorely lacking in availability.


The stakes are enormous. People tell me nearly every day that parenting is the most vital part of their lives, their highest priority. Parents hold the well-being of their children within their lens of awareness nearly constantly. And in an ever-changing world, this is certainly a good thing.


But far too often, we parent through our own ego needs.


Far too often, we pass judgment on our kids.


And far, far too often, we parent through fear.


Fear.


Fear is the wily and powerful block wedged firmly between where you sit now, and effective, enjoyable, connected parenting. I am in the unique position every day of sitting with families in need of change. When parents are fearful, they act differently. Empathy, listening, and warmth are all so easily eclipsed by the fearful parent.


And parental fear has legs. Our kids remember. Oh, Mom freaked out on me. She reminded me I can’t trust her when it hits the fan.


I hear that a lot, and it’s a very tough mindset to shift.


And today, more than ever before, our children need us as they navigate their unsure way through the slippery maze of noise that besieges them at the speed of sound, forcing them to adolescence and beyond well before their shaken bodies are prepared. Through it all, they need guides, trusted guides.


If you parent from a place of fear, or judgment, or ego, your child is alone. Helpless. Guideless. Yes, the stakes are high.


But if you can find the available parent in you, if you can identify and eradicate the fear, judgment, and ego that binds you, you can reclaim your status as a parent. No matter how far-gone the situation may seem.


You hold in your hand your chance. His chance. Hers. Guide your kids forward with love, clarity, hope, and joy.


And maybe I can get back to playing “Words with Friends” on this thing.




FOREWORD


Suddenly, it seems, you are the parent of a teenager. It’s a role you have looked forward to for several years with a good deal of concern and apprehension. And sure enough, now that the job is upon you, you realize it is a different world! Your formerly friendly son now seems more sullen, moody, and distant. Over the last few months your daughter has apparently come to believe that her parents are out of touch with reality. Where are these kids coming from?


As one mother put it, “My daughter went to high school her first day as a freshman and never returned. I lost my baby!” Through things like Facebook and texting, teens nowadays seem to spend their entire days “wired” to each other. When they’re not connecting with peers, they are surfing the Internet, playing video games, or watching TV. It’s as if there is no more room in their lives for parents. Attempts to communicate at the dinner table, such as the notorious “How was your day?” are met with curt responses like “Fine.” End of conversation. Another attempt at pulling teeth has failed.


You feel hurt, rejected, angry, and scared. What if my son starts using drugs? What if my daughter starts having sex? What in God’s name am I supposed to be doing with This Kid!?


In The Available Parent, Dr. John Duffy sticks his neck out and offers a clear answer: As the parent of a teenager your top priority—before anything else—is to stay in touch with your rapidly changing youngster. Staying in touch is the essence of what Dr. Duffy means by availability. Availability is the ability to understand your child’s need to pull away. It’s the ability to remember your own teenage years and—even though you may feel rejected at times—to treat your retreating child with respect. Availability is the ability to leave your fears and your ego behind and to really listen to what your adolescent has to say, even if it makes you cringe.


Not an easy task by any means, but The Available Parent gives a clear road map for carrying the mission out. Dr. Duffy first takes you inside the mind of a teenager, so you can understand where This Kid is coming from. He then explains why some parents’ natural inclinations, such as snooping, micromanaging, blinders, and bribery, never work. Next Dr. Duffy describes the notion of parental availability, and he offers specific methods for recreating the connection with your adolescent offspring. For those who are fearful that availability means laissez-faire parenting, there is a chapter on discipline and behavioral contracts.


The goal of Dr. Duffy’s book is to help parents of teens understand and define their job. For moms and dads that means, among other things, accepting the fact that their children are supposed to eventually break away, leave home, and become attached to new people. But the goal of The Available Parent is also that teens and parents enjoy one another’s company as much as possible now while they’re still living in the same house.


What in God’s name am I supposed to be doing with This Kid? The Available Parent gives you the answer.


Thomas W. Phelan, Ph.D.


Author of 1-2-3 Magic: Effective Discipline for Children 2-12




PROLOGUE


“Screw you, Dad!” the young man boldly said, fire in his eyes.


“Josh, I’ve told you not talk to me like that. Now we’re here to talk to Dr. Duffy about your grades. How are you doing in that math class? Your mother said she e-mailed the teacher. She seems concerned.”


“Fine. I’m doing fine.”


“Well, your teacher certainly doesn’t seem to think so.”


Then Josh, mimicking, sarcastically: “Well, your teacher certainly doesn’t seem to think so.”


Then Dad, to me: “See, Dr. Duffy. This is what I get. I leave work early, take the damn train up here just for him, and this is what I get. Happens all the time with this kid!”


Skilled therapist that I am, I gently excuse Dad from the room to talk to Josh alone, and hope that things cool down with a little separation.


“Screw you.” Josh to Dad as he’s leaving.


I love my job.


“You were pretty hard on your dad there, don’t you think?”


“Man, he wrote me off so long before I ever wrote him off, I swear to God.”


