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Praise for Coaching Your Kids to Be Leaders

“In this important new book, Pat Williams accurately describes the keys to leadership, and provides a template to develop future leaders . . . This is required reading for anyone who hopes to guide their children and other young people in reaching their full potential as leaders.”

—Myles Brand, president, National Collegiate Athletic Association


“The future of America—and the world—depends on the next generation of leaders. By writing this book, Pat Williams has given us the ultimate guide to developing these future leaders. I was thrilled to have my thoughts included.”

—Robert L. Johnson, founder and CEO, Black Entertainment Television


“Pat Williams has done a marvelous job of teaching us how to coach our kids to be leaders. Every pastor, coach, teacher, and parent needs to read this book and apply its principles immediately.”

—Nick Saban, former head football coach, Louisiana State University, 2003 BCS National Champions


“Again, Pat hits the nail on the head. Leadership is going to be vital for our next generation, and Pat is giving us the tools to teach our children.” 

—Pat Riley, president, Miami Heat 


“This book is a must for parents who have an interest in their children. I am sure that will be all of you. It will give you all the answers.”

—Chuck Tanner, former manager, Pittsburgh Pirates, 1979 World Series Champions


“A book that is long overdue. This is powerful leadership information for every parent, teacher, and coach.”

—Jack Canfield, coauthor, Chicken Soup for the Soul Series 


“Pat Williams has done all of us a service with his fabulous new book—the stories and illustrations are superb. A powerful read for young and old alike.”

—Jerry Reinsdorf, chairman, Chicago White Sox and Chicago Bulls


“The term ‘leadership’ is one of the most complex in the English language. Business, education, and sports are all looking for leaders but coming up short. This book enters a whole new arena. Finding the reason why and starting the development at an early age—leadership can be taught. Read and share this information with your kids.”

—Chuck Daly, Hall of Fame basketball coach


“As a coach, I’ve been helping to develop leaders for over thirty years. Pat Williams’s new book is packed with powerful information on this important topic. I wish I could’ve read it at the start of my career.”

—Jim Calhoun, head basketball coach, University of Connecticut, 1999 and 2004 NCAA Champions


“With all the overwhelming choices kids have to make today . . . I am grateful Pat Williams wrote this book to give our youth specific direction on how to become a leader. COACHING YOUR KIDS TO BE LEADERS can serve as a ‘guidebook’ for parents and teachers interested in teaching children how to develop character by learning such things as honesty and integrity. This is a book with specific instruction based on true-life stories from successful, ethical leaders of today. If we can teach these basic principles, along with the Christian principles contained throughout the book . . . we will all look forward to a generation of great leaders!” 

—David A. Brandon, chairman and chief executive officer, Domino’s Pizza


“Anything and everything we can do to benefit our kids must have the highest priority. That’s why it’s so important that you read Pat Williams’s new book.”

—Tony La Russa, manager, St. Louis Cardinals


“Where will the next generation of leaders come from? That’s an extremely important question, and Pat Williams has tackled it head-on in this riveting new book. Please read it carefully and spread the word.”

—Doug DeVos, president, Alticor, Inc.


“Pat Williams brings to light the tremendous importance of coaching your kids to become future leaders of character. This insightful book will inspire you to see your children and your role as parent in a whole new way.”

—Larry Julian, author of God Is My CEO


“Pat Williams’s book is a must-read for every parent who wants their offspring to grow into solid citizenship and to have a positive influence on others. There is a great need for this kind of book in our unsettled world. Williams supports his main tenets on leadership development with interesting anecdotes from some of the foremost leaders in today’s multifaceted society. He writes in an easy-to-read and understandable manner. This book is a page-turner that the reader will linger over and savor as he finishes it.”

—Dr. Jack Ramsay, Hall of Fame basketball coach and ESPN broadcaster


“I’m excited about Pat Williams’s excellent new book on leadership. I believe leadership skills can be nurtured in youngsters, and Pat shows us how to fully develop their potential. I highly recommend COACHING YOUR KIDS TO BE LEADERS.”

—Mark Richt, head football coach, University of Georgia


“If you are looking for a clear, concise, practical book on leadership, you don’t have to look any further. I would encourage anyone who is willing to find insights into what it takes to become a leader to read COACHING YOUR KIDS TO BE LEADERS. This book covers the elementary disciplines in what it takes to excel as a leader, which include the biblical truths of servanthood, character, risk taking, and more. You’ll be referring to this book again and again for yourself and for those you will have the opportunity to mentor.”

—Dr. Charles F. Stanley, senior pastor, First Baptist Church, Atlanta 


“There seems to be very little originality these days—everyone seems to just follow along with the crowd. Pat Williams shows us how to motivate and equip our youth to be effective leaders.”

—Danny Wuerffel, 1996 Heisman Trophy winner and director of development, Desire St. Ministries





I dedicate this book to my friend Jay Strack, who helps train more young leaders than any person in the country.




Foreword

by John Wooden

John Wooden is the winningest coach in college basketball history. While at Purdue University in 1932, he was named College Player of the Year. He began his long, legendary career as head coach of the UCLA Bruins in 1948. Under his leadership, UCLA won ten national championships in twelve years, collecting 664 wins for a .804 average.

Named Coach of the Year six times, John Wooden doesn’t consider himself so much a coach as a teacher of leadership principles and character qualities. “I’m an English teacher at heart,” he told me. When I asked him when he retired from coaching, he replied, “I retired from teaching in 1975.”

Well, he may be officially retired—but I know for a fact that Coach Wooden is still teaching and still coaching, because I am one of his pupils.

—Pat Williams


I have been around young people my whole life. From coaching high school basketball players in Kentucky and Indiana to coaching college players at Indiana State and UCLA, I have had the privilege of working with some outstanding young leaders. One of the great thrills of my career has been to see so many of my players go on to become leaders in sports, business, government, the military, and the church.

I have always believed and taught that the game of basketball is of small importance compared with the totality of the life we live. The true importance of basketball is this: Every great virtue and principle that applies on the basketball court is completely transferable to everyday life. Whether in the sports arena, in the corner office, in the government office, on the battlefield, or in the pulpit, leadership is still leadership, character is character, and servanthood is servanthood.

For as long as I can remember, I have been a student of great leaders. I have analyzed the character qualities, skills, and attitudes needed to be a leader. The future of our nation and our world will be determined by the caliber of young leaders we are developing right now. Because nothing is more important than developing young leaders of vision, competence, and character, I believe that Coaching Your Kids to Be Leaders is an indispensable addition to your leadership library.

Pat and I have known each other for many years. While I was coaching at UCLA, he was in the NBA, working as general manager of the 76ers, the Bulls, the Hawks, and the Orlando Magic. I have long known him to be a serious student of leadership and a committed Christian.

I have truly come to know Pat as a friend in the past several years. He came to me and told me he wanted to write a book about my life and views called How to Be Like Coach. Well, I was flattered by his interest, of course, but the most satisfying outcome of all of this is that I have gotten to know Pat as a man of accomplishment, integrity, and faith.

He is a veteran of over forty years in professional sports and the father of nineteen children—four by birth, fourteen by international adoption, and one by remarriage. Both his career and his family life have been focused on the challenge of motivating and mentoring young people to become leaders. His credentials to write this book are impeccable.

When Pat asked me to contribute my stories and insights to this project, I responded immediately. I knew that this would be an important book. But I had no idea the depth and breadth of insight that would be collected in these pages until Pat sent me the completed manuscript.

