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Foreword


It’s not every day that you meet someone who strives to live their values with such clarity, passion, and purpose that it naturally inspires others to reflect on their own. Colleen Souza is one of those people.


I first met Colleen 25 years ago in the halls of a bustling intermediate school, where she brought learning to life for her students with a rare blend of energy, warmth, discipline, humor, and deep connection. As her principal, I quickly came to appreciate her, not only as a skilled educator, but as a grounded, values-driven professional who understood that the best teaching happens through relationships balanced with accountability. Over time, that admiration deepened— not just for Colleen, but for her husband and family, whose character and commitment to living with purpose mirrored her own. Colleen, her husband, Bryan and her children became family friends through our work in schools and joint love of wine and wine tasting.


Living by the Mantras is a parenting book—but not in the conventional sense. It doesn’t lecture. It doesn’t prescribe. When reading, you get a sense that Colleen is stiving to meet these values but acknowledges they are all not mastered. It is an ongoing pursuit. The stories and values you will read offer a set of lived truths—mantras—that guide not only how we raise children but how we show up in every aspect of our lives. Parenting, as Colleen masterfully shows, is leadership in its most raw and honest form. And leadership, in its best form, draws from the same wells of patience, consistency, discipline, hard work, integrity, and love that great parenting requires.


In today’s world, parenting has never been more critical—or more complex. Families are navigating a constantly shifting landscape of technology, societal pressures, and competing values. Children need more than just caretakers; they need leaders—adults who model character, communicate with intention, and guide with conviction.


Our world also needs grounded leaders in our companies, our schools, and our government. That’s why this book matters. It reminds us that strong parenting is not just a private matter and leadership is not just important in large organizations; it is a cornerstone of healthy communities, resilient successful workplaces, and a more grounded society.


This book teaches parenting and family success strategies through leadership, and leadership through parenting and family success strategies. It is for anyone who wants to lead better—at home, at work, and in their communities. It speaks to parents, professionals, educators, and all those trying to find balance and meaning in a noisy, fast-moving world. With a mix of common sense, boldness, and heart, Colleen shares lessons and concrete strategies that are timeless, yet urgently relevant.


I admire Colleen’s willingness to take risks. I’ve watched her purposely reinvent herself over the years—from teacher to real estate entrepreneur, from mentor to author—with courage and grace. Her journey has always been grounded in the same principles that fill these pages: hard work, humility, self-awareness, and unwavering love for family. That’s what makes this book so authentic. It isn’t theory. It’s life, distilled into pearls of wisdom.


So, whether you’re a parent navigating daily chaos, a team leader striving for impact, or someone simply seeking a more intentional life—this book has something for you.


Read it slowly. Reflect often. And don’t be surprised if you find yourself repeating a few mantras of your own before long.


Don Ulrich, Ed.D.


Colleague, Friend, and Fellow Wine Lover


About the Foreword Author


Dr. Don Ulrich has been in education for 44 years serving as teacher/coach, principal, Assistant Superintendent, and Deputy Superintendent at the Clovis Unified School District. Don is now the President at School Strategies and Solutions. He also serves as a Past-Chair of the Coalition for Adequate School Housing (CASH), the California School Facility Research Institute (CSFRI) and is a current board member for the Learning Environments Action Research Network (LEARN). He is an avid supporter of all students and believes educating the youth of America is the most important and noble profession to which a person can commit themselves.









Introduction


BE THE TRUTH,
BE YOUR WORD


There I was again, standing at the edge of a ledge, looking far below me at the ground. I intended to jump. I had made my way to the very top of the structure to do just that.


Was I crazy?


A little.


Was I going to do it?


Absolutely.


Attached to the bungee cord, I secured my harness, took a deep breath, and jumped off the Stratosphere in Las Vegas, determined not to be outdone by my husband, Bryan, and committed to smacking fear in the face. The experience was epic!


I have jumped out of airplanes, leaped off buildings, been ocean diving, gone white-water rafting, and rappelled down granite boulders. Yet starting this book was one of the scariest things I have ever done. I started writing it in my head so many times I have lost count. I was stopped by circumstance and by trepidation. I created multiple excuses. But then I’d wade in and help out one of my daughter’s friends or a team member, and I’d realize again that I have some good ideas to share. I’d feel newly encouraged to share my thoughts and offer what I can to those who might need it.


