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PRAISE FOR

DAVID JACKSON AND LANDING AT THE TOP






How many times have we heard someone of great potential express frustration and a sense that they won’t be able to accomplish much in life? This aura of pessimism, almost of helplessness, is unfortunately becoming all too common, possibly fueled by a society whose messages are increasingly negative.

Enter Landing at the Top, an extraordinary book that shows, by example, how one can, indeed should, set big goals, and how to go about accomplishing them. The stories that the author, David Jackson, shares with us are inspiring, but also fun and exciting. If you ever dreamt of learning how to fly an airplane, but have been afraid to even try, Jackson will guide you through the steps that one needs to take to tackle the most ambitious, and apparently unachievable goals.

This book, that I hope many people will buy, read, and keep as a reference, is a quick read, but it packs a significant amount of practical instruction on how to pursue success. I was truly touched by the heartwarming nature of the stories that fill the book and at the same time impressed because the questions it poses to the reader are exactly what our youth needs, in this time of rapid change, evolving norms, and great uncertainty.

A book that I recommend not only to aspiring leaders, but also to mentors, teachers, parents, and anyone who is ready to set big goals and make them a reality.


—DANIELE STRUPPA

President of Chapman University


For anyone who dreams about being a transformational leader, Landing at the Top is a must-read. It not only gives the how-to’s of converting dreams into reality, but it also shows how passion trumps obstacles and roadblocks that stand in the way. David Jackson’s amazing life is an inspiration for those who want to make a positive difference in the world.


—JIM DOTI

President Emeritus and the Rick Muth Family Chair in Economics, Chapman University


It has been an honor and a privilege to be employed by Mr. David Jackson for over twenty years. In that capacity, I served under his leadership as an AP Calculus teacher; a position in which he gave me the freedom to dream big, for my students and for myself as an employee of Fairmont Schools. As a result of his unrelenting belief in me and his student population, Mr. Jackson spearheaded one of the most successful AP Calculus programs ever commenced in the entire country. And as such, his school, Fairmont Preparatory Academy was recognized as the Calculus Mecca of the United States for twenty years; literally changing the paradigm as to what was possible and what could be expected if you dared to have a BHAG—Big Hairy Audacious Goals; and you were not afraid to relentlessly chase it, work for it, and accomplish it.

As so clearly demonstrated in his book, and more importantly exemplified by his life, Mr. Jackson has devoted a lifetime to inspiring others to be great and chase their dreams. And, as he would say, “If anyone tells you otherwise—don’t listen to them. Just keep reaching for the stars.” In this book, Landing at the Top, you will be driven to make the world a better place because others like David Jackson believed it was possible; a testament resounded by thousands of students who have graced the halls of Fairmont Preparatory Academy for over a half a century. This book is a must-read for anyone who believes that there are no limits to anything in life if you are just bold enough to pursue it; in short, “Attempt the impossible and you will achieve the improbable.”


—SAM “MR. CAL” CALAVITTA

Mathematics, Fairmont Prep Academy; voted Top Calculus Teacher in the World in 2005; eighteen-time triathlete; recipient of the Siemens Award for Advanced Placement; author, Making a Difference


David Jackson’s Landing at the Top is an engaging, inspiring story of a man who dreams bigger than most of us, a man who tackles goals and challenges that might discourage those who lack his boundless determination and optimism. Jackson’s myriad accomplishments are impressive, indeed. Equally memorable is the honesty and humility of the man behind the accomplishments. Few authors of his stature so freely acknowledge weaknesses, admit failures, and generously credit those who helped them along the way. In this way, the book serves as much as a how-to, motivational manual as a memoir of a life well lived. Jackson generously shares his “Golden Rules to Live By” and repeatedly cheers us on to a more expansive life with, “If someone like me can have these successes, you can too.” Read this book and get inspired.