In researching this book, Pat Williams has turned over every rock, interviewed some of the great leaders of our time, seeking stories and insights into how to identify, train, equip, mentor, and motivate young leaders. Pat has crafted a book that truly stands alone. He has exhaustively and intensively explored a topic that has long been neglected.

Pat has been a guest in my home on two occasions, and I always love to see him because he brings such energy and enthusiasm to everything he does. You’ll find that same energy crackling on every page of this book. Coaching Your Kids to Be Leaders is a joy to read, filled with powerful, insightful stories, and brimming with ideas and principles that you can instantly put to good use.

Whether you are a parent, teacher, coach, pastor, mentor, or youth worker, this book will change the way you look at the challenge of training young leaders—and it just might change your world.





Introduction

by Charles W. Colson

Chuck Colson is the founder of Prison Fellowship and the author of such books as Born Again, Loving God, and How Shall We Now Live? In 2001, he received the Mark O. Hatfield Leadership Award, honoring those who demonstrate uncommon leadership reflecting the values of Christian higher education.

He was special counsel to President Nixon from 1969 to 1973, and though he had no role in the Watergate break-in or cover-up, he admitted wrongdoing in the White House effort to discredit Daniel Ellsberg (who leaked the top-secret “Pentagon Papers”). For that, he served seven months in prison. Chuck’s fall from power had a profound effect on his life. He came to faith in Jesus Christ, and was transformed in his love for others, including his political enemies.

Chuck was moved by his prison experience to launch Prison Fellowship, an organization he oversees to this day. Prison Fellowship has had a profound impact on the lives of thousands of prisoners, their families, and society as a whole. He has devoted his post-Watergate life to Prison Fellowship. All of his book royalties go to support this ministry.

I asked Chuck Colson about the influences that shaped him as a leader. His responses were so instructive that I asked him to turn his thoughts into an introduction for this book, and he graciously consented.

—Pat Williams


It was quite a journey from my boyhood in Boston to the White House in Washington to a federal prison in Alabama. Along the way, I have learned many profound lessons about leadership—what leadership consists of, how it is developed, and how it should be used.

The first person to encourage me to develop my leadership capacity was my dad. He taught me to work hard, set goals, get out front, and lead. I was also influenced by a teacher in prep school who continually encouraged me while I was on the debating team. I didn’t know I had any ability as a public speaker until I went out for debating (at my dad’s urging). As I gained experience, my confidence grew, and I became a pretty good debater.

In prep school, I was turned down for a position on the school magazine, so I started a campus newspaper to compete with the magazine. Within a few months, the newspaper’s readership surpassed that of the school magazine. Before the year was out, the magazine absorbed the newspaper and made me editor. At the time, I didn’t think of what I was doing as leadership. I simply set out to do what needed to be done. I recruited people to help, and we got it done together. Looking back, I realize that it was my first real leadership role.

After graduating with honors from Brown University, I joined the Marine Corps. It was in the Corps that I first became a serious student of leadership. The Marines taught me the fundamental principles of leadership, and those lessons have guided me in every role I’ve held ever since. I would recommend the Corps to any young person who seeks to become a leader, and who thinks he or she is good enough to enlist.

My Marine officers continually challenged me to work harder and expect more of myself. One night on the obstacle course, I almost passed out while running three miles with a full eighty-pound pack. One of the majors in charge of the course (who was heavily decorated and just back from Korea) found me exhausted on the ground, wracked with nausea. He stood over me and barked, “Colson, if you’re not good enough, we’ll get somebody else to carry your pack.” I was so infuriated I jumped up and ran another two miles to the barracks.

In the Marines, I learned that an authentic leader achieves objectives through people by becoming their servant. Servanthood, in the Marines, is the essence of leadership. In the field, Marine officers always feed their troops first—they never eat until every one of their men has been fed. I was commissioned as a lieutenant during the Korean War, and I felt an enormous responsibility for men that I would lead into battle.

In the years since I became a Christian, I have been amazed to discover that most of the leadership principles I learned in the Marine Corps are actually biblical principles. In 2 Samuel 23, David, the great warrior-king, was in the cave stronghold of Adullam with his soldiers and the Philistine forces were encamped in the valley near Bethlehem. David’s forces had run out of water, and he was thirsty. Three of his men heard him complain of thirst, so they broke through the Philistine lines at great personal risk and drew water from a well outside of Bethlehem.

When the men brought the water back to David, he poured the water out on the ground, saying, “Is it not the blood of men who went at the risk of their lives?” He wanted his men to know that their safety meant far more to him than his thirst or his comfort.

The Bible is filled with examples of leaders who led through servanthood. My favorite example is the story in 2 Kings 6, when the prophet Elisha was besieged by the army of the Arameans. Elisha’s servant rose up early in the morning and saw that he and the prophet were surrounded by an army with horses and chariots. The servant despaired, but Elisha calmly replied, “Don’t be afraid. Those who are with us are more than those who are with them.”

Then the prophet prayed, “O Lord, open his eyes so he may see.” And God opened the servant’s eyes, and the man saw that the hills were filled with the horses and fiery chariots of the army of the Lord. God’s army far outnumbered the army of the king of Aram. Elisha saw what his servant couldn’t see because Elisha was a prophet, a man of vision.

As Pat Williams makes clear in this book, vision is the first key to authentic leadership. Leaders must be able to see what others do not see, then have the courage and boldness to lead others to act upon that vision. Wherever you find enduring and momentous accomplishments in history, you will find a man or woman of vision—a leader with the courage to call others to a cause that changes the course of history.

After the Korean War, I returned to civilian life, earned a doctorate in law, and opened a successful law firm. I got involved in politics and became the youngest administrative assistant in the U.S. Senate. When I was thirty-nine years old, President Nixon asked me to serve in the White House.

Every day, I worked with the most powerful leaders on the planet. Dr. Henry Kissinger began each of his national security briefings with the words, “The decisions we make today will change the course of human history.” We believed those words. We were convinced that we were going to change the world.

That, of course, was before Watergate.

Looking back, I can see that all of the splendid leadership ability in the Nixon White House did not really change the history of humanity—certainly not in the way we had hoped. Even with all of the resources of the most powerful nation on earth, we failed to improve the way people lived their lives. It was a bitter lesson.

I believe that we in the Nixon White House failed in our mission because many of us—myself included—misunderstood the true nature and purpose of leadership. We thought that leadership was about power. In reality, leadership is about such issues as vision, servanthood, integrity, and character—the very issues that Pat Williams has been exploring in this book.

As the Watergate scandal unfolded, I went to prison, where I received some startling and unexpected lessons in leadership. I became involved in a prayer group—a group that consisted of a couple of drug dealers, a stock swindler, a car thief, and a former White House official. We went to our knees together and asked to be led by the Carpenter from Nazareth, just as He led the Twelve.

Today, I thank God for that prison and for those fellow prisoners who led me into a deeper understanding of what it means to follow Jesus Christ. I thank God that I was humbled and stripped of power, so that I could learn lessons in leadership from the greatest Leader who ever led. Perhaps the most important leadership lesson I learned is that Jesus led by serving.

There is no more effective leadership model than the model of a servant. There is no more rewarding way to live than to lead by serving others. When the end of life approaches, the most rewarding memories you will have are of those times when God has used you to touch the lives of others.

This is the heart of authentic leadership. This is the message we must teach to those young people who will be tomorrow’s leaders: True meaning and joy in life are found through following in the footsteps of the Carpenter, through putting ourselves second and others first.

