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Dedication

To all the youth
Who make it happen every day


1
The Success Process


Success is the result of perfection, hard work, learning from failure, loyalty and persistence.

Ret. U.S. Gen. Colin Powell

Let’s begin with a tale of two teenagers.
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Heather, seventeen, seems to be always in control, always confident. She has dreams and she pursues them. When she was in seventh grade, an acquaintance of her family became junior class president. Heather thought that was great, and she resolved to become a class president herself some day, which she did as a senior. Now she’s considering which college to attend. She wants to be a physical therapist to help people.

Nick, sixteen, has always been interested in computers and has a great eye for design. He also has an entrepreneurial spirit—that is, he’s always liked thinking of ways that he could put his talents to use and make money. In the past year he has spent his free time designing Web pages for various organizations and companies—at first, small organizations and companies within his town, and then larger corporations in other cities. In fact, he just agreed to design a Web site for a major retailer in the Midwest and will make $10,000 doing so. He wants to own his own multimedia business one day.

Heather and Nick are doing different things and have different career paths in front of them, but they have one important thing in common: They are following their dreams. They have visions for their lives, and they are not afraid to pursue those visions. Are you like Heather—confident, pursuing goals, going toward a bright future? Are you like Nick—using your strengths and abilities in ways that not only benefit you today but that can open up even greater possibilities for tomorrow?

Don’t feel bad if you don’t have a clear idea about what you want to do after you’ve graduated, or if you’re not making $10,000 in your spare time. Many teenagers don’t have a clear idea about what they want to do with their lives, and very few make that kind of money. In fact, the money that Nick is making through his entrepreneurial ideas is not the point. That’s a result—and a very nice one—of his having a clear vision and not being afraid to follow it. That’s the point—not only of Nick’s story, but of this book. I want to help you create a vision for your life and a plan to make that vision happen.

I told you one thing that Heather and Nick have in common: their ability to pursue their dreams. Now I’ll tell you one more thing they have in common. They don’t worry about what others think about them or their plans. They’re not spending time trying to impress others or wondering what other people think they should do. To spend time this way clouds your vision; you get too many conflicting thoughts, and ideas that don’t match. If you can relate to that, you’re not alone. In fact, for a long time I was right there with you.

Like many people, I wasted a great deal of my life worrying about what others thought of me. I still struggle with that, even though I now realize that it doesn’t matter what others may think of me; what matters most is how I feel about myself, and that I believe in the possibilities for my life. When you have a sense of your own identity and a vision of where you want to go in your life, you can go after your dreams for a fulfilling life. And that’s what this book is all about.

In this chapter we’ll begin to explore what it means to live a successful life. We’ll help you understand:


	What it means to develop a vision and act on that vision;

	How you can use a tool called “Success Circles” to help you focus on a fulfilling life; and

	How to begin taking the nine steps toward living that successful life.




The average person generally develops only about two percent of his or her potential. That leaves plenty of room for bettering yourself! In order to do so, though, you need vision. You can’t go anywhere if you can’t see where you’re going.

Developing a Vision

Vision, simply stated, is seeing your purpose in life. It’s tied in to knowing who you are and what you can envision yourself doing with your talents and desires. We all have talents and we all have desires. What we need to learn is how to use those talents and desires in living fulfilling lives. Opportunities are there for all of us, but we have to seize the right ones for us based on our own visions for our lives.
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Creating a vision and making that vision happen take what I call an “active optimism”: You have to believe in yourself and in your future, and then you have to actively pursue your plans. Most teenagers have great optimism for the future. The 1999-2000 State of Our Nation’s Youth report by the Horatio Alger Association of Distinguished Americans gave voice to teens across our nation on a variety of issues. Based on that report, about seven out of ten teens believe two things about opportunities:

 	The harder they work, the more opportunities will be available to them.

	They will have many opportunities available to them after they graduate from high school.
 

Hopefully you’re one of those seven in ten who see many opportunities before you. It’s hard to develop a vision for bettering your life if you don’t believe you have many opportunities for doing so.