This is not a parenting book, yet it is. In this book, you will meet a family who established some mindsets and navigated their way through growing up together. The greatest leadership tenets come from parenting, and therefore, you will see that. Living by a set of principles is critical for establishing solid relationships and leading a fulfilling life. Without a collection of rules and values to live by, we are no more than boats floating aimlessly on the water. But these mantras have applications outside of family; they apply to all areas of life, relationships, and business. It’s a bit of an “everything but the kitchen sink” kind of experience.


We did not create these mantras, and we don’t stake claim to any of these sayings or quotes. These are phrases and lessons that held significance to my husband, Bryan, and to me, and we felt they were worth sharing with our children in such a way that they became repetitive, common vocabulary in our home. I spent 20 years as a classroom teacher, and I used these mantras to help my students think critically. Bryan and I own and operate a real estate company, and we use these mantras to guide and mentor our team members to do their best work. Over time, they influenced and shaped our behavior and have become part of “Souza culture.” It is my hope that, by sharing them, I can help others to see the virtue not simply in the words but in the concept that values, common sense, and kindness can shape minds and transform lives if they are presented consistently, thoughtfully, and most importantly, with intention.


If you are looking for a book that is going to give you a simple, formal, polite recipe for parenthood or leadership, this book is not for you. I am real. I am sarcastic. I am full of thoughts and opinions. I will openly share my stories and write like I think and speak. My filters are few, and I always feel that it’s these traits that allow me to make my greatest impact.


For reference, two of my kiddos are now grown and gone. The third is younger and has recently started college, which means we still have some time to experiment on her. In conversations with all three of them, both individually and as a group, I have discovered that the same mantra can take on different meanings in each of their minds, which comes as no surprise to me. As you raise your children or as you manage people at work, it is important to remember that each person is an individual and will derive meaning in their life, relationships, and actions according to what is unique within them. I always find it amusing to hear people say things like “It’s hard to believe those two kids come from the same family. They couldn’t be more different from each other.” They are two different people, so even though they come from the same background, of course they will be two unique creatures.


I am by no means an expert. I am a people watcher and a lifelong learner. I am not afraid to give an idea a try. I am never afraid to admit failure. So read on at your own risk! May you laugh, ponder, learn, and grow from my experiences and escapades as you develop the commonsense wisdom that leads to an extraordinary life!









Before We Begin


ALWAYS LOOK THEM
IN THE EYES


Meet the Family


It is not a common practice to have a prologue in a nonfiction book, but I pride myself on not being common! This book of lessons and ideas is chock full of stories, anecdotes, and accounts of our family experiences as they have related to creating the best versions of ourselves. It seems only fair that you meet and learn a little bit about the folks you are about to spend time with in the pages that follow so that you have some perspective on who they are and why they do what they do.


Bryan: He is my husband and best friend. We met on our first day of college at California State University, Fresno, and were married in 1989 during our senior year. I used to say we learned to be grownups together, but today I believe the term is “adulting”—and that’s what we did together. We had our first child when we were 25, and we’ve pivoted careers a few times since. After some years in both banking management and classroom teaching, Bryan found his success in real estate. He opened a company in 2004, and his success skyrocketed. More importantly, he is an amazing man. He works harder than anyone I know to care for his family, to be involved in our community, and to be a phenomenal dad.


Timothy (Tim): Born in 1993, he is our firstborn and therefore a very responsible natural leader. Tim graduated from the University of Waterloo in Ontario with double degrees in international peacekeeping and business entrepreneurship. He has spent years in the tech industry working for international companies, and he has been involved in several startups. He has a passion for travel and has prioritized working it into his schedule. He has a goal to be a member of the Travelers’ Century Club—visiting at least 100 countries— and is well on his way to doing so. He has been a great big brother, and we’re very proud of him.


Julianna (Juli): Born in 1996, she spent the first nine years of her life being the baby of the family, but her role changed suddenly when her baby sister joined the team. Juli is an incredibly creative artist. She graduated from the Fashion Institute of Technology in Manhattan with a degree in fashion design and a minor in art history, which included a year of study in Milan, Italy. She has built a career in fashion and dabbles in graphic design on the side, as her creativity continues to flow out of her. She, too, is in the race for the Century Club with her brother. She has a hilarious sense of humor, is a great friend and sister, and always looks like a fashion statement wherever she goes.