He wrote me off so long before I ever wrote him off. Wow. I knew Josh was speaking the truth. When I asked him to be more specific about what he meant, he went off on a rant:


“Well, let’s see. He judges everything I do on the fact that he caught me with pot one time. One time, like, three months ago. He doesn’t joke around with me anymore. Like my last report card, I had all A’s and B’s except for Modern Euro, but that’s the only one he wants to talk about. It sucks, man. It’s like he hates me. He used to be the man! He used to be chill. Now, I just sneak into the house and avoid him.”


This conversation took place years ago, but Josh taught me a lesson that day that has, quite frankly, been nagging at my psyche ever since. I knew he was sincere and in pain, pain which he skillfully masked as anger. He missed his father’s loving presence in his life. He missed the fun they used to have together. Before his eyes, within a very short period of time, his father became unavailable. He became closed-minded, judgmental, and angry. He lost Josh, and Josh lost him. Heartbreaking. As much as his father was confused by Josh’s behavior, Josh was confused by the changes in his father as well. When did he get so angry? Why is he so serious all the time? What’s with the constant third degree? What happened to the fun we used to have?


And so, somewhere along the line, Josh effectively gives up, accepts that things have changed, that for some reason his father is no longer available to him the way he once was. Josh copes by making himself unavailable as well, and as the love and trust between them slowly erodes, the wall between them is slowly erected. With each unavailable interaction, this wall becomes higher and stronger. Soon, this once caring, loving relationship becomes angry, harsh, and distant. Conflict entirely defines and engulfs the relationship. The scene between Josh and his father may seem all too familiar to you in your family. If so, believe me, it does not have to be like this.


Since that revealing session with Josh and his father, I have witnessed similar phenomena in families, over and over and over again. By and large, I’ve come to realize that it’s not our teenagers who are unavailable. We parents often strike first. We strike with judgment, fear, and ego. Far, far too often, we parents are unavailable, and our children simply react in kind.


AUTHOR’S NOTE: In the interest of confidentiality, all identifying information has been changed.




INTRODUCTION


                    “To witness fully those precious, fleeting years between childhood and adulthood, what a joy! What a privilege!”


THE NATURE OF AVAILABILITY


They look so different, don’t they, than they did when they were younger? Many of those soft, gentle, rounded features of childhood have been replaced with angles, edges, muscle, height, and hair. As preteens and teenagers, they seem pointier somehow. The face that for years wore a perpetual smile now carries something heavier in the brow, something more thoughtful or sullen. You fear loneliness or depression has befallen them. And the way they look, that’s just a part of it, isn’t it? They act differently, more self-conscious, moody, unpredictable, and concerned. Definitely less joyful. And then there’s the way they relate to you. What happened there? Your life together to date has been nearly blissful in comparison, filled with fun and laughter, learning and sharing. That sharing part, that really seems missing today. They really don’t seem to want to talk with you or share with you at all. They seem distant and avoidant. Their bedroom is a vault, filled with secrets and answers you no longer feel privy to. You find yourself in the paradoxical position of grieving the loss of someone very much alive, someone you hear snoring, talking on the phone, or tromping to the bathroom upstairs. You feel evermore powerless and afraid. All their lives, you have heard and read about the horrors of adolescence, but always felt that your family would somehow get a pass. But here you are. Yet you know, deep in your heart, that it doesn’t have to be this way.


You are right.


If any of this resonates with you, you are right. Even if it has been this way for years, even if the same dynamic played out in your relationships with your parents, and their relationships with their parents, you are right. It does not have to be this way. I am writing this book because I have seen families change. I have been fortunate in my work to witness teenagers and parents reconnecting, doing so in healthy ways, ways that set the stage for growth all around. Yes, parenting an adolescent can be difficult at times, but I know that with the right tools, and a dramatically different way of perceiving these years, you can recapture your bearings and find the joy again.


Yet I find that many of us, in fact, carry biases against teenagers on the whole. Every week, I have conversations with parents of teenagers seeking help, and they often explain their predicament with a winking, nodding, “Well, you know, teenagers...” The assumption is usually that, once they cross into teen years, children become by definition oppositional and defiant and difficult, untrustworthy, up to no good, all as a result of their age, something they have literally no control over. I sometimes think we carry harsher negative stereotypes regarding teenagers than any other group out there. And the biases are, on the whole, incorrect. Each of our kids is an individual, with his own backstory and context that informs his unique personality today. But no teenagers, none of them, are bad people. We know this deep down, that even the most negative behavior from our kids is indicative of something other than inherent evil.


Still, I see parents treating their children like strangers. I see parents displaying so little positive regard for their kids. I often wonder whether parents remember that they were once in teenage shoes themselves, coursing through neighborhoods with similarly weary parents and other untrusting adults. Well, we are parents now. We don’t have the option to forget so quickly.


Now, I’m not sure why we as a culture feel the need to hold tight to the dread of adolescence. Perhaps we find some comfort in the idea that everybody feels this way about teenagers, so it must be true. Maybe it provides us with an excuse when things go wrong—“Well, like the books say, she’s crazy. What can I do?” Either way, I think a change in point of view, in which we see our teenagers as the extraordinary individuals that they are, will make parenting them far less daunting and far more enjoyable. For everybody.
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