We can’t all be professional athletes or movie stars, of course. And we can’t all get the lead in the school play, be class president, be the star on the basketball team, or be in the National Honor Society. But we all have the ability to lead dynamic lives by pursuing our own unique goals and dreams. The poorest, the weakest, or the least popular of us has the power within to pursue a fulfilling life. We must believe that it is possible to achieve our dreams and then commit to achieving those dreams. Without that belief, every dream will turn to dust.

Do you believe that you can take control of your own life? Are you pursuing goals? Are you trying to better yourself, to learn, to grow, to make good choices?

Heather is confident about who she is, about her value, and she focuses on her goals. She is actively controlling her own life, driven by her goals and principles. People like Heather understand that what happens to them is not nearly as important as how they choose to respond to it. People like Nick see how they can use their talents and are not afraid to take risks. They see the positive side of taking risks and see potential in a variety of opportunities.

It’s not easy to change your life. You need to build strong and supportive relationships as you follow the Success Process. Take control and focus on pursuing a good life, but don’t isolate yourself in the process. Isolating yourself is not healthy spiritually, mentally, or physically, and it certainly is not the way to achieve your dreams. Nobody makes it alone. You need friends—friends who believe in you.



We must believe that it is possible to achieve our dreams and then commit to achieving those dreams.



As you follow the steps in this book, build solid relationships and lean on them when you need to. Don’t be afraid to ask for help or encouragement along the way. And look to provide that helping hand or word of encouragement to others, too.

Success Circles

You can’t do much about what others may say or think about you. You can only focus on those things that are within your control. The things that matter most to you and that you have the power to influence are inside what I call your “Success Circles.”

Anyone could come up with a dozen or more such circles, but let’s consider these basic three: Career, Personal Development, and Relationships.


	By “Career” we mean the things you can do now to help yourself to the type of career you envision for yourself.

	“Personal Development” refers to how you want to develop as a person. Your development will affect not only you, but the community around you, as you see opportunities to give back to your community.


	Finally, “Relationships” are critical at every stage of our lives; no person is successful in isolation.

	Through these three areas you can begin to create an enjoyable life for yourself and generate success both now and for your future. 



On a sheet of paper, draw three Success Circles, one for each category listed. Within each one, try to list at least five things you can do to better your life. For instance, your Circles might begin to shape up like this:

Career


	Be more consistent with homework.

	Hook up with a study partner.

	Get a summer job in the type of business that interests me (e.g., be an aide in a hospital if you’re interested in a medical field). 

	Take more advanced courses in my area of career interest.

	Take a variety of courses to expand my career opportunities.

	Talk with and learn from people who are working in my area of career interest.



Personal Development


	Work through my Success Club to better know myself, my needs, and my desires.

	Define what success and achievement mean for me.

	Start jogging or working out regularly.

	Volunteer at summer camp.

	Take part in a walk-a-thon.



Relationships


	Get along better with my parents.

	Be more open in talking about things that are really bothering me.

	Be supportive and encouraging to my close friends.

	Get to know someone in my field of interest who can begin to “show me the ropes” (e.g., if you want to be a coach, choose a coach you want to model yourself after and strike up a relationship so you can begin to learn from that coach). 

	Help my grandparents with house and yard work.



If things aren’t going well for you in one of these areas, chances are it has a negative impact on the other areas. That’s why it is so important to have a balanced life, paying attention to your schoolwork; your job if you have one; your personal development and the community around you; and your relationships with family, friends, and adults who are in positions to help you.
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Also, please note that often your circles will overlap. For example:


	Through an advanced class you’re taking in your field of interest, a teacher might introduce you to someone in that field who could act as a mentor or guide. 

	You might develop a key relationship while volunteering at a summer camp.

	Through an important relationship your eyes might be opened to an exciting career opportunity.



This overlapping strengthens your life in these key areas and gives you a more solid base from which to pursue a successful life.

The circles are simply a way of helping you focus on the most important areas of your life when you undertake the Success Process. That focus helps you to grow and enrich your life.