A leader is, above all, a servant.




PART I


To Build Leaders, start Early
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Urgently Needed: Young Leaders

I was a young leader, but I didn’t know it.

When I was in high school, sports was my passion. I played quarterback on the football team—a leadership position. I played point guard on the basketball team—a leadership position. I played catcher on the baseball team—a leadership position. But during those years that I was busy being a leader at my high school, I never thought about what it meant to be a leader. What’s more, no adult ever mentored, taught, or coached me in the practice and principles of leadership.

After high school, I went to college at Wake Forest University in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. At the start of my junior year, I was tossed headfirst into an experience that galvanized me as a leader. It occurred in November 1960, and it had to do with a basketball game.

In those days, freshmen were not eligible for the varsity basketball team, so every November there would be a big game in which the freshman team would play the varsity team. The game, held in the Coliseum in Winston-Salem, was open to the public.

Five days before the game, Jerry Steele, the president of the Monogram Club, our lettermen’s organization, came to me and said, “Williams, we’ve got to put this game on and you’re in charge.”

“In charge of what?”

“In charge of everything,” he said. And he meant that literally. Even though the game was just five days away, nobody had done one thing to make it happen.

I opened my mouth to argue—then I shut it. Jerry Steele was a six-foot eight-inch, 240-pound basketball player, all of which added up to a very persuasive personality. So I agreed to be volunteered.

I spent the next five days putting together a basketball show for the whole community. I worked on various promotions and got the publicity information to the local radio and TV stations and the newspapers. I planned a halftime show and brought in a band from a local high school. I auditioned a singer for the national anthem. I located a color guard for the start of the game. I brought in cheerleaders. I printed and sold the tickets. In short, I was doing the same things I would later do as an NBA executive. It was on-the-job leadership training.

The job was far too big for one guy, so I learned very quickly the importance of delegating. I grabbed volunteers (not all of them willing!) wherever I could find them. I buttonholed and recruited; I wheeled and dealed; I became a leader!

How did it come off? I remember that game as if it was yesterday. Everything happened right on schedule, and everybody had a great time. When it was over, I was walking two inches off the ground. I was so pleased with myself that my grin barely fit on my face. It was one of the most satisfying and energizing experiences of my life. I received accolades from the athletics director, the students, the players, the coach, and people in the community.

That night, as I went to bed, I realized something I had never known before: I was a leader!


The Seven Keys to Unlocking Leadership Potential

Looking back, I see that this one event opened the door for every other leadership role I’ve held during these past forty-odd years. Everything I’ve done as a leader, as a promoter, as a general manager, as a sports executive, had its genesis in that one event. Jerry Steele tossed me that responsibility as if it was a live grenade. He thought he was giving me a job nobody else would want, nobody else would take. But I passed the test. Little did Jerry realize that he had a big hand in launching my career as a leader.

In the years since then, I have become fascinated with the subject of leadership. Some of the most effective and influential leaders in the world of sports and the world of business, including baseball executive and promoter Bill Veeck, Philadelphia Phillies owner Bob Carpenter, and Orlando Magic owner Rich DeVos, have instructed and mentored me. Other leaders who have had a big influence on my life include businessman and minor-league baseball owner R. E. Littlejohn; former major league catcher and Miami Marlins manager Andy Seminick (I caught for the minor-league Marlins in 1962–63); my college baseball coach, Jack Stallings; my high school football coach, Bob DeGroat; and my high school baseball coach (who was also a former Phillies farmhand), Peanuts Riley. These leaders and mentors not only modeled leadership in my life, but they also set a high bar for me to live up to. I wanted them to be proud of me and pleased with my work. They motivated me to be a leader.

Finally, I distilled everything I had learned about leadership in a book called The Paradox of Power, which was published in the fall of 2002 by Warner Books. This book had quite an impact, and I received literally hundreds of letters from readers who were excited about the concepts and principles in that book. After the book had been out for a few months, I received a call from my publisher at Warner, Rolf Zettersten. “Pat,” he said, “I’ve just come from an editorial meeting, and we have an idea for a book we’d like you to write.”

Well, that was something new in my experience! Usually, I came up with book ideas and tried to find a publisher who would agree to publish them. Here was my publisher coming to me with a book idea!

“This book would be a natural follow-up to The Paradox of Power,” Rolf continued. “Pat, what’s the number one desire of every parent for his or her children? What’s the number one desire of every teacher, coach, pastor, and youth worker concerning the young people they are guiding and mentoring?”

Well, I am the father of nineteen children (four by birth, fourteen by international adoption, and one by remarriage), and the first answer that came to mind was that they stay out of trouble! But I knew that Rolf was getting at something much deeper than that.

“I know,” I said. “Our number one desire is that they become leaders.”

“Precisely,” Rolf said. “We thought that with all the young people you have raised in your home, and with all the study you have put into the issue of leadership, you would be uniquely qualified to write a book on how to develop leadership skills in young people.”

I thought, Wow! Does this idea hit me where I live or what? Developing young leaders has been one of my top goals, not only as a parent nineteen times over, but as a sports manager, a speaker, and a volunteer in my church. What’s more, in my travels across the country, I have sensed a hunger throughout our society for fresh insights into the challenge of training and motivating young people to be leaders.

My next question was: Where would these fresh insights come from? The answer came to me in a flash: from leaders themselves. I realized that to write this book, I needed to chase down hundreds of leaders and distill the best of those stories into this book. I was convinced that the essential principles of training and motivating young leaders would emerge from those hundreds of interviews—and I was right.

I spent twelve months sending out letters and making phone calls, gathering stories, insights, and ideas from leaders around the country. I sent out more than a thousand questionnaires to leaders in every walk of life—business, sports, government, the military, education, religion, and on and on. A friend of mine, author-journalist Larry Guest, calls me “the Prince of Overkill,” and I am—I can’t help myself. Once I started collecting ideas and stories from the first wave of respondents, I got so excited about what I was reading that I had to send out more and more questionnaires. When the smoke had cleared, I had mailed more than nine thousand questionnaires.

Before I was finished, I had received stories and insights from more than eight hundred leaders, from Florida’s Governor Jeb Bush to Democratic presidential nominee George McGovern to San Antonio Spurs head coach Gregg Popovich to leadership guru John Maxwell. While answers to my questionnaires were still pouring in, I saw patterns and trends emerging. Many of these leaders had youthful experiences and influences in common. Many talked about the same components of authentic leadership. Though their stories were different, the principles for inspiring, instructing, and motivating young leaders were the same. So I got together with my writing partner, Jim Denney, and we hammered out the structure for this book—a structure that was based entirely on the results of this research, not on any preconceived notions.

In short, this book was written in the trenches. It comes straight from the real-life experiences of real leaders. So you can be sure that these insights are true and these principles work. If you apply these insights and principles to your relationships with young leaders, you will see results in young lives.

At the beginning of this project, I suspected that the same seven principles of leadership that formed the basis of my previous book, The Paradox of Power, would apply to the challenge of training and motivating young leaders. My research confirmed this to be true. The essential principles of leadership do not change, whether they are practiced in the Oval Office, the corner office, or the office of the sophomore class president at Herbert Hoover High.

The essence of a leader is embodied in these seven keys to unlocking leadership potential. It is up to us as parents, coaches, teachers, pastors, youth group advisors, and mentors to inspire and motivate young leaders to build these seven qualities into their lives. The seven qualities of effective leaders are:


1. Vision. Every leader, young or old, must have a vision. A vision defines what success looks like. The leader and the entire team compete for, struggle for, and sacrifice for a vision. We must learn how to challenge and inspire young people to become young visionaries.

