


[image: 001]




[image: 001]






 Advance Praise for The Available Parent

“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


 



“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


 



“Every parent of a child or teen will benefit from keeping this wise book on their night stand. 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

 



“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


 



“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






To my son, George
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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 are 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
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“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, anger, and ego. Far, far too often, parents are unavailable, and their children simply react in kind.

 




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






 INTRODUCTION
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“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.

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.

Conventional wisdom dictates that teenagers are poor communicators, and that they often stop talking with their parents altogether. In my experience, however, I’ve found that a parent’s anxiety about raising a teenager too often gets the better of him, such that he is less available to his teenager. I would argue that, more often than not, the teenager then responds to his parent’s unwillingness to listen to and communicate with him appropriately and effectively. This was certainly the case with Josh and his father. In fact, teen after teen has expressed this sentiment to me over the years. Parents find themselves judging their teenagers, and wanting them to be somebody different than they are. Parents often admonish themselves for the fact that their children are not interested in school, party too often, or play video games for too many hours. Through the judgment and the emotional baggage they themselves bring to the relationship, parents too often limit their ability to communicate with influence and enjoy the relationship with their child.

Teenagers are left feeling unheard and misunderstood, and parents are left feeling bewildered by the changes in their child and their sudden lack of effectiveness as parents. The parent has become unavailable, the teen responds in kind, and a negative, often destructive cycle of communication begins.

I can imagine some parents reading the above and thinking: What do you mean? I’m always available to him. I drive him everywhere, coach his teams, ask him about school. Well, the truth of the matter is, you can physically be right next to someone an awful lot of the  time, and still not really be available to them. If you need them to be something they’re not, if you are harsh, criticizing, and judging, if your anxiety is center stage, then you are not truly available.

The available parent of a teenager is open to discussion, offering advice and problem solving, but not insisting on it. He allows his child to make some mistakes, setting limits, primarily where health and safety are concerned. He never lectures—he is available but not controlling. The available parent is self-aware, and keeps his own emotions in check when dealing with his teen. He is unconditionally loving and accepting and open to new and different ways of thinking. As such, he is neither cruel nor dismissive, ever. The available parent is fun and funny and can bring levity to the most stressful situation. All of that is to say, there are no conditions to his availability—it is absolute. The available parent fosters an extraordinary teenager.

I think we have a tendency today to overparent, micromanage, and underappreciate our adolescents. Imagine for a moment shifting the dynamic in your relationship. If you can get there as a parent, you can begin to enjoy a healthy, satisfying, exciting new kind of relationship with your teenager, a relationship with a foundation not of fear, but of radical optimism.

And we can all breathe easier as a 13th birthday approaches.




 RADICAL OPTIMISM 

I want to share a phone conversation I had with the mother of one of my teenage clients. She delineated for me all of her fears regarding her daughter, a bright, pretty 17-year-old with slipping grades who had begun experimenting with drinking. She told me, quite honestly, that she was afraid her daughter might “fall off the  deep end.” She envisioned her daughter dropping out of school, becoming a junkie, and living on the street. She feared that her daughter might not survive her teen years at all. But, wait a minute, Mom! A few margaritas and some C’s in school, and suddenly we’ve got her living in a box? No wonder you’re so anxious.

The last thing on this mom’s mind was enjoying her daughter. Through her fear and anxiety, she could not even imagine a successful, thriving daughter. She was just hoping that she, her husband, and her daughter would simply make it through these years drawing breath! What a dangerous concept for parents: just making it through. Making it through does not allow for hope, for joy. It is solely a wishing away of time, and too often we fail to recognize how precious a commodity this time, these few years, can be. Until, of course, the time has passed. And then it is too late.

In the end, the mom in the example above told me she was losing hope. In the few weeks that followed, I asked other parents how they felt, and this hopelessness, to my surprise, turns out to be quite the phenomenon. I often hear parents say something like, “Oh, if I can just get him to his eighteenth birthday!”

As you read this book, I encourage you to place your fears aside in favor of hope and optimism for your relationship. Allow for the possibility that you can rediscover your connection with your teenager. Find your power in the relationship. Guide your teen through the sometimes rough waters of adolescence. Fearlessly provide him the wide berth of freedom he needs to feel strong and competent. Learn to be available as a parent, and feel your relationship evolve.