You can learn and follow the process right now, in your current situation. No strings attached, no entry fee required.



Now I’m going to tell you a secret about this process for pursuing success: It’s not complicated. The Success Process has been around for thousands of years. People from all walks of life have followed it and lived it. It doesn’t depend on your bloodlines. It’s not an exclusive club that only the rich can buy into. You don’t have to be a genius or a budding Pulitzer Prize winner to learn the process. You can learn and follow the process right now, in your current situation. No strings attached, no entry fee required. Step up to the plate. Success is awaiting you, if you want it. Do you want it?

Steps to a Better Life

Take a look around you. The Success Process is being lived out by people ranging from athletes to civil rights and civic leaders, to business giants, to teachers and parents, to students.

When most people think of successful students, they think of the high achievers in the classroom, on the playing fields and courts, and in music and the arts. Indeed, these are all important areas of growth and learning and success. But how about teenagers in the world of business, teenagers as entrepreneurs? Teens are finding success here, too. In fact, the Bureau of Labor lists more than 87,000 self-employed sixteen- to nineteen-year-olds. Like Nick, many teens are finding they don’t have to wait to become an adult before they taste success in business. Here are just a few of their success stories:
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	A seventeen-year-old basketball player is in his fifth year of running a two-week basketball camp for kids. The camp started with fifteen kids participating; it now has 70. The camp has brought in more than $2,500 in each of the last two summers for the player. 

	An eighteen-year-old who began mowing lawns in sixth grade now has his own landscaping service, complete with trucks, equipment, and employees. His company provides lawn services for ninety-one houses per week. 

	A fourteen-year-old runs his own desktop publishing business, creating letterheads and business cards for clients.

	Two 1999 high school graduates build Web sites for various clients, charging $50 to $60 per hour for Web site development and earning from $1,500 to $7,000 per client. They are using part of the money toward their college education and investing the rest.




The list could go on and on. Perhaps reading these success stories will spark you to add your own to the list. “The key is to dream,” says one of the teenage entrepreneurs, “to think what’s possible and then have the passion to do it.”

Begin with the dream. Then pursue it with passion. If you can dream, and if you can pursue things with passion, you are well on your way. From your dream you will begin to shape your vision, and from your vision you will make a plan to pursue that vision, to make that dream come true. But you need the passion to follow through.

And don’t be afraid to dream. Some people scoff at dreaming, maybe because they’re afraid to risk it themselves. They’d rather stay in the hole they’re in than pursue a way out. Successful people don’t think that way.

I mentioned earlier that you don’t have to be rich or smart or have royalty in your bloodlines to be successful. Another great thing about this Success Process is that you can begin it anywhere, anytime. Remember Heather and Nick? They seem well on their way to success; they have their routes planned and their bags packed, so to speak.

Your route may not be as well planned as Heather’s or Nick’s, but you have just as much opportunity for success as they do. You may be in a tough situation and may not immediately see a clear path to a bright future, but you still have options and choices to make that can help you be successful in life. You still have opportunities ahead of you.

So what are the nine steps to success that I’ve referred to? Here is a brief summary of my Nine-Step Plan for Success. Each step is a chapter.

Step 1: Check Your ID

Before you can decide what you want for your life, you must first understand who you are, what the influences are in your life, why you act and think the way you do. Some describe this as searching for self-awareness. I call it checking your ID. Before you take off on any serious journey these days, you must first make sure that you have valid identification with you. The same holds true for your journey on the Success Process.

Step 2: Create Your Vision

To seek a better life, you have to decide what you want for your life. What are your dreams and aspirations? What characteristics, talents, and skills do you bring to the table? I’ll help you explore these areas and then set ambitious but realistic goals.

Step 3: Develop Your Travel Plan

Once you have established your goals, you need a plan to pursue your vision. In this step, I will help you develop that plan. I will also show you how to chart the best path by using your values as your markers.

Step 4: Master the Rules of the Road

Every day you will encounter distractions that might stop you or slow you down in your journey. In this step, I will teach you how to “keep on keeping on.” I will provide keys to self-motivation so that you will have the strength not to be easily distracted or defeated.