2. Communication. Every leader must be able to communicate the vision to the entire team—and must do so effectively and persuasively so that all the team members will buy into it. We need to give young people opportunities to build their communication skills—and their confidence.

3. People skills. Whether young or old, leaders must know how to motivate people, resolve conflicts, listen, acknowledge, affirm, praise, and build community. In other words, leaders need people skills—the ability to work effectively with people in order to inspire them to achieve a goal.

4. Character. People admire and follow leaders who exhibit genuine character. As John Maxwell observed, “People buy into the leader before they buy into the leader’s vision.” So young leaders need to build good character traits into their lives, including a strong work ethic, humility, honesty, integrity, personal responsibility, social responsibility, self-discipline, courage, kindness, fairness, tolerance, and respect for others.

5. Competence. Notice that the first seven letters of competence are c-o-m-p-e-t-e. A group or team with a competent leader can compete and win. Competence comes from having experience (a proven track record), learning how to delegate, and approaching every task with a commitment to excellence.

6. Boldness. It’s fourth-and-one, and you’re forty yards from the goal line. Do you gather up your courage and reach for one more hard-fought yard—or do you punt? To become leaders, young people must learn how to overcome shyness, timidity, and a tendency to play it safe. Without risk, there is no adventure. You can’t be a leader without boldness.

7. Servanthood. True leadership is not about being “the boss” but about being a servant. Young people need to be mentored, inspired, and challenged to see their leadership roles not as opportunities to expand their egos, but as opportunities to serve others and God.


These seven qualities provide a solid foundation for any leader, young or old. They are the foundation of this book.


Why We Need Leaders

We live in an increasingly dangerous world—a world that often seems to be drifting toward a dark and uncertain future. Our civilization seems hemmed in on every side by the threat of economic catastrophe, ecological destruction, racial and ethnic clashes, religious warfare, nuclear, biological, and chemical terror, cyber attacks, social and political instability, poverty, urban blight, crime, drugs, alcoholism, ignorance and illiteracy, population pressure, and unknown threats from emerging technologies.

“If today’s kids do not become leaders, where does society go?” asked Dr. Larry McCarthy, associate professor at the Stillman School of Business Management, Seton Hall University. “We constantly need to replenish the world’s coterie of leaders. The current leaders move on, move up, or die off, yet the world’s problems continue to grow. Where do we turn, then, if we have no new generation of leaders ready to step up to the challenges of our world?”

My friend Jay Strack, president of Student Leadership University, is America’s number one authority on developing young leaders. “We have been hit between the eyes as parents, educators, and coaches,” he said, “with the fact that our kids are woefully unprepared to deal with real life. Corporations are spending millions of dollars training young people how to lead. It’s a huge industry. Our universities and the military are realizing that the young people who stream into their halls and barracks are not well prepared to lead. We have produced a generation that is neither deep nor wide in leadership ability. Many parents are beginning to realize just how ill-prepared their kids are to face life’s challenges and make good decisions.”

Let me tell you about a young leader named Danny Rohrbough. Danny was fifteen years old, a high school freshman who loved computers, stereos, and big-screen TVs. He often helped out his dad in the family electronics business. He eagerly looked forward to getting his driver’s permit.

On one warm spring day, Danny Rohrbough and more than four hundred of his fellow students were eating lunch in the high school cafeteria. Suddenly, the students were startled by the sound of gunfire just outside the building. Two male students in black trench coats were stalking the grounds, guns raised, firing at students. They killed a seventeen-year-old girl who was eating her lunch. Then they shot a young man sitting next to her eight times, leaving him alive but permanently paralyzed.

The two killers then went down some stairs and entered the cafeteria. When the students in the cafeteria saw the armed boys, they fled. The killers tried to detonate some butane-powered bombs in the cafeteria, but they failed to explode.

Danny Rohrbough was in the crowd of students who made it out of the cafeteria, running for safety. But unlike the other students, Danny stopped, went back, and held the door open so that his fellow students could get out of the cafeteria faster. He stood there holding the door until one of the two killers saw him, took aim, and shot him three times. Danny staggered a few steps down the walk, then stumbled and fell.

He died on the sidewalk, just a few steps from safety.

The gunfire and screams continued. The gunmen killed twelve students and a teacher that day. It was Tuesday, April 20, 1999, and the school was Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado.

Several days later, Danny Rohrbough was remembered at his funeral as both a leader and a servant, a young man who held the door open, showing his fellow students the way to life and safety and a future. He laid down his life for his friends. The minister at his funeral said, “Danny might have lived if he had made a different choice. Yet he chose to stand and hold the door so that others might make it to safety. They made it. Danny didn’t.”

A high school senior named Nick also spoke at the funeral. He said, “I never knew Danny, but I wish I had. I owe him everything.” Then, his voice choking, he raised his eyes toward the rafters and added, “Thank you for saving my life.”

Danny Rohrbough could have chosen safety. He chose leadership instead. He demonstrated boldness, character, and a servant’s heart. He held the door so that others could walk through and live.

The world is a dangerous place. That is why we need more young people like Danny Rohrbough. The world needs young people who are willing to lead, willing to serve their generation, willing to boldly stand at the crossroads of history and hold open the door to the future.

That is the challenge before us. As parents, coaches, teachers, and mentors, we have the task of inspiring and motivating a generation to take Danny Rohrbough’s place at the door so that they can lead our world to hope, to life, to the future.

So turn the page with me. Let’s learn together how to change our world by changing lives. Let’s discover what it means to coach our kids to be leaders.
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Leadership Training Starts at Home

My seventeen-year-old son, Alan, is the youngest of our nineteen kids. Born in Brazil, Alan attends a Christian high school in the Orlando area. He’s a terrific kid—friendly, outgoing, and good-natured. He has only one problem, but it’s a biggie: Alan is a cutup, a disrupter. He doesn’t mean to cause problems—he just can’t seem to help himself. It’s a good week if I get just three phone calls from the school about his behavior.

Again and again, I have had to sit him down and say, “Alan, you need to be a leader. Your teachers and your principal tell me that you have leadership potential, and I know you have leadership potential. We all want you to be a leader, and we know you can do it.”

“But,” Alan invariably replied, “I don’t want to be a leader.”

I don’t have to ask him why he doesn’t because the reason is obvious: A leader can’t be a cutup. A leader has to set a good example for the other young people in the class. A leader has to lead all the time, not just when he feels like it.

Just when I was beginning to think I would never get through to him, something changed. Alan came home from school with exciting news—so exciting that he looked as if he was about to burst. “Guess what?” he said. “My coach wants me to be the captain of the basketball team!”

“Wow!” I said. “That’s terrific, Alan! Congratulations! I’m proud of you! Hey, do you know what this means?”

Alan looked at me with startled eyes. “No. What does it mean?”

“What do you have to do to be the captain of the team?” I asked.

He gulped. “You mean, I have to lead?”

“That’s right,” I said.

In a high, stunned voice he said, “You mean, I’m a leader?”

I said, “That’s right, Alan. You’re a leader.”

Amazed, he repeated it to himself: “I’m a leader!”

I can’t say that the calls from school have stopped altogether, but I have definitely seen a change in Alan. He has truly grown into this big, new leadership role his coach has given him—and he likes it. He is getting accolades and affirmation that he never got before as a cutup and a disrupter—and he likes all of that, too.