Grace (Gracie): Born in 2005, she is a tenacious and brilliant kid. Once she has something in her sights—an object, accomplishment, anything—it will be hers. At the time of publication of this book, she is a student at Arizona State University majoring in Construction Engineering. She has always been gifted in logic and problem-solving (something she inherited from her dad). She continues to knock ’em dead as she heads into her adulthood. She is kind and loyal and solidly leans on her big brother and sister for their pearls of wisdom. She also makes them crazy because she is way too grown-up for her age and always has been.


Colleen: That’s me! I am a wife, mom, daughter, sister, teacher, business owner, and author. I love my husband, my kids, and just about everyone I meet. I am a student of life who tends to see the glass as half full, and I am constantly learning. I enjoy adventure, and I am not afraid of a challenge. I’m excited to share my thoughts and ideas, the thoughts and ideas of my family, and the ideas that many minds greater than mine have impressed upon me.


To learn more about me and my crew, try to catch me on my podcast, Living By the Mantras, or stop by my website livingbythemantras.com.


As you turn the page and begin your journey through this book, you will see 21 different phrases, quotes, and truisms that have provided meaning in the world of the Souza family. We have titled them “mantras” because each has been often repeated and has created significance in how we live our lives. To each mantra, we attached a meaningful value that clarifies its objective. The purpose of this book is to walk you through some of the most important mantras and provide what I hope are valuable nuggets of wisdom that will make sense. I hope you can begin to use these mantras and create more of your own that will develop mindsets that improve your life—from the kitchen table to the boardroom!









Mantra 1


KEEP YOUR PANTS ON


Choices


When Tim was a little guy, he was consistently distressed about different events going on around him. He would get worked up if driving somewhere was taking too long, and goodness knows how troubled he would become about choosing a snack (usually Goldfish crackers or shredded cheese). Bryan and I would say things like “Hold on to your shorts!” or “Just keep your pants on!” As idioms in our American culture, these phrases instruct the listener to calm down or be patient— two concepts that can be exceptionally challenging to young children. In truth, they are concepts that can be difficult for mature adults! We need constant reminders that we bear the responsibility to exhibit control and thoughtfulness in all our choices.


This might seem like a strange first rule of a household, but if you ask our children, “What’s rule number one?” they will reply in unison, “Keep your pants on.”


“I’ll Take What’s Behind Curtain Two”


In the early 1960s, a game show titled Let’s Make a Deal hit television. Like many game shows, it has played across different networks on and off ever since. The purpose of the game is for the contestant—who is called the trader—to trade an object for an unknown surprise behind curtain one, two, or three. The bottom line is that the contestant cannot find out the value of their potential trade until their choice (the choice of which curtain) is made. They will either win a great prize or will be “zonked” with something rather useless. Lesson: Success lies in making the right decision.


Making choices is a process of decision-making and problem-solving. People choose to approach choices differently depending on their ages and their stages in life. Young children have not yet developed the ability to understand cause and effect, and therefore their decision-making is less fluid and more often based on what they deem fair and even-steven rather than on what people around them might be thinking or feeling. Teenagers, however, are far more rash in their decision-making processes, exhibiting high-risk behaviors because they lack impulse control and have unstable emotions. Adolescents are affected by peer pressure and the thoughts, ideas, and opinions of others, and this affects the kinds of choices they make. Adults are generally better able to control their decisions because they have created a network of ideas and understand the dynamics of social settings.


How do we make the best decisions possible? Making good choices, ones that will have the greatest positive impact on our lives and the lives of others, requires mastering an understanding of the core of good decisions. A plethora of psychologists, philosophers, and economists has studied the human mind over the centuries to have a better grasp on how we come to determine what to choose. I have read studies that vary from analyzing the speed or rate of human decisions to examining choices made with emotional ties versus logical ones. There are a number of researchers who have focused their work around the idea that when we make choices that benefit us, our mental and physical condition improves. From Blaise Pascal’s Pensées (published in 1670) to the work of modern economists, the different material I have read has led me to conclude that predicting or understanding how decisions are best made is an imperfect science. Values are not absolute, and people are simply not always rational.