Step 5: Step into the Outer Limits

There are always risks when you pursue a dream. To grow, you have to leave your comfort zone and enter unknown territory. But without taking those risks and facing your fears, you’ll never get to where you want to be. You may fail sometimes, but you will never succeed if you are not willing to risk failure. And even if you do fail, you can learn from the experience and try again. To do that, you will need courage, and you will also need to have faith in your ability to achieve your goals.

Step 6: Pilot the Seasons of Change

Many people never go after their dreams for a better life because they are afraid of change, afraid they will lose something that has been important to them. But think about this: It is impossible to move ahead while staying where you are. You have to be willing to accept that some changes will be necessary. Many people keep doing the same thing over and over again in their lives, hoping that something better will come along. But if you keep doing what you have always done, you will get the same results. If you are not getting what you want out of life, you have to change your approach to it. Ride out the tough times and be patient for the changes you want to become real. Give yourself time to accept changes and adjust to them.

Step 7: Build Your Dream Team

Supportive relationships that help you work toward your goals are critical to your success. To build those relationships, you need to learn to trust others. And to earn their trust, you in turn must be trustworthy.

Step 8: Win by a Decision

Making decisions wisely is one of your greatest challenges. This involves assessing your personal strengths, needs, and resources; checking them against your beliefs and values; and making decisions based on that assessment. You need a strong heart and a wise mind to do that.

Step 9: Commit to Your Vision

In this step, I will review all of the previous material with you and then teach you how to make a true commitment to achieving your vision for a successful life. You can set all the goals and make all the plans in the world, but unless you truly commit yourself to going after them, you’ll never achieve them. You have to pursue your vision with energy and make that pursuit a priority in your life.

Those are the nine steps to success. They’re not a mystery, and they’re not a miracle cure. They’re tools for you to use to build value in your life.

Now let’s take the first step: checking your ID.


2
Check Your ID


Who I am is what fulfills me and fulfills the vision I have of the world.

Audre Lorde

In the last chapter we talked about the importance of believing in possibilities. It’s unlikely that you’ll lead a successful life if you don’t believe you have many possibilities. But you need more than that belief: You need to know who you are.
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I’m not talking about your name, your phone number, your social security number, your driver’s license. I’m not talking about your grade-point average, your I.Q., or how many brothers and sisters you have. I’m not talking about what your parents do or don’t do. I’m talking about you: what makes you tick, what drives you, what interests you, what you excel in or would like to excel in. I’m talking about the dreams you have for yourself, which may not necessarily be the dreams others may have for you.

I’m talking about the real you. Chances are, you haven’t fully discovered the real you yet. You may have some clues, or you may be—at least at this moment—clueless. But until you are clued in, until you know who you really are, you won’t be able to give shape and focus to those possibilities that exist in your life.

When you begin to focus on your possibilities, based on who you are, then those possibilities evolve from a generic “it’s out there for everyone” idea to something that begins to be molded specifically by your personality, your strengths and dreams, your traits. In essence, you use this self-understanding, this self-awareness, to shape your vision for your life.

Let me tell you a little story about self-awareness. But first I must mention that for the last twelve years I have been involved in a relationship with one of the most extraordinary and famous women in the world. You may feel as if you know me because of my relationship with Oprah Winfrey. If that relationship is your only measure of me, you really don’t know me at all, of course. None of us are defined simply by our relationships, nor are we defined by how people perceive us. It is up to each one of us to define ourselves, and that is a life’s work.

Not too long ago, I was walking on Michigan Avenue in Chicago when a construction worker, crossing the street with me, said, “Hey, Oprah’s boyfriend, how’s it going?”

There was a time when I might have ignored the guy or given him a cold stare for calling me that. But instead, I reached out, shook his hand, and began talking with him. We walked across the street together and continued our conversation on the street corner. By the end of the conversation, he wasn’t calling me “Oprah’s boyfriend” anymore. He was calling me “Mr. Graham.”