—DAWN THURSTON

Author, Breathe Life into Your Life Story: How to Write a Story People Will Want to Read


Throughout Landing at the Top, David Jackson delights us with a series of adventures and achievements that begin with dreams and beliefs, but are then mainly driven by doing, adjusting, and persevering. The “doing” parts, for example, what David did to transform Fairmont Schools, are breathtaking, not just in what he sought to achieve but also how he went about it. Unorthodox to say the least!

Educators, students, and aspiring leaders, take note … sometimes ambitious common sense trumps commonly accepted professional practices! This is much more than a “guy follows his dreams” book. Jackson dreams “smart” as well as “big.” I highly recommend Landing at the Top for anyone who dreams of making a difference in their schools, work or businesses, and even for your family.


—GUILBERT C. HENTSCHKE

Dean Emeritus, Rossier School of Education, University of Southern California


In his memoir, Landing at the Top, David Jackson chronicles his life filled with overcoming challenges and proving naysayers wrong. His incredible life story recounts the tale of a man who transforms personal setbacks and professional obstacles into a life of “dream achievement”—a life that shaped and impacted thousands of young lives as the leader of a prestigious private school in Orange County, California. His inspirational story of enduring positivity and abundant perseverance will serve to energize and encourage you to always pursue your dreams. This motivational work will provide enduring resolve for young adults to view setbacks as opportunities and will be a source of continued tenacity for those with big obstacles, but even bigger dreams.


—DR. STEVEN SHERMAN

Head of School, Palm Valley School


David Jackson’s Landing at the Top is an exceptional story that inspires you to reach your big, hairy, audacious goals. It captures the reality of the “ups and downs” of life in regards to reaching success. David Jackson’s trials prove that the struggles of life can become your greatest strengths, instead of weaknesses. As a twenty-year-old who is just beginning his journey of setting big, hairy, audacious goals, this biography serves as an inspiring reminder that setting goals leads to the realization that anything is achievable. As you embark into the world of accomplishing your goals, allow David Jackson’s life to be an example to you that there is nothing anyone can say or do to diminish your potential.


—DYLAN BARAJAS


We are truly limited by our imagination, and the content of our successes is only limited by our attitudes and actions. Dave Jackson’s Landing at the Top is a great aid to maximizing what can be accomplished in one’s own life.


—RONALD STEIN, PE

Founder of PTS Advance, author, columnist, Energy Literacy Consultant, and co-author of the Pulitzer Prize-nominated book Clean Energy Exploitations


Landing at the Top is a must-read book for the aspiring entrepreneurs and dreamers of the world. David Jackson captures the true essence of leadership as he takes you on his journey, both personally and professionally, with optimism and courage. His valuable insights, passion, and willingness to never accept the status quo, is a true testament to his success as a servant leader. As his colleague, I have observed in awe as he grew his business by setting ambitious standards of excellence for himself and his team. David’s tenacity to overcome obstacles without losing heart is truly inspiring. I am grateful he has shared his story with us.


—SHERRY ADAMS

Co-founder, Stratford School, and Vice Chairwoman, Spring Education Group


This book is more than an autobiography; it’s a life guide that illustrates the transformative power of resilience, belief, and audacity in the face of adversity. Jackson’s personal journey, from overcoming significant challenges to becoming a leader in education, serves as a testament to the idea that anyone can transcend their limitations. His stories of personal and professional triumphs, underscored by the pivotal role of a sixth-grade teacher who believed in him, highlight the importance of support and belief in unlocking potential. It is this same support and belief he cultivated at Fairmont, where I studied from preschool through high school, that I still use today as a practicing physician. This book highlights remarkable achievements and challenges, as well as showcases the profound impact on students’ lives, including mine, that Jackson has had. This narrative doesn’t just recount events; it encourages readers to chase their dreams, embrace failure, and persist despite obstacles. It’s a compelling call to action for dreamers and doers alike, offering practical wisdom for anyone looking to make an indelible impact in their personal and professional lives. An essential read for aspiring changemakers.