Leadership training begins at home. Though every youngster needs many leadership trainers, including teachers, coaches, mentors, Sunday school teachers, and youth group advisors, the earliest and most influential leadership training comes from Mom and Dad.


Preparing Kids for a Life of Leadership

John Maxwell’s name is synonymous with leadership. The author of more than twenty books, including the New York Times best-seller The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership, John has devoted most of his life to researching and proclaiming leadership principles through writing and speaking. Born in Ohio, the son of a pastor, John decided at the tender age of three that he wanted to be a pastor like his father. At seventeen, he began his preparation for ministry at the Circleville (Ohio) Bible College.

John began his ministry at a tiny rural church in Indiana, and he went on to serve other, larger churches. Along the way, he became fascinated with how leaders lead—what are the ingredients of leadership, how one learns to become a leader, and so forth. In 1985, John founded an organization called The INJOY Group, devoted to the study and dissemination of leadership principles. In 1995, he resigned as pastor of a church that had tripled in size under his leadership, and he devoted himself full-time to INJOY. Today, he reaches and teaches millions of people every year through his books, audio and video products, and personal appearances.

I asked John Maxwell about the source of his fascination with leadership. “My parents,” he replied. “I learned about leadership in the home. My father believed in personal growth. He practiced personal growth and leadership on a daily basis, and he planned and taught personal growth and leadership for my brother, my sister, and me.

“When we were little, Mom and Dad read to us constantly. As we got older, we read a lot. At each stage of our development, my parents introduced us to new books. By the time I was in the third grade, I was required to read for thirty minutes every day. At first, I read stories from the Bible. But as I grew, my parents gave me other books to read, such as The Power of Positive Thinking by Norman Vincent Peale and How to Win Friends and Influence People by Dale Carnegie.

“My parents picked the books, and they paid me part of my allowance to read them. Each night at dinner during our family time, we discussed our reading. We were encouraged to share not only the facts that we had learned but also our opinions. As we got older, we were allowed to pick some of our own books to read with Dad’s approval. I read every weekday until I graduated from high school.”

Candace Long is a singer, songwriter, producer, entrepreneur, advertising executive, and playwright (author of the original musical A Time to Dance). She is also a once-divorced, once-widowed mom. To sum it all up, Candace Long is a leader. She has been a leading force in the entertainment industry for creating more behind-the-camera jobs for women. In 1993, she founded Quadra Entertainment, a company with a mission to create film and television scripts that emphasize roles for women.

Candace told me, “My parents always instilled in me the notion that I could do anything I set out to do. Their affirmation and confidence in me were the keys to developing my own confidence. My peers recognized that I didn’t follow the crowd easily—I liked to chart my own course. When I was young, I noticed that my siblings and younger cousins always looked to me to lead them in activities. Throughout school, I was called on because I had a great sense of responsibility and a conscientious approach to life.

“I wasn’t so much a take-charge, follow-me sort of leader. My temperament, which is more understated, takes a while to be noticed. But once it is, people have always looked to me for leadership.”

As a parent, Candace Long is encouraging the leadership qualities of her son. “My son has an assertive personality, which is a good quality in a leader,” she explained. “But like most personality traits, that assertiveness can have its downside. I have tried to affirm his God-given leadership gifts while also encouraging him to be sensitive to others. More than anything, I have prayed for him and I’ve encouraged him to read good books. After he read Dale Carnegie’s classic How to Win Friends and Influence People, he said, ‘Mom, this is the best book I’ve ever read!’

“My son strayed away from his leadership goals for a while when he was in high school. It was a tough time for me and for him—I went through both a divorce and widowhood in the space of a few years. The hurt of those experiences left their mark on him. But with time and prayer, he has been turning around and renewing his interest in becoming a leader. It’s a thrill to watch his leadership knowledge and confidence grow.”

During the writing of this book, I had the opportunity to sit down with Ericka Dunlap, Miss America of 2004 and a former Miss Florida. The subject of our conversation: parents and young leaders. “My parents were the key to my leadership position,” Ericka said. “They were supportive of me as a young girl. I entered my first pageant when I was six. My mom encouraged me but never pushed me. I played soccer in seventh grade and I wasn’t any good, but my mom was there to support me all the way.

“These days, I meet a lot of kids who say, ‘Ericka, my parents don’t come to my games or activities. They’re real busy, and they don’t have time for my events.’ Kids take away a message that other pursuits and activities are more important than that recital or concert or Little League game. Kids need to know they are number one on their parents’ list of priorities. It’s vital that parents know what their children are doing, and that they are actively involved in their kids’ lives. When kids know their parents care, their confidence and self-esteem soar.”

You may be thinking, I don’t have time to go to all my kids’ activities! Pat, you just don’t know what it’s like having this many kids! Well, how many kids are we talking about? A pair? Two pair? Three of a kind? I’ll bet my full house beats anything you’ve got.

You see, in the Williamses’ household, we have nineteen kids, so I’ve been to a lot of games, recitals, and pageants. In fact, I’m willing to bet I’ve seen more youth sporting events than any other dad in history. Most of my kids are grown now, but from 1980 to 1998, it seemed that about half my waking hours were spent on the bleachers at Little League games. Every morning at breakfast I’d hear the same question: “Dad, are you coming to my game tonight?” If I can do it, you can do it.

There is an ancient biblical admonition: “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it” (Prov. 22:6). In other words, training must start early. If you want to raise young people to be leaders, you must begin teaching and modeling leadership from the very earliest years of their lives.


The Making of a “Renaissance Jock”

My parents began preparing me for the leadership life I now lead from my very earliest years. My dad, Jim Williams, gave me my first baseball glove when I was three years old. He took me to my first big-league game in 1947 when I was seven years old—the Philadelphia Athletics hosting the Cleveland Indians in a doubleheader at Shibe Park. I gobbled down hot dogs and yelled my head off and had a great time. That day, I was hooked on sports for life. I left that park with a vision of a life in sports.

Throughout my boyhood, I hardly went anywhere without a bat, ball, and two baseball gloves. Why two gloves? Because I might run into a kid who didn’t have his glove with him. Wherever I went, I wanted to be prepared for a game of catch.

I marked off my strike zone with tape on the full-length mirror in my room, and I practiced my swing in front of that mirror. Once, my dog got in the way of my swing, and I cracked him in the head with the bat! Poor Happy was never quite the same after that.

Mom and Dad were baseball fans. If I wasn’t playing catch with Dad, then my mother, Ellen Williams, filled in. I had set up two rocks in the front yard, one for the pitcher’s mound, the other for home plate. One day when I was seven, I was practicing pitching with my mom. I was at the pitching rock, and Mom was in her batting stance at the home plate rock. I unleashed my fastball, and Mom swung the bat, connecting with a loud crack. She lined it straight back at me, nailing me square in the eye. I hit the ground as if I’d been shot. Everything went black.

Well, Mom thought she had killed me, but I recovered. Years later, I kidded her and said, “I should have gotten back on my feet and thrown you a brushback pitch. You were really crowding the plate!” But it wasn’t funny that day. I ended up with a black eye and a splitting headache.

The important thing is that Mom and Dad encouraged my mania for sports—and sports provided many opportunities for young people to learn the fundamentals of leadership. Mom and Dad used my passion for sports as a way of teaching me all sorts of life lessons. My dad was a teacher and coach at a private all-grade school. Some of my earliest memories were of being around my dad in the locker room or on the bench by the field. I watched him coach, I listened to his motivational speeches, and I absorbed his values and his leadership example. My mom talked sports with me, played catch with me in the yard, and used those times to teach me lessons about life.