That construction worker had no idea how long it took me to learn to handle situations like that gracefully. For a long time, it bothered me when people treated me as nothing more than Oprah’s boyfriend. But as I developed the Success Process that is the heart of this book, I learned how to deal with people who don’t really know me; I also learned to know myself.

Do you know yourself? Life can be tough when you feel all the time that you have to prove yourself, that you’re a victim of mistaken identity. Self-knowledge and self-understanding are essential to pursuing a better life. In this chapter we’ll explore:


	Knowing who you are, knowing why you respond to certain people and situations in certain ways;

	Using self-understanding as the cornerstone to building a successful life;

	Overcoming obstacles and going through the sometimes painful process of shedding your protective shell;


	Replacing negative thoughts with positive thoughts; and

	Rescripting your life through the three Cs: confidence, competence, and capability.



Let’s begin with the most essential item: knowing who you are.

Validating Your ID: Knowing Who You Are

You can’t open a bank account, drive a car, or even get into a gym to attend a high school game without showing valid identification. And you can’t reach your full potential unless you also first validate your identity by knowing exactly who you are and where you want to go.

You have an invalid ID when you don’t understand yourself and your actions. Why did I get so upset when my parents didn’t allow me to go to that party? Why am I so nervous around this boy or that girl? You validate your identity when you come to understand yourself. You do that by realizing what motivates you and flips your emotional switches. When somebody says or does something to you that makes you moody or angry, it might not affect your best friend’s mood at all, even though the friend cares about you and how you feel. You’re doing all you can to keep from flying off the handle while your friend is hanging there, totally at ease with the situation. And you stand there amazed that your friend can have such a reaction. For instance:

I said she had no right to talk to me like that—who did she think she was, my mother? Then she said something nasty about my mother, and that did it. My mother has worked two jobs for the last seven years so we could have enough food on the table to eat. I tell you, I wanted to get it on right then and there. But my friend Cassie says, “Why do you care what she says? Why even waste your time listening to her?” She got me to chill out. But it wasn’t easy. That girl got me going, let me tell you. I don’t even know why, but she did.

Yolanda, age 18

Once you understand where those emotions and attitudes come from, then you can begin to understand not only why you act the way you do, but also why others see you the way they do. This understanding gives you the power to change and control your behavior in a more positive and effective manner. It allows you to begin acting on the steps you put into each of your Success Circles.

The first step in understanding who you are is to examine the things that influence your behavior. You’ll do that in the following worksheet. This can be painful; it can mean confronting some serious issues and realities in your life. The poet and author Maya Angelou, who has not had an easy life, once said, “Success is not fame or fortune. It is picking up that burden and keeping on walking and not letting the pain trip you up.”

■ Reality Check: Who Are You?

Describe your five best features or characteristics: What do you like about yourself? Are you hardworking? Kind? Thoughtful? Serious? Fun-loving? Honest? Reliable? Realize that sometimes your best features may be hidden; they may not be your most obvious features. Choose the ones that describe you at your best:

 	I am _________________________

	I am _________________________

	I am _________________________

	I am _________________________

	I am _________________________
 

Who are the type of people you most admire? Why?
_________________________

If you could be like anyone, who would it be? Why?
_________________________

What makes you happy?
_________________________

What makes you sad?
_________________________

What are the three things you are most afraid of, and why?

 	_________________________

	_________________________

	_________________________
 

How have your fears influenced any decisions in your life?
_________________________

What are three characteristics that may be holding you back from being more successful in your life?

 	_________________________

	_________________________

	_________________________
 

What experiences have caused you to develop these characteristics?
_________________________

What has been the biggest challenge in your life so far?
_________________________ ___________________

When you are faced with a challenge, what is your typical reaction?
_________________________

Take a look one year down the road. What kind of person do you see yourself being? Imagine that you see yourself walking down a hallway. Describe yourself—not just in physical terms, but in terms of the features and talents that are beginning to shine.
_________________________

Building Success through Self-Understanding

To know yourself is the first, and most important, step in the process of pursuing your dreams and goals. You need to become secure enough in who you are to accept the influence of others on you. If you aren’t secure in yourself, odds are you won’t be open to the love, constructive criticism, and suggestions of those around you.