—RANI BERRY, MD

Gastroenterologist


My first tour of David Jackson’s Fairmont Private Schools campus confirmed most, if not all, of my first impressions of this man. Purpose driven, tenacity and an unwavering commitment to positively make a difference in young people’s lives which would ultimately improve our world. Over the next twenty-plus years, I learned that he was a man with big dreams and where others might ask “Why?” David would ask “Why not?” In his book Landing at the Top, Jackson shows us by example how we too can not only reach for the stars, but snatch them on our way to living our best life!


—JACK DALY

CEO coach and world-recognized serial entrepreneur


Mr. David Jackson, you have lived a very productive and successful life. Your life was full of adventures, interesting events, successful contracts, and actions. Your book of memoirs will inspire young people to have concrete aims in their future life.

David Jackson’s book, Landing at the Top is a very interesting and unordinary story of a man, who reached his dreams in life. It is a special story which can teach us how to set up small aims to reach a bigger goal. The book is like a manual that gives helpful advice on how, through different accomplishments and actions in life, our dreams can come true.

I am sure you must read Landing at the Top, and you will get inspiration to do something new and good in your life.


—MIKHEIL ELIZBARASHVILI

Chairman, Association Diabetikon
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INTRODUCTION


Are your dreams alive and kicking? Have you set goals for your life? I’m not talking about everyday goals; I’m talking about Big Hairy Audacious Goals (BHAGs).1 If your dreams and goals don’t excite you and make the blood run faster through your veins, may I ask you why not?

Could it be that you’ve learned to put aside your dreams because a few well-intentioned friends have discouraged you? Have you heard comments such as “You can’t do that, you’re too young, too poor, too old, too inexperienced”? Have people told you that you’re not smart enough or not trustworthy? Throughout my life I’ve heard all of these remarks—and more—so I hope my stories will help you learn to follow your dreams, never give up, and always try, even if it seems impossible.

Nothing in the world should prevent you from dreaming big and setting enormous, whopping goals. After all, they’re your dreams and goals and because of that, no one has the right to tell you that they’re ridiculous, unattainable, or unrealistic. Take it from me—just an ordinary guy who always had a multitude of BHAGs running through his head—the things you can accomplish in your life are only limited by a reluctance to accept that anything is possible if you really want it and you believe in yourself.

Growing up wasn’t easy for me, and I suffered from self-doubt caused by emotional and physical challenges that skewed my perception of life. I was born with double vision, and as a young child, I couldn’t understand why the letters on a page swirled around, making it impossible for me to learn to read. In 1951, I contracted encephalitis and meningitis and lived in a world that was under the constant threat of polio. Because of my vision problems and frail health, my academic journey became a monumental struggle. I was mocked by my peers, dismissed by my teachers, and on a path to surefire failure until I was saved by a sixth-grade teacher named Mr. Frodshime.

Mr. Frodshime was a World War II veteran who had, as he put it, “an encounter with a grenade that didn’t go well.” He lost his left arm and three fingers on his right hand, but never let that limit his capacity to inspire and motivate others. He saw something in me that no one—especially me—had ever seen before. He saw potential. In class, he challenged me and pushed me, never letting me get away with anything and refusing to accept excuses. He helped me discover the strength within myself to overcome obstacles; he believed in me and taught me to believe in myself. My experiences in Mr. Frodshime’s classroom would end up having a profound effect on my future in so many ways, including influencing me years later in my career as an education entrepreneur.

There were many other agonizing events during my childhood, including a terrible accident when I was three years old that almost killed me and left both my parents with severe injuries. I suffered from terrifying nightmares when I was only seven, and at age thirteen, I had my heart broken and experienced a lot of anger when my parents divorced. But it was in all these trials I faced that I discovered resilience and realized that even the worst experiences can lead to profound moments of growth. This did not happen overnight; these discoveries and realizations have continued throughout my life. I recognized that the audacious dreams I had—and would continue to have over the years—could be accomplished because of the obstacles I faced and not despite them.