Through sports, I first learned (in a rudimentary way) about the seven keys of leadership. I gained a sense of what it means to have a vision for the future. Coaches give their teams a vision of winning games and celebrating championship seasons. I learned the importance of communication with your teammates and the value of good people skills—skills for resolving conflicts and building team spirit.

Through sports, I learned about character qualities that build trust and instill confidence—a strong work ethic, a humble spirit, a commitment to honesty and integrity, and more. I learned the importance of competence (the ability to compete and complete tasks with excellence) and boldness (the willingness to take risks in order to succeed). Most of all, my early involvement in team sports taught me the power of an attitude of servanthood—success takes place not as we feed our egos, but as we put the good of the team above ourselves and willingly serve one another on the team.

I even learned how to read and do arithmetic from baseball. I practically inhaled the sports pages of the New York Times. I learned math by checking the box scores, keeping tabs on batting averages, and studying the won-lost columns. I also devoured the stats and player bios printed on the backs of baseball cards.

But my parents didn’t want to raise a sports geek. They wanted me to be a well-rounded human being—and they wanted me to be a leader in any arena of life I would ever be involved in. Mom exposed me to many positive influences, from Scouting to the arts. Mom often took my sisters and me to New York and Philadelphia to visit museums, attend concerts, go to the zoo, and watch Broadway shows. I didn’t have a lick of musical talent, but to this day, I can enjoy and intelligently discuss everything from Gilbert and Sullivan to the whole Broadway scene. My friend Jerry Jenkins once called me a “renaissance jock,” and I think that’s a good description of the well-rounded way my parents raised me.

Mom was a fanatic about reading, and I vividly recall sitting with her while she read aloud to me when I was a little boy. I’ve been a compulsive reader ever since. In fact, I would say that my entire life has been shaped by good books. The power of a book is amazing. When you open a book, you open the mind and heart of another human being, and you can’t help being changed by the encounter.

My life was changed at the age of seven by one of the first books I ever read, Pop Warner’s Book for Boys, a book my dad gave me. It was filled with advice for young athletes: caring for your body, maintaining a winner’s attitude, playing the game of football, and being a team leader. I found it to be not only a great book about the game of football, but also a foundational book about the game of life. The lessons I learned from that book at such an early age continue to reverberate in my life.

Leaders are readers. A young person who doesn’t read can’t truly lead. As parents, we have a duty to our kids to model and teach good reading habits.


Parents: A Child’s First Teachers, Mentors, and Coaches

My mom and dad were leaders.

Soon after my dad’s return from World War II, my parents were expecting their fourth child. I already had two sisters, so I was praying for a brother. But on a cold and snowy day in February 1947, a third girl was born to our family. Her name was Mary Ellen.

It was immediately obvious to the doctors and my parents that something was wrong with Mary Ellen. She was born mentally retarded due to a condition then called mongoloidism. Today this condition is called Down’s syndrome, and we know that it is caused by an irregular number of chromosomes. In the 1940s and 1950s, families with a mentally retarded child felt stigmatized. It was as if the parents had somehow failed in the biological process.

At that time, there was very little help for families like ours. There were no counselors or agencies to offer support and information. Very little research was being done about the medical and social issues of kids with special needs.

But as I look back, I realize that my mom and dad led the way. They got out in front of this issue and began fund-raising and educating the community about the problems faced by kids who had mental retardation. They talked about the issue in media interviews. My dad, with the help of Phillies owner Bob Carpenter, started the Delaware All-Star High School Football Game to raise funds for research. The first game was held in 1956, and to this day, almost fifty years later, the event (now called the Blue-Gold Game) is held annually to benefit the Delaware Foundation for Retarded Children.

My mom continued to be active in mental health causes well into her eighties, as well as be a leader in her church. Mom and Dad were leaders in the Democratic Party in Delaware. I remember how they walked the precincts for Adlai Stevenson in 1952 and 1956. Throughout my boyhood, our house was a beehive of leadership activity and a home to committee meetings, board meetings, and planning sessions for the various causes that my parents supported.

My parents, Jim and Ellen Williams, continually practiced leadership. Their example established in my mind the notion that leadership is simply something that we do. It is expected. It is a part of our lives. Mom and Dad didn’t spend much time preaching leadership to me—they were too busy doing it. So I absorbed their example, and leadership became a natural part of my life.

How important are parents (or early caregivers) in preparing young people to become leaders? When we look closely at the early lives of leaders, we find that the influence of parents is indispensable to children’s understanding of the leadership role. Children look up to their parents as their primary examples and role models. Children want to please their parents and win their approval.

When we have children under our care, their minds, emotions, and futures are entrusted to us. It’s a heavy responsibility. Our influence on them from their earliest years will shape the course of their entire lives.

I asked leaders from the business, sports, education, and organizational arenas to share with me their stories and insights about how their parents prepared them to lead, and how they are preparing their own children to lead. Here are some of those stories and insights:

General Tommy Franks, who led our armed forces in Iraq in 2003, told me that his father taught him by example. “My dad was a quiet, thoughtful man,” he said, “barely a high school graduate. We lived in a trailer house, and my dad was a mechanic who worked six days a week. He never had a rocking chair on his front porch. My dad’s main message to me was this: ‘You do what you want to do.’ I learned from my dad that you don’t need to talk a lot to lead. We would go quail hunting out in West Texas when I was a kid. It would be December and January, and the cold wind was whipping around wildly. My dad would be the first one out of the truck, maybe fifteen different times, and everyone else would follow him.”

Cameron Strang, a young publishing executive in Orlando, told me that “leadership skills are instilled, not inherited. It starts with your parents. My mom and dad encouraged me to take risks and not to be afraid of failure. I want to pass along the same philosophy to my children.”

Former Phillies pitcher Dickie Noles was my teammate at a recent Phillies Dream Week event in Clearwater, Florida. If you don’t know what Dream Week is all about, sportswriter Bob Andelman described it as a place where “up to a hundred doctors, lawyers, entrepreneurs, and lifelong fans with an average age of forty-two pay $3,300 each to spend seven days in the presence of aging baseball stars, playing ball, over-using dormant muscles, and chortling over endless bawdy stories and tall tales.” Well, I don’t go in much for bawdy stories, so Dickie and I just sat on the bench for a while and talked about kids and leadership.

“Setting the right example is the key to developing young leaders,” Dickie said. “I have twin boys who are now fifteen, and they are pretty good athletes. Whenever I hear a coach or some other parent tell me that my boys are respectful and well behaved, I feel like I am doing my job. Those two boys are not mine—they belong to God. I believe that God has entrusted them to me until they are old enough to make it on their own. For the time I have them with me, I’m responsible for teaching them everything I can about how to live a successful, effective life. How I model leadership to them now will largely determine how well they will do in life.”

B. J. Armstrong, a former NBA guard, told me, “As a leader, you can only give to others what’s been given to you. If you have seen examples of leadership, you can then give it to others. My parents did that for me.”

Matt Guokas, broadcaster and former head coach of the Orlando Magic, recalls that his dad was a role model, both as a basketball player and as a great human being. “My dad, Matt Guokas, Sr., was a former player with the Philadelphia Warriors,” he told me. “He would show up at our practices and games, and he’d talk to the team and show us the proper way to play. I looked up to him and wanted to be like my dad. As a result of an automobile accident, he had an artificial leg, but he used it to his advantage in coaching us kids. He’d be at the practices and be the permanent center. He’d give us his fancy passes, always feeding us the ball, never taking a shot himself, so that we would learn about ball movement, court awareness, shooting, and teamwork.”