I discovered this when I began searching to find out why Oprah’s fame and the public response to our relationship was so crippling for me. When I went inward and found the cause of that hurt, I learned a great deal about myself. I began to understand and accept myself to the degree that I became free to create a vision for my life, a better life than I might ever have designed if I hadn’t been forced to really look at the influences, good and bad, that determined my actions and my feelings.
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That journey, in part, is what inspired me to write this book, so that others, too, might find their own way. Although people tell me that I appear to be a self-confident person, the truth is that, like many people, I have struggled with insecurity for a great deal of my life. My lack of self-confidence traces back to my youth and my family’s circumstances.

I’ll never forget what happened to me one day in Mister TA.’s, a small coffee shop where teenagers hung out in my hometown of Whitesboro, New Jersey. It was owned by T. A. Richardson. I was bragging to him about all of the college scholarship offers I was getting—I had earned All-State honors in basketball—and he looked up at me and said, “You’ll never go to college because your family is too stupid.” He was referring to my two youngest brothers, Jimmy and Darry, who are developmentally disabled. There had been a great deal of shame cast upon my family because of my brothers and their disabilities.

Oh, that hurt. I tried so hard to prove myself to people in the town, but there always seemed to be someone ready to shoot me down with a reference to my brothers and their disabilities. The jabs and put-downs caused me to put even more pressure on myself. I participated in nearly every school activity I could get into. I was a drum major and a class leader and an athlete. And yet, back then it seemed like nothing I accomplished could erase that stigma.



To know yourself is the first, and most important, step in the process of pursuing your dreams and goals.



Four years later, after completing college, I was back in Whitesboro and I stopped by T. A. Richardson’s place. I was wary of him still, but he surprised me by greeting me warmly and telling me how proud he was that I’d gotten my degree. I didn’t remind him of what he had said to me. He had probably forgotten it, but I certainly hadn’t. Now I wonder if he had said that cruel thing to me in order to motivate me. It was painful and is still painful to recall, but his words certainly did motivate me. In times when school wasn’t going well, I’d think about what T.A. had said, and then I’d get back to work.

As a child, I felt I was alone in my insecurities, and I felt I had to make it alone. I know now that we all have problems. We all have obstacles to overcome. I have also come to understand that there are many people willing to accept and help you, if only you first accept and help yourself. It’s true. If you are an angry person, the hostility drives people away from you, but if you are at peace and have confidence in yourself, people are drawn to you.

I used to get in a lot of fights, a lot of trouble. I don’t so much anymore, but now I got this rap. People say, “Oh, there goes Robert, don’t mess with him, he’ll do you bad,” but that ain’t true. That ain’t me anymore. But most folks stay away from me ’cause they’re afraid of me.

Robert, age 17

People stay away from Robert because they feel that he’s an angry person. Robert has a very real obstacle to overcome.

Overcoming Obstacles

We all have obstacles to overcome. As I’ve just described, one of mine was the stigma attached to my brothers’ disabilities and the resulting low expectations others had for me. Another was being taunted in school as “Whitey” because of my light skin color. Among blacks I felt I had to prove I was as black as anyone else; among whites I felt I had to prove my worth even more.

Obstacles come in all shapes and sizes. Racism. Sexism. Elitism. You want to be a star athlete, maybe one day a professional athlete, but your athletic abilities are only average. (Adults who knowingly mislead young people in this regard—telling them “You could be a star!”—aren’t much better than guys selling drugs to kids on street corners. Both are peddling false dreams.) You want to be taken seriously, for your thoughts and opinions to be valued; but you have the reputation of someone who’s always joking around and thus no one listens to you.