Establishing Boundaries


Our daily lives are filled with moments of decision. Choices are consistent and inevitable. Some are gargantuan, life altering. Others are seemingly insignificant. All our choices are a reflection of who we really are—our priorities, our preferences, and our beliefs. They are all manifested in what we decide to do with our actions or how we choose to treat others. Therefore, attention must be given to creating the scaffolding for children to understand the best way to make their choices. They need to learn to establish boundaries, control impulses, show kindness, show courage, and have humility in what they choose to do. The type of learning that sticks with people is the knowledge gained by actively doing rather than simply reading or hearing. Learning through experience molds fairly strong impressions in our minds. It’s the old adage that if a child touches the hot burner on the stove, they will never try it again because the lesson sticks.


When our daughter Julianna was about nine years old, she hit that age where kids just absolutely do not want to take a bath or shower before it’s time to go to bed. Sometimes, no matter how much encouragement kiddos receive from their parents, they tend to fight bath time.


One evening, when Miss Juli was being particularly stubborn about not wanting to go upstairs and take her shower to get ready for bed, it seemed like the perfect opportunity for one of those experiences that leaves an impression. Bryan was tired of this nightly battle and told her that if she didn’t listen to Mom and go upstairs and get in the shower, he was going to take her outside and let her take a swim in the pool to get clean.


We have a built-in swimming pool, and it was early May, so even in balmy California, the water was rather chilly. At that point, the adult mind, which understands dynamics and social surroundings, would calculate that it would be a lot easier to simply go upstairs and take a nice warm shower than to end up in a chilly swimming pool. But the child’s mind said, “I will not make this choice!”


After a couple of warnings by Dad and refusals by child, Bryan simply picked Juli up and walked her outside. She giggled and remained stubborn, truly believing she controlled the choices and that Daddy would never follow through. He walked her out and stood next to the pool, and the scene played out like this:


BRYAN, standing at the edge of the pool with Juli in his arms: “Juju, you have to be clean. It’s a shower or the pool. What’ll it be?”


JULIANNA: “I’m not taking a shower!”


BRYAN, extending his arms with her over the water: “Last chance! If you don’t decide on a shower, you’re going in!”


JULIANNA: “You won’t do it, and I don’t want a shower!”


BRYAN, dropping her into the pool: “Life is about the choices you make, kiddo!” (Splash goes the princess!) 


JULIANNA, squealing, splashes into the pool, followed by Dad jumping in behind her. She comes out of the pool, cleaner. 


Needless to say, following the swimming pool learning experience, the evening shower routine improved greatly because the boundaries for that decision were firmly set in the mind of our daughter. And don’t be mistaken—our son observed this event carefully and also honed his understanding of why it’s important to think about the decisions you make. Watching my children learn, I was nudged to remember that modeling good decision-making to them was more important than ever as they were forming their own skill sets. The experience reminded the entire community of our household about the importance of establishing boundaries.


What’s in Your Head


Understanding that all our decisions have outcomes is crucial to leading a successful life and living in peaceful coexistence with others. Teaching a youngster that what they decide to do can have positive consequences or negative consequences is critical to navigating the social landscape. We need to develop the understanding that we might not try to make bad choices, but if we don’t make intentional choices, we will often end up in places we didn’t plan to be. So how do we determine what to do?




	
Check on your emotions: We have all been in settings where emotions—positive or negative—are running on maximum. Yes, even when we are exuberant and flying high, we are at risk of making choices we might later regret. Whether we are feeling unstoppable or, in contrast, low and buried, it is important to take a deep breath and make sure we are on an even keel before we make a choice we might later regret.


	
Remember what you value: Pause and think about what makes you happiest. Remember what makes you feel confident and proud. If you make a choice, will it fit into your plans? Does it align with the things you say aloud and tell others? It is not wise to take too much time to see all perspectives, but make sure to lean on people who can add beneficial contributions. We need to decide whether a decision will ultimately make ourselves and others better.


	
Review the data: An old Russian proverb, famously quoted by Ronald Reagan, says, “Trust, but verify,” meaning double-check that everything is correct. There is nothing more frustrating than when a choice is made based on partial facts or truths. We need to make sure that when we draw a conclusion, it is for the right cause and we know outcomes will be positive. Get to the root of the issue and don’t catch yourself simply addressing only part of the issue. Treating the symptoms rather than the core of the problem will only lead to more difficult decisions.