This book is born of my experiences with families over the past several years: families who have sought my professional help, and those I know personally, those in turmoil and those at peace, available and not so available. My most useful discussions, however,  have been with the hundreds of adolescents I have had the opportunity to work with and get to know over the past decade or so. The brilliance, maturity, and simplicity of their ideas have provided me with clarity of vision for this project I never could have found without them. The very notion of the available parent is a product of these discussions. These teens and tweens have driven my own sense of radical optimism.




 THE GOOD-ENOUGH TEENAGER 

“Love me like you would have if I had turned out the way you pictured.”

—AMY, 15

 



 



The challenge for you is to acknowledge and accept your children right now, where they are. Too often, we expect our children to be different than they choose to be. We judge them, and the clear message they receive, far too often, is “You’re not good enough.” I work with many a parent who will present a laundry list of changes a teenager needs to make to graduate to the “good-enough” category. If this scenario resonates with you, consider a life with your teenager that is peaceful, where you choose not to judge her, where you support and accept and love her. You need to know that you can decide, right now, before you finish this paragraph, that from here forward, your child will always be good enough in your eyes.

“Good enough” is a starting point, not an ending point. In order to have a relationship with your teen, in order to have influence in his life, you need to acknowledge, accept, and challenge him. You need to respect his boundaries and show that you believe  in his ability to master his world. Now, your acknowledgment and acceptance may not mean he is jazzed to sit down with you and entertain a serious talk about grades, but you never know. I’ve seen a number of situations where a teenager will seek out a parent for help when he’s struggling. Believe me, this simply does not happen without acceptance and acknowledgment. This much I know for sure.

Once you acknowledge, accept, and challenge, openly and without judgment, you are available. Then you can really begin to parent. Your discipline will have teeth. Your opinion will matter. Your voice will be in their minds when your children are making tough decisions late at night. If they believe they’re not good enough in your eyes, they’ll throw in the towel on your relationship as well. But remember, you will have done so first. Don’t be that parent. Rejection of your teen will attract heartache and frustration to you, years of joylessness and fear. Start with acceptance, acknowledgment, and understanding, and you’ve got something. Be truly available, and your relationship can be among the greatest joys of your life.




WHAT DO I KNOW? 

I have noticed an interesting trend in my practice over the course of the past several years. It’s been my true privilege to get to know, in a mutually respectful, genuine way, a large, diverse group of adolescents. When teenage clients seem impressed with an insight I share during a session, I often tell them that their world is easier to see through my eyes because I have the “luxury of objectivity.” That is, I am not wrapped up in their story emotionally in the intimate way their parents are, or they are themselves. The luxury  comes in handy. Because I am not the mother or father, I hear elements of wisdom in the obstinacy of my young clients, strains of reason in their interest in video games, breaking curfew, smoking pot, or other habits that parents might describe as “troubling” or “unacceptable,” and that we clinicians are often quick to label “pathological” or “antisocial.” Over the years, teenagers have taught me that before we diagnose and medicate, it would serve us quite well to simply listen, really listen.

Despite whatever difficulties bring teenagers to my couch, I actually get to know their best: their most thoughtful, empathic, intelligent and often hilarious best. My wish is that you, as their parents, experience the same hopeful excitement about your teenagers. You’ve spent their entire lives with them. You’ve spared no expense to take care of them. You’re the ones who have suffered through Barney and Raffi on continuous loops in the car to soothe them. You’ve worried about them, fed them, clothed them, and nurtured them. Why should you suddenly lose the joy of these relationships simply by virtue of the fact that they’ve crossed into a new phase of their lives? Adolescence is so fleeting and wild, such an exciting new adventure. Don’t you want to be there for it?

Chances are, the tragedy is not what your teenager is doing in his life right now, or not doing. No, the tragedy would be if you missed it.

The truth of the matter is that my attention and positive regard are a small consolation to the teenagers with whom I work. The other day, in a heartbreaking realization, a young man recognized that I was the closest he had to a father figure in his life. He knew that my support was only a pale facsimile of what he truly needed. Your teen, though he may not say so outright, wants you—your attention, love, and positive regard.

As my own child charges all too quickly through his teen years,  I am constantly mindful of the passage of time. I want to enjoy him, drink him in at each age and every stage. I find him remarkable, wonderful, and miraculous in so many ways. I know we will have our struggles, fights, and disagreements. I know that I will sometimes be anxious as he walks out the front door and into whatever the outside world brings to him. But I am also keenly aware that I want to know him. Through every craggy patch, I want to know him.
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