Part of knowing who you are, then, is understanding the obstacles you face, and understanding how to get around those obstacles so that your gifts and abilities can flourish. It’s quite common to put a protective shell around yourself when you face a serious obstacle. You try to hide what you or others perceive as a shortcoming or a flaw. But that’s not overcoming an obstacle; that’s avoiding it—and in doing so, allowing it to negatively impact your life. Don’t shrink back from your obstacle, but face it and consider it in a new light. You need to change your way of thinking.
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Thinking Positively

To be successful, you should feel free to go after what you want in life. How do you do that? You become a positive, energized person. You don’t think poorly of yourself or have a negative attitude. You get rid of negative baggage that holds you back. You believe in yourself, and in doing so you give others cause to believe in you, too.

In the last chapter I defined vision as seeing your purpose in life, envisioning who you are and what you’re about and how you spend your time and energy. It’s also about how you pursue your dreams and how you use your talents and abilities in that pursuit.

When your vision focuses on your potential and the possibilities rather than on your past and your limitations, then you can be helped by others and help them in return. Sometimes you first have to get a grip on the feelings and beliefs that have held you back and limited your sense of who you are before you can move forward.

“You’re stupid. What do you know?”

“Don’t put her in the game! She can’t play!”

“Who would want to go out with you?”

“What a nerd!”

Have any of these types of comments been directed your way? It’s easy to start believing the message even if it isn’t true. To think positively, you first have to identify the negative messages that make you feel bad or incapable and replace them with more positive thoughts. For instance, instead of thinking, That guy was being disrespectful of me; he was telling me I’m nothing more than Oprah’s boyfriend, I learned to change my thinking: This guy doesn’t know me except through Oprah’s fame. He is just excited at seeing someone he considers a celebrity, and he said the first thing that came out of his mouth. I can handle it.

When you think more positively, you become more confident. This in turn helps you to feel more competent and capable. You see your negative thoughts in a different light: Hey, I’m not stupid! Jasmine’s just ticked off about something. You realize that you used to automatically agree with whatever others would say about you, whether positive or negative. The negative thoughts were not only painful; many of them were wrong. Believing negative and false statements about you is like putting shackles on your legs and then wondering why you can’t run.



To be successful, you should feel free to go after what you want in life.



Consider the positive aspects of your life; this adds to your sense of self-worth. Consider your personality, your talents and gifts, or something or someone of value in your personal history or background. I remember picking up a book in my hometown library one day and finding an account of the life of my great-uncle, former U.S. Congressman George H. White. It was so inspiring and it gave me a sense of history and value to know that he was part of my family. He was a lawyer who practiced in Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia, and a major landowner and developer along the Jersey shore. In Congress in the late 1800s, he created legislation and lobbied for fairness, equality, and justice.

U.S. Representative White introduced the first antilynching legislation on the federal level. In his farewell to his fellow congressmen, who had not welcomed him because he was a black man, he called upon them to “Obliterate race hatred, party prejudice, and help us to achieve nobler ends, greater results, and become satisfactory citizens.”

So in addition to considering your own positive aspects, focus on the high achievers in your family and celebrate their lives rather than dwelling on negative images. Take time to consider what may be holding you back as well as what can be positive influences.

■Turning Obstacles into Opportunities

What has been the most negative influence on your life?
_________________________

How has that negative influence affected how you perceive yourself and how you behave?
_________________________

Part of being successful is turning negative influences into learning experiences and opportunities for growth. Have you been able to do this? If so, how? If not, how do you think some people are able to turn a negative into a positive?
_________________________

Name any obstacles that keep you from being the “real you,” or that keep you from doing what you want to do or being what you want to be.
_________________________

What are ways around your obstacles? Don’t fall into the trap of thinking there is no way around them. It may take the help of other people, but there is always a way around—or through, or under, or over—any obstacle.
_________________________

What areas of your life are most difficult to share with others? Are there areas or issues that you’re protective of? Why?
_________________________

If you were more vulnerable to family and close friends, if you were able to talk about some of these difficult issues or concerns, what do you think would happen?
_________________________

How can opening up and coming out of your protective shell help you on your road to living a more successful life?
_________________________

Successful people are always creating opportunities for themselves to continue to grow, learn, and be successful. Think of the three Success Circles—Career, Personal Development, and Relationships—or other important areas of success for you. How can you create opportunities for growth and greater success in those areas?