	
Avoid a knee-jerk reaction: Some of the most disastrous decisions in my personal history have come from responding before thoroughly thinking about what I was doing. You know what I am talking about: the texts we never should have sent or the calls we never should have made. To prevent a reaction, simply pause and count to 10—maybe even 20. In some circumstances, time is of the essence, but even then, a deep breath can allow wisdom to prevail. If possible, wait a day or do an alternative activity to clear your mind so you won’t make a regrettable decision.


	
Focus on the long term: Think about how your choices will play out over time. If you regularly spend small amounts of money on going out to lunch every day rather than making lunch from home, how will it affect your savings plan? Consider how that negative friendship is changing the way you react with your positive friends. It is important to ponder the future value of your money, time, and resources as you make choices about what to do with your spending, schedule, and energy.





Sticker Charts and Hot Wheels


Let us return to our theme that life is full of constant choices and we must accept that choices have consequences. It is very important to focus on areas where we struggle, and when we observe growth, it needs to be celebrated. We need to measure how our decisions are affecting our lives, then correct what isn’t working.


We need to give ourselves a good fist pump when we have done well. With children, we need to find ways to quickly reinforce positive behavior in visual and simple ways.


When Bryan and I recognized behaviors that needed correcting in our kids, we put up a sticker chart on the refrigerator. When all the empty squares were filled with stickers awarded as each kiddo made good choices, that child was given a reward. When our little humans were very young, each sticker chart usually covered a single behavior about which they needed to make better choices, and over time, they covered multiple issues around which we wanted them to learn impulse control or exhibit new routines.


Our earliest exploration into sticker-chart parenting was potty training Tim. We started with five stickers across the chart, which he earned if he used the potty instead of the diaper. His reward: a Hot Wheels car. That morphed to target practice in the potty to earn the same toy and make my bathroom-cleaning job easier.


The process was a great success and led to expanding the sticker charts to cover any number of behaviors and responsibilities. As the kids grew older, the expectations and rewards increased and improved. Sometimes the number of stickers earned increased, and other times, the sticker chart was divided into categories (cleaning rooms, putting laundry in the laundry pail, feeding the dog, finishing homework before dinner, etc.). The most valuable part of the chart was that it was flexible and allowed the kids to help identify their own areas of growth when it came to decision-making. Kids are always going to want new things, and helping them learn to earn those things with good decision-making is a powerful way of scaffolding.


A handful of years ago, young adult Julianna needed a way to help herself and her new roommates accept the consequences of living in their small New York City space. Juli is now by profession a designer—a fashion designer, to be exact. She is an artistic and creative soul and brilliantly talented (especially from her mom’s perspective). If you have ever lived with an artist, though, you will understand that for them, organization and cleanliness are definitely not next to godliness. Those gifted with high levels of creativity need to always see everything they own at any given time in case they need some inspiration.


Upon college graduation, my daughter moved in to her first postcollege apartment with two other designers who attended school with her, and she knew there was potential for apartment disaster. She asked me to email her the template to one of the more complex sticker charts from her childhood years, and she converted it to a sticker chart for their new apartment fridge, covering all the household responsibilities broken down by roommate. This helped the three young ladies visually establish the importance of their choices in their new community. It created positive consequences everyone could live with.


It is important to note that if we are willing to accept the rewards that come with positive consequences, that also means we must be open to the penalties that come with the negative ones. We have to be willing to learn from our mistakes and fail forward (more about this in mantra 18). There is such value in learning to sincerely apologize, show grace, and accept apologies from others. Modeling this to our children is imperative.


Earning Ice Cream


We live in a society where finger-pointing and blame-placing are dominant—thus, teaching personal responsibility is crucial. How do our actions and behaviors affect the world around us and the people we know and love? How can our behaviors show how we feel about ourselves, our parents, and our friends?


When our kids were at home, we, of course, wanted them to behave kindly and respectfully. But in reality, we all have only so much of that awesomeness in us every day. If one of our lovely progenies felt the need to drop to the ground in a temper tantrum or simply refuse to participate kindly, we would send them off to a zone where grumpiness was acceptable, making it clear that the zone we were in was a happy, pleasant, kumbaya space and that they were not invited into our peaceful zone until they took responsibility for their actions or changed their attitude. They could hear (if they were in a bedroom) or see (if they were in an opposite corner of the room) that the rest of the family was having an amazing experience, and they could understand that they were choosing to exclude themselves from that positive experience. They would eventually take personal responsibility for their actions and quickly find a way to respect the people around them with better choices so they, too, could join the family fun.