I think about my goals in life as mountain peaks to summit, and as I stand now at the top of the mountain and look down, I know that despite how difficult many of the climbs were, despite the occasional slip or fall, they’ve all been worth it. I’ve experienced things in my life that I never would have thought possible: the exhilaration of racing against the world’s best skiers, the adrenaline rush of piloting a fighter jet, and the thrill of discovering the awe-inspiring beauty of seven continents. I’ve known the warmth of a large and loving family and the joy of spiritual fulfillment. I’ve taken pride in owning and running one of the most successful education businesses in the country and experienced the thrill of seeing my students reach beyond what they thought possible to find success in the world’s top universities and companies. I’ve delighted in watching the joy they find in their dream vocations and the happiness they experience raising successful families.

I share my journey with you, not as a mere recounting of events but as a call to action. Don’t let life’s stumbling blocks hinder you from pursuing your dreams. Don’t surrender to the naysayers. Embrace failure as another valuable lesson learned, for each stumble and each mistake brings you closer to success. It’s not easy, I will tell you. It can be very hard! Take that leap of faith, take that risk, and reach for the stars, because in doing so, you’re not just dreaming, you’re living. You can live your dream!

You see, I was once the “dumb kid” who disliked school yet I ended up spending the better part of my life shaping young minds as the head of a prestigious private school. If an ordinary person like me, someone with some extraordinary challenges, can scale the walls of impossibility, so can you. So, let’s embark on this journey together; let me share my experiences and help you discover your own determination and resilience to achieve all of your BHAGs.

Are you ready?




1Jim Collins, “BHAG, Jim Collins - Concepts,” accessed February 12, 2024, https://www.jimcollins.com/concepts/bhag.html.
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A SUCCESSFUL LANDING AFTER A ROUGH TAKEOFF




AUGUST 11, 1962: IN THE SKIES ABOVE THE DESOLATE LANDSCAPE SURROUNDING LAS VEGAS, NEVADA. MY HEART WAS POUNDING IN MY CHEST, AND THE ADRENALINE WAS RACING THROUGH MY VEINS.
 

[image: img007]

The plane I learned to fly in


“Mayday! Mayday! This is Cessna 7149 Tango requesting an emergency landing,” I yelled, remembering to use my best aviation vernacular despite my panic.

“7149 Tango, Las Vegas Tower. What is your emergency?” came the swift reply.

I couldn’t believe my inaugural solo cross-country flight had transformed into this nightmare. I’d embarked from Fullerton, California, aiming for the stars, and I thought I was well aware of the realities of this flight. Now I worried that I may have made a mistake when I convinced my flight instructor, Steve Gibbs, to let me do an eight-hundred-mile flight through the Nevada and Arizona deserts. Normally, a pilot’s first solo cross-country flight should span only fifty nautical miles and just one other airport. He felt this might be too much for me and worried that I wasn’t ready for such a monumental test of courage, resolve, and aptitude. I could only hope he was wrong.

Recently I’d run into an old timer who had complimented me on taking on such an audacious adventure at the tender age of sixteen, and his words had fueled my resolve to succeed. I was soaring on cloud nine, blissfully unaware of what was about to happen. Maybe his praise added a little too much to my cockiness about being a pilot?

After the first leg of the flight, I landed safely at the airport in Las Vegas to refuel. I’d done everything my flight instructor had taught me, checking the oil and doing a careful walk-around, then starting up the engine. My confidence was high, and I was ready for the next stage of my flight. Just as I took off, my exhilaration turned to sheer terror. The door of the plane’s cowling, that stubborn metallic shield guarding the engine, had come unhinged, threatening to plunge through my windshield. The alarming noise it made and the horrifying sight of it flapping wildly sent chills down my spine. I was sure it was going to rip through my windshield.

“Las Vegas Tower, 4-9er Tango, the cowling door has busted open. I am on my first solo cross-country flight, and I’m sixteen years old.”