Bill Bradley is a former basketball star who went on to become a United States senator. When he was growing up in Crystal City, Missouri, his parents gave him the strength to not be influenced by the crowd. “In fact,” he told me, “I would go against what the crowd wanted and just say no. Pretty soon they would be following me. My parents had created the context in which I could say no.

“One summer as a teenager, I played baseball for an American Legion team. We were in a tournament down in the boot heel of Missouri, and we stopped at a restaurant. There were a couple of black players on the team, and the restaurant refused to serve them. I stood up and said, ‘Let’s get out of here.’ Everyone followed me out the front door.”

Dick Vermeil, head coach of the Kansas City Chiefs, said, “My dad ran a garage that was twenty-five yards from our house. I couldn’t get away from his presence. I was constantly aware that he was evaluating my conduct—though not in an overbearing or overly critical way. I knew that he had certain expectations of me and he wanted me to grow up to become a certain kind of person. He would often praise something I did, and it was exhilarating to get that positive comment from him. Whenever I’d leave the house, he’d say, ‘Remember, you’re a Vermeil, so live up to it.’ That was Dad’s way of giving me a standard of integrity to aspire to, and it gave me a strong sense of responsibility and accountability for my actions.”

Matt Certo is the president and cofounder of WebSolvers, Inc., an Internet design company. He started his company with a single computer on his dorm room desk, and it has grown into a $2 million business with more than a dozen employees. Asked where he learned the fundamentals of leadership, Matt Certo gave all the credit to his mom and dad.

“I remember my parents instilling a ‘be a leader, not a follower’ ethic in me,” Matt stated. “I’m twenty-seven now, but I remember hearing that line as early as kindergarten. Though I now realize that the world needs followers as well as leaders, in my young mind, I saw the delineation between ‘leader’ and ‘follower’ as the equivalent of ‘right’ versus ‘wrong.’ That’s how strongly my parents encouraged a leadership mentality in me. It oriented my mind toward independent thinking and away from following the crowd.

“My dad, Sam Certo, coached my basketball teams. He had me play the point guard position, and he explained my role as the person who (a) brought the ball up the floor and (b) served as the coach’s voice on the floor. I knew that it was my job to get the team into the offense, to recognize when we were off track, and to influence my teammates to follow suit. In my mind, I was taking the steps necessary to winning basketball games. In Dad’s mind, I was developing as a leader.

“One of the lessons Dad taught me through the game of basketball involved the responsibility I had as a leader. In one game, I fouled out—and I didn’t like the call! I threw a fit with the referee. Dad—my coach—took me aside and really let me know how I had blown it as a leader. Most important, he used that incident as a turning point in my understanding of my role as a leader. He said, ‘When you get what you think is a bad call from a referee, you have a choice. You can embrace your responsibility as a leader and submit to the referee’s decision—or you can lose your cool. But if you lose your cool, you also lose the respect of others—and you ultimately lose your influence on them. At that point, you cease to be a leader.’

“Dad was building a foundation for leadership in my life from day one. He was continually pointing out leadership examples to me, both positive and negative examples. Day after day, he explained to me the implications of constructive and destructive leadership behaviors.

“There are three things parents must do in order to instill leadership ability in their children. First: Parents should take time to understand what their children are passionate about. My father used basketball to teach leadership principles to me. Other parents might use their child’s love of science or writing.

“Second: Parents should take time to understand a child’s daily challenges, then extract leadership lessons from those challenges. That’s what my father did in that basketball game where I fouled out. He showed me that I didn’t just have an attitude issue or a behavior issue—I had a leadership issue, and my attitude and behavior were undermining my leadership.

“Third: Parents should point to daily examples of leadership—both positive and negative examples. This can take place by pointing out a positive or negative leadership role model on TV or in a public setting.

“I value group efforts, team efforts, because it’s all I know. I was born into a big family, so teamwork is my element, and I love it. In my family everything was shared. Each child in the family did not have his or her own bathroom, TV, or phone. Do you know what it’s like to stand in line behind eight other people to use the bathroom? What about one phone line for six talkative girls? I was last in the pecking order, so I rarely got to watch what I wanted on TV and I never sat in the front seat of our car until I was much older. I had to share a full-size bed with two of my sisters who always got all the covers.

“But that’s how I learned the value of teamwork. I’m grateful for all of those experiences because they taught me the meaning of such team concepts as sacrifice and loyalty and cooperation. My parents made the greatest sacrifices of all. Watching them made more of an impact on my life than anything. I learned that leaders are servants—self-sacrificing servants.

“My parents are people of a strong faith. The most important thing to them was seeing to it that their children enter the kingdom of heaven. How they lived showed me how to be like Jesus Christ.

“My parents also exemplified an incredible work ethic—which, again, is a crucial part of being a great leader. My mother never allowed me to quit anything—she wanted me to be a finisher. I have never met anyone like her. My dad is a man of integrity, discipline, and genuine humility. My parents are both true servants of Christ. Through their example, they introduced me to the greatest coach and leader of all, Jesus Christ. Ultimately, He is the one I want to be like.”

Dan Wood, executive director of the National Christian College Athletic Association, talked about his youth: “I was the youngest of five children raised in a country pastor’s home. I didn’t see myself as a leader, but I was nurtured and taught to be responsible. My earliest recollection of seeing myself in a leadership role involved leading in various situations at church and Sunday school. I served as a class secretary, which meant collecting the offering and taking roll each Sunday. I enjoyed the responsibility, and I inherited that role with each class promotion.

“Later, as a teen, I served as president of our youth group. Outside of church, I was the captain of various sports teams and usually ended up in a leadership role at summer camp. As I look back, I think that term ended up seems to follow those whom others see as leaders. I didn’t seek out leadership roles in my youth—I ended up in those roles. People seemed to see leadership qualities in me long before I saw them in myself, and long before I ever sought to become a leader. So I believe it’s important for parents and other adults to affirm leadership abilities in young people so that those young people will catch a vision of themselves as leaders.

“Dad and Mom were my first leadership coaches. They encouraged me to practice my budding leadership skills. They instilled in me a love for Jesus Christ—who, of course, is the greatest leader the world has ever known. I committed my life to Jesus as a young child, and to this day He continues to lead me and shape my life more than any other role model I know.

“Everything I have ever learned about leadership has its basis in the lessons I learned from my parents in the home. Everything I’ve learned along the way from teachers, pastors, speakers, authors, and coaches is just corollary—it reminds me and confirms everything my parents taught me during those early years. To this day, whenever someone compliments or recognizes some leadership ability of mine, my response has always been, ‘I’ll tell my parents you said that’—or, since my dad passed away in 1997, ‘I’ll tell my mom you said that.’ Everything I have ever done as a leader in any capacity is a tribute not to me, but to the two godly people who raised me.”

“The first people we emulate and learn from are our parents,” said Steve Alford, head basketball coach at the University of Iowa. “Parents are crucial shapers of young leaders because they have the eyes and ears of their young people on a daily basis. When I was a boy, I constantly watched my father. He was a high school coach at the time, so I saw him lead his team every day. I would watch him set up practice plans, organize the time and place, and then I would watch the players execute the plan he created. Most children emulate what they see and hear as they watch their parents in real-life situations, so parents need to be aware of the kind of example they set.”