When our kids headed off to school, to church, to sports practice, or to a friend’s house and were having one of “those days,” we would remind them to leave the bad attitudes and disgruntled mumblings in the car or in the house, where they would stay safe until their return. They were to go out in the world and represent us as an amazing family others would want to know. They needed to hallow the name of Souza. Bryan and I consistently asked the kids, “How do you want people to describe the Souzas?”


We added an incentive to the process. If, unsolicited, Bryan or I received a compliment from an adult outside our home regarding one of our children (whether that compliment came from a teacher, a coach, or another parent who observed the kids), the kids were instantly rewarded with a trip to an ice cream establishment for a cone or treat of their choice for making the Souzas look good. Causing your parents to stop and alter their plans on the spot because they are really proud of you quickly embeds the habit of acting intentionally around others in the hopes your actions will be noticed.


Where Are You Going?


Have you ever woken up, put your hands over your face, and wondered with frustration, “How did I get here?” Every choice you make, no matter how big or how small, can change the trajectory of your future. If you were to fly from San Francisco to Los Angeles and had your bearings off by one degree, you would arrive six miles away from the airport, which would put you in the middle of LA traffic or somewhere in the Pacific Ocean. If you left San Francisco on that same plane headed for Washington, DC, at one degree off course, you would end up 42.6 miles off in Baltimore, Maryland. Small mistakes in choices can potentially lead to big unintended consequences.


I once heard a story of a business tycoon who died and met Saint Peter at the pearly gates. The tycoon had led a questionable life, so Saint Peter told him he would have to spend one day in hell and one day in heaven, then choose where he’d like to spend eternity. Immediately, the tycoon exclaimed, “I want heaven!”


But Saint Peter said, “We have rules. We’ll talk in two days,” upon which the tycoon was placed on an elevator and sent downward.


In hell, the former executive exited onto a beautiful golf course, where he climbed into a top-of-the-line golf cart and was escorted to a luxurious clubhouse. There, he wined and dined with old friends he had not seen in a while. The food was extraordinary, and the entertainment was delightful. He even spent time in conversation with the devil and felt like the poor guy had received a pretty bad rap. Alas, soon it was time to leave, and the elevator reappeared and took him up to heaven for a day.


His day in heaven was pretty nice. He spent time floating on clouds, playing the harp, singing, and even finding a couple of people he recognized. It was almost as fun as his day in hell.


When the tycoon’s 48 hours were up, Saint Peter returned and asked, “What’ll it be?”


Excitedly, the tycoon answered, “Heaven is really lovely, truly it is. I never thought I would hear myself say this, but I had a better time in hell. I’m sorry, but I choose hell.” The elevator reappeared, and our tycoon took his trip downward once again.


When the doors of the elevator opened this time, he found himself standing in a desolate landscape filled with trash. His friends were dressed in rags, picking up the trash in old sacks. Confused, he found the devil and implored, “What happened? This is not the place I saw before!”


The devil grinned and said, “Yesterday we were recruiting. Today you’re on staff.”


Choices—life is all about them. We are the sum of the choices we make. We have to be thoughtful in our decisions. Make sure your boundaries are firm and that you know the expectations you have for yourself. And remember, you need to calm down and keep your pants on!









Mantra 2


IF IT’S WET AND
NOT YOURS,
DON’T TOUCH IT


Self-Control


As adults, life experience has taught us to grab hold of self-control faster than our children. When we finished college, my husband and I both spent time as classroom teachers. The story that created this chapter’s mantra came from an experience Bryan had while on recess duty one day. A child (an 11-year-old fifth-grade student, mind you) approached him, a pair of underwear dangling in his hand from an outstretched arm, and tried to hand the underwear off, saying, “I pooped in my pants. What do I do with them?” Adult Bryan had the discernment, of course, to know better than to actually accept that special package.


He sent the child off to the nurse’s office to have them deal with it. It was at that time that we decided to live by the rule “If it’s wet and not yours, don’t touch it.”