I was swiftly approaching hysteria and knew I had to get a grip on myself and concentrate. I heard Steve’s voice in my head: “Stay in control and don’t panic.” Every emergency scenario he’d put me through during my initial flight training played in my mind like a movie. I imagined Steve saying, “All right. Stay calm. What are you going to do?”

Taking a deep breath, I steadied my hands on the yoke. “You can do this,” I told myself. “Maintain speed. Plan your approach, no sharp turns, make sure your seatbelt is snug, prepare to turn off the fuel after touching down …”

“4-9er Tango, Las Vegas Tower. Can you safely make a 180-degree turn and land on runway 24?”

“4-9er Tango, affirmative.”

“4-9er Tango, Las Vegas Tower. Maintain your speed, turn right, and enter downwind for runway 24. I will divert the other traffic and clear you for an emergency landing. We are alerting Airport Rescue and Firefighting to prepare for your landing.”

“49 Tango, roger.”

“4-9er Tango, Las Vegas Tower. You are cleared for an emergency landing on runway 24. I’ll help guide you to a safe landing. Don’t worry, you’ll be all right.”

I wanted to scream out, “That’s easy for you to say! You aren’t sixteen years old and all alone inside a broken airplane!” Instead, I followed his instructions and miraculously landed the airplane. The relief I felt as my tires kissed the runway was immeasurable.

When I’d begun planning the trip Steve had recommended a safer local cross-country flight. But I was sixteen and craving an audacious journey. I wasn’t in the habit of standing up to Steve, who was only twenty-two at the time but seemed much older and wiser. He was larger than life and highly confident. He reminded me of the Marlboro Man, and he was my hero. I held firm and finally he gave in and told me that I would be OK if I remembered all the emergency procedures he’d taught me. His confidence in my abilities gave me the courage and determination to follow my dream of flying cross-country.

After this traumatic experience, I entertained thoughts of staying the night in Las Vegas, catching an Elvis show, and having a relaxing evening. My thoughts went back to Steve, who I knew would never abandon a flight because of a minor emergency. So, I put dreams of Elvis tickets aside, snapped back to reality, and got ready to continue to Phoenix. As I flew across the Nevada and Arizona deserts, I got my confidence back and was enjoying a smooth journey when catastrophe struck again! As I approached the airport in Phoenix, I hit a bird. I couldn’t believe it. “Here we go again,” I said to no one.

[image: img010]

Wow, I hit a bird!

“Phoenix Tower!” I cried out. “Cessna 7149 Tango requests an emergency landing! I just hit a bird!”

“49 Tango, Phoenix Tower. What size bird? Are you able to make the runway?”

“Phoenix Tower, 49 Tango. It was a fairly large bird,” I said, although I had barely seen it. All I could focus on was the big dent in my left wing.

“I’m a student pilot on my first solo cross-country,” I said with a little more urgency in my voice while thinking that this couldn’t be happening again.

Despite the tension, I went through my self-reassurances as I approached the runway. “Stay calm. Stay focused. Stay in control.” Finally, I heard the sweet squeal of tires hitting the runway of Phoenix Airport and knew I was safe. After refueling and being reassured that my wing would not fall off, I continued on my journey. The flight back to Fullerton was uneventful and my stepdad was surprisingly understanding about all the damage I’d done to his plane.

You might wonder why I continued flying that day. The answer is simple: I could not let fear change my life goals and plans. For me, this flight was more than a journey toward receiving my pilot’s license. It was a voyage of self-discovery, a quest that proved to me I could overcome any obstacles thrown in my path, even birds and broken cowlings! Each emergency landing brought me closer to myself and taught me invaluable life lessons. I was learning that life, like that solo flight, is a journey filled with unexpected turbulence. We have to have courage, maintain focus, and adapt to change as we go along. That maiden solo cross-country flight began shaping the man I am today.
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