Of all the influences on a child’s life, parents rank number one. Parents are a child’s first teachers, mentors, and coaches.


Building the Confidence to Lead

The essence of leadership is confidence. When a leader exudes boldness and confidence, the confidence of the entire team or organization soars. So our job as parents is to raise confident children. We must raise them to believe that they can achieve anything they set their minds on.

Mike Gannaway, chairman and CEO of Pillowtex, Inc., agreed: “Self-confidence is the first critical area of leadership. Confidence is contagious. If a leader is confident, it lifts the spirits and abilities of the entire organization or team. I’m grateful that my parents first gave me the room to gain confidence in myself. The confidence I learned in the home became a foundation that other mentors in my life—my teachers, my first employer—could build on. Adults should encourage young people to gain confidence in themselves and to value the skills they have to do certain things well.”

Many times, we parents think we are being involved when we are actually being intrusive—and our intrusiveness gets in the way of building our kids’ confidence. Larry McCarthy, associate professor at the Stillman School of Business Management at Seton Hall University, said, “Parents can build confidence in young people by giving them responsibility—then letting them rise or fall on their own. Too many times I have seen parents get involved in their children’s activities to a point where they are not really needed or wanted. They are smothering and stifling their kids. Go away, Mom and Dad! Kids learn confidence by doing it themselves.

“I was born in Cork, Ireland, and I came from a culture and an era where parents allowed the volunteer scoutmaster to run the Boy Scouts; they allowed the volunteer coaches to run the basketball club or the rugby team. I am amazed by the involvement of American parents in everything their kids do. While it’s good that parents take an interest in their kids’ activities, I actually find it quite appalling and off-putting to have so many parents around everything their kids do, often intruding and taking over and preventing kids from developing their own skills and self-confidence. One of the best things parents can do to build their children’s confidence is to cut the apron strings and let kids sink or swim on their own.”

Most kids have a great deal of inertia. In physics, inertia is defined as “the tendency of an object to remain at rest.” Objects—whether bricks or young people—tend to remain pretty much as they are unless an outside force acts on them. Our job as parents is to be the outside force that overcomes our kids’ inertia.

No great deeds were ever achieved inside a comfort zone. So as parents, we need to prod, encourage, nag, and shove our kids out of their comfort zones. We have to help them overcome their inertia so that they will gain the confidence and the spirit of adventure that all true leaders have.

Joe Dean, Jr., is director of athletics at Birmingham Southern College. He told me, “My father was a born leader who inspired me to step out of the box, so to speak—to get out of my comfort zone and strive for success in all areas of life. He often told me that he was the captain of every team he ever played on, and that message inspired me to want to be a leader as well.

“While serving as the athletics director at Louisiana State University, my dad had to hire a football coach—a moment of decision that created statewide interest and enormous pressure from the fans and the media. His statement to the press was, ‘I was born to make this decision.’ That was his attitude about his leadership responsibilities, and his strong, confident attitude has been a major influence on me in my role today as a community leader and athletics director.”

Just as Joe Dean’s father encouraged him to “step out of the box,” the comfort zone where most kids are content to remain, Joe is now encouraging his own children to take that step. “I have always felt that the most important thing parents can do for their children,” he said, “is to put them in educational and extracurricular environments where their children can flourish. My wife and I always watched very closely the friends and associates our children developed; we encouraged their friendships with other children who were well-motivated young people with good values.

“We also required our children to get involved in at least one extracurricular activity. We didn’t care if it was sports, music, dance, church youth activities, or whatever—we just felt that involvement in a group or team would enhance their chances to develop confidence and leadership skills.

“When we lived in Orlando, I strongly encouraged my daughter Leslie to take gymnastics. She was about eight years old, and she complained about going all the time. She didn’t want to step outside that box. But I would pick her up at the gym at the end of the day and rave about the progress she was making on the balance beam or tumbling or some other skill.

“One day, Leslie informed me that her gymnastics coach wanted her to compete in a gymnastics meet in Orlando. She didn’t want to, but I cheered her on and finally she agreed—but under one condition: We, her parents, could not attend. I said, ‘Leslie, that’s out of the question. Your mother and I are paying a lot of money for those gymnastics lessons. We deserve to go and watch you perform at the meet.’ She said, ‘Well, okay, you can come—but you are not going to videotape it!’ I said, ‘Okay.’

“On the day of the meet, after we dropped Leslie off at the gym, I asked my wife, ‘Did you bring the camcorder?’ She said, ‘Yes, I have it right here.’ How could we not tape her first big meet? We proceeded into the gym to watch and videotape this big occasion in our child’s life. I walked all over the gym that day, following Leslie’s every move with the camcorder.

“After the meet was over and Leslie had her collection of blue and red ribbons for winning various events, she rushed over to me and said excitedly, ‘Did you get a video of me on the balance beam?’

“The moral of this story is that sometimes you have to push kids to step out of the box, to move out of their comfort zone and into the adventure of life. Once they take that step, they realize how exciting it is to discover what they can do. Every time they take that step, their confidence grows.”

WebSolvers founder Matt Certo summed up the issue of confidence building this way: “Parents should continually nurture leadership traits in their children by building their confidence and encouraging them to act boldly and take risks. My dad was a great confidence builder. By the time I went to college, he had me thinking that I could truly accomplish things that others thought I couldn’t.

“When I was nineteen and I told my dad I wanted to start a business, he immediately looked for ways to support me. When I mentioned this dream to other people, they told me I was wasting my time, but my dad told me I could accomplish anything I committed myself to achieving.

“The White House invited me to visit President Bush last summer, which was quite an honor. Dad pulled me aside before I boarded the plane. He could see that I was extremely nervous about the trip. He told me to take a deep breath and recognize the fact that I belonged where I was going. That changed my whole perspective.

“I had planned to take my camera with me to the event, but after Dad’s comments, I opted to leave my camera in the hotel room. If I had taken my camera, I would have gone with the mind-set of an observer. Dad helped me think of myself not as an observer, but as a participant—as someone who belonged there. When I saw myself on C-SPAN a few days later, I was struck by how calm and relaxed I looked. That sense of calm was the result of the confidence that Dad’s words had instilled in me.”

Young people need many teachers, mentors, and trainers along the way as they grow to become leaders, but parents lay the foundation for every experience that follows. The strongest foundation we can lay is a foundation of confidence and faith—faith in God and faith in themselves.


No Telling How Far It Will Take Them

Rich DeVos is my boss and my friend. He was born in 1926, three years before the start of the Great Depression. Rich’s parents, Simon and Ethel DeVos, raised him to have a positive and proactive attitude toward life. “We grew up poor,” Rich recalled, “but we were certainly no poorer than most other people in the depression. During the week, my father sacked flour in a grocer’s back room, and on Saturdays he sold socks and underwear in a men’s store.

“My father raised me to be a leader. He told me, ‘Own your own business, son. That’s the only way to control your own future. Own it, work hard at it, set high goals for yourself, and never give up, no matter what obstacles come your way.’”

Rich DeVos took his father’s advice to heart. He not only owned his own business, but along with his boyhood friend and business partner, Jay Van Andel, Rich built a business empire. Rich and Jay founded the Amway Corporation, which is now one of the Alticor family of companies. Today, Alticor does business in more than eighty countries and rings up nearly $7 billion in sales every year. Rich is also the principal owner of the organization I work for, the Orlando Magic.
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