Curiosity may have killed the cat, but it is an important part of human purpose and meaning. Being curious keeps our minds fresh and active. Curiosity is wanting to know more, and acting on our curiosity helps us learn about the world around us. When there is a gap in our knowledge, our brains have a need to fill it. It’s amazing to watch children because they have so much to learn that they are constantly exploring the world around them. A great deal brings them awe and wonder. For this very reason, it is so important to give them the tools to find self-control and discipline as they learn.


Gaining self-control is managing one’s impulses, emotions, and behaviors. Helping train others in the skills self-control requires means building components that include confidence and calmness. Think about every hothead you know. They are typically quick to react and are often angry and frustrated. Let’s break down what it takes to avoid this behavior.




	
Trust: When we are in an environment where respect and trust are present, we feel confident. We are secure in our surroundings and know our needs will be met. When we have the security of trust in at least one other person, we have a safety net and exhibit rational behavior. Trust is not built out of simple statistical estimation of a person, but from emotion toward that person. A child does not firmly believe we are going to come home after work each day because we have done it before, but rather because they know we care about them and our household. They trust us to show up. This brings them confidence, which allows them to exhibit trustworthy, self-controlled behavior in return.


	
Motivation: If we can anticipate a positive experience—an achievement, a reward, an opportunity— as the outcome for our controlled and disciplined behavior, it’s much easier to choose to be rational and strategic. For example, in my family, we always made report card day into a “payday” for our kids. They received “raises” as they advanced through school. This financial motivation helped our kiddos develop the self-control to focus on homework and classwork. Over time, the habits of discipline and self-control were simply embedded in their academic behavior.


	
Practice: To gain the ability or skill to be really good at something—whether it’s a sport, an academic pursuit, or an artistic endeavor—takes repetition. We have to have the self-control to repeat the activity over and over again. I spent much of my teaching career as an English instructor and, therefore, a writing instructor. To create a quality paper for an A grade required the discipline of repetitive rewrites and edits. I was a stickler about this process with my students. Now, writing this book, I am experiencing again firsthand how discipline and practice help make a perfect product.


	
Role modeling: The most powerful training tool is modeling. We can read about how to do something. We can be told how to do something. Yet by far the most effective way to learn is to see and do. How many times have you done a quick YouTube search to watch how to fix or assemble a product because it is so much easier than following the instructions on the box? As leaders, we need to show our own self-control and discipline so others can learn from us and emulate our behaviors.


	
If-thens: This approach to problems is known as implementation intention. This is a process of thinking connecting behavior to desired results. For example, if you wake up and it’s snowing outside, then you know you must wear boots and a heavy coat when you leave the house. When faced with the need to exhibit calm and cool self-control, we need to have a planned discipline or strategy in place that will prevent erratic behavior. Even when a new and unexpected situation arises, we can default to a similar if-then statement as a tool and remain in control.





Limitations and Annual Passes


It’s been my observation as a mother and teacher that self-control is not so much a capacity of brain power as it is a matter of physical resources and energy. Think about it. When are you most likely to lose control and either find yourself reacting in anger or giving up on a task? It happens when you’re feeling exhaustion and mental fatigue. In a less effective mental and emotional state, self-control and discipline slip. When we are strong and on our game, self-control will allow us to establish boundaries before we are tapped out and it is too late.


There is a great little story of a man who observed a mom in the supermarket with her young daughter in the grocery cart. As they strolled down the cookie aisle, the child asked for a package of cookies, and her mother told her no. The little girl instantly began to whine and squeal, and the mother said quietly, “Come on, Laura, we just have half the store left to go through. Don’t get worked up. It won’t be much longer.”


The gentleman passed this mother and daughter once again in the candy section. Of course the little girl began to beg for candy, and when she was told she could not have any, she began to wail loudly. The mother said, “Stay calm, Laura. Only two more aisles to go, and we will be on our way home.”


As it happened, the man ended up behind this mother and daughter in line at the checkout, where all the impulse items at the register had grabbed the child’s attention. When she was told no again, the child hit tantrum mode, making quite the scene at the front of the store. The mother calmly said, “Laura, we’ll be all checked out in minutes, and you will be headed home for a nice quiet nap.”


The gentleman found he was parked next to the mother and daughter, and when loading his groceries, he stopped at the mother’s car and spoke to her to offer encouragement. “I just wanted to let you know I was impressed with how patient you were with little Laura.”
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