 	In my Career Circle I can …
_________________________ 

	In my Personal Development Circle I can …
_________________________ 

	In my Relationships Circle I can …
_________________________


	In other important Success Circles I can …
_________________________ 
 

Using The Three Cs in Rescripting Your Life

I’m not suggesting that achieving success is easy. It is not, But if you can understand who you are and where you want to go, if you can believe in the possibilities for your life, and if you feel like you deserve your dreams and goals, you are well on your way in the process.

I believe that to be successful you must have the “three Cs”: confidence, competence, and capability.

Confidence. You must believe in yourself and feel worthy of your vision. You have to feel that you deserve success:


	“I should be a starter on the softball team. I’m a good hitter and a great fielder.”

	“I’m going to ace my chemistry test because I’ve done the work. I’m prepared and I know the content.”

	“I’m going to get that summer internship at the newspaper. I’m mature and have the skills they’re looking for. I’ve got good clips to show them from the school newspaper.” 



You gain confidence by concentrating on your talents and accomplishments and personal history that make you special and unique.

Competence. We are all competent in different areas. You may be great in math and science but dread English class; one of your friends may love literature and excel in writing or drama but break into a cold sweat at the prospect of taking the easiest biology class. This example refers to a specific competence that you can fairly easily measure by how well you do at whatever the task or project is. As you become more competent at a variety of things, you begin to build not only skills, but an attitude that you, at your core, are a competent person. This is an invaluable attitude to have in your pursuit of success.

[image: Image]

Capability. Capability is about a “can-do” attitude. It’s one that is charged with energy, because you know you can do something. You must feel capable of defining, creating, and controlling your own life. Start small with something such as going out for an extracurricular activity or becoming certified as a lifeguard or working out for thirty minutes a day. Do it, and then challenge yourself to do something else, such as taking a painting class or writing in your journal every day. After you attain small goals, you can work up to bigger ones, proving to yourself and others that you have the power to control your life—that you are capable.

Chances are you’ll feel confident, competent, and capable if you have a strong support system around you. For many of us that support begins with our family, but it can also come from others—friends, teachers, coaches, guidance counselors, ministers or rabbis. Such a support system helps you feel good about yourself and focus on your strengths and gifts. People with positive self-images believe in themselves and in their abilities to control their own lives.

On the other hand, if you have low self-esteem, you’ll have to work at getting those “three Cs” going in your life. There are many causes of low self-esteem. If you are constantly criticized and deprived of praise you might come to accept that inferior image of yourself. You might believe that you do not have the power to do anything about your life. If you feel that you have little or no value, chances are you do not feel worthy of success. Perhaps you do not feel as though you deserve to have your deepest needs and desires recognized or realized. Your vision becomes severely limited, and your life a self-fulfilling prophecy. You live down to low expectations rather than up to high expectations.

For example, let’s say your parents have always praised your older brother’s academic achievements; they have high expectations for him to do well in school. Your brother does do well in school and, fueled by your parents’ praise and their expectations, he finds himself at the top of his class with straight As. His ability, coupled with the praise and high expectations, translate into academic success for him.

But for some reason, your parents have never shown you the same interest or given you the praise you’ve deserved for your own academic achievements. In fact, compared to how they treat your brother, they all but ignore your schoolwork and achievements. It’s obvious they don’t expect you to do as well. You begin to think that maybe your brother got all the brains in the family. You hope to squeeze by in school. You do as little as possible to get by, and you do what you can to draw little attention to yourself. Ds would make your parents upset, so you get mainly Cs with a few Bs sprinkled in.

You are meeting their expectations of mediocrity. That’s what a self-fulfilling prophecy is: You begin to believe the negative messages that others feed you until you have low expectations for yourself, and you fulfill those low expectations, even though you may be able to do much better. Who knows? You may be just as gifted academically as your brother. But as long as you listen to the message you are receiving from your parents, you’ll never know.
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