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“From one mother to another, I highly recommend that if you want a better future for your teens, you must have them read this book!”

—CANDACE LIGHTNER, founder, Mothers Against Drunk Driving

“This book is perfectly written. I want all 74,000 students in our district to read it, as well as their parents and all 6,000 teachers. I am trying to figure out how to make it required reading for all teens in Nashville.”

—PEDRO GARCIA, Ed.D., educational administration; superintendent, Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools

“Sean Covey once told us, Success or failure in life is too often traced back to key decisions and we could not agree more. This informative and fun book outlines the six big challenges you will face as a teen and then provides plenty of stories and compelling evidence to help you make the right choice. Read it! We promise you’ll love it.”

—BLAKE NEMELKA and BO NEMELKA, authors of The Middle School Student’s Guide to Academic Success

“It wasn’t so long ago that as a teenager I was faced with some of these big decisions and I know how tough it can be. My advice to you is to give this book to a teen in your life. It will give them the tools they need to make smarter choices.”

—CHELSIE HIGHTOWER, actress, and dance partner, trainer, and choreographer on Dancing with the Stars and So You Think You can Dance

“The game of life is full of choices, especially in the teenage years. This book will give you the guidelines to help make something great out of it!”

—STEVE YOUNG, former San Francisco 49ers Hall-of-Fame quarterback, founder of Forever Young Foundation, and author of QB: My Life Behind the Spiral

“I went right to the chapter on dating and sex, of course. And this chapter has completely changed my mind on the question of sex before marriage—I mean it: a complete 180 degrees! Thank you, Sean Covey.“

—DANNY MCFADDEN, age 16, Dublin, Ireland

“In this delightful and compelling book, Covey achieves two remarkable feats: he grasps the world of ambiguity that teens face and brings order and clarity to their major challenges. His penetrating, humorous, and engaging style grabs hold of your attention and won’t let it go!”

—JOHN T. CHIRBAN, Ph.D., Th.D., Harvard Medical School, author of True Coming of Age

“Finally, a book has been written that equips our youth with the tools they need to make the right decisions! Sean’s genius lies in his ability to connect with the hearts, souls, and minds of teenagers. As a parent and as an educator, I feel strongly that every teenager should be required to read The 6 Most Important Decisions You’ll Ever Make. My own two teenagers summed this book up in one word: ‘AWESOME.’ ”

—MURIEL THOMAS SUMMERS, principal, A. B. Combs Leadership Elementary School, National Blue Ribbon School of Excellence, the National School of Character 2004

“How we live our lives is based on the values we choose. This book will help teens choose their values today in order to make the decisions that create a better tomorrow.”

—A. C. GREEN, founder of A. C. Green Youth Foundation, former Los Angeles Laker and NBA “Ironman”

“This is brilliant! Having teenagers put their input into this book has a great effect. I was thinking wow! These are people I can relate to, teenagers like me with the same problems. Maybe I am not so alone.”

—KRISTI MARCHESI, age 15, Queensland, Australia

“In a world where our teens are bombarded with mixed messages about sex, drugs, and image, Sean Covey’s ability to ‘tell it like it is’ is a rare blessing. I highly recommend this book.”

—RICHARD PAUL EVANS, author of the #1 New York Times bestseller The Christmas Box

“This book helped me understand that I have the power to decide for myself who and what I want to be and do.”

—ALEXANDER IAN KENNEY, age 16, Copenhagen, Denmark

“Sean Covey has done an outstanding job of understanding the complicated and dynamic needs of today’s young people. Sean is one of the leading authorities in writing to teens. It is a pleasure to know and support Sean in this great work.”

—STEDMAN GRAHAM, author of Teens Can Make It Happen and founder of AAD Education, Health and Sports

“Sean Covey has a genuine understanding of the challenges and needs of teenagers. He demonstrated it in his first book, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens, and he demonstrates it again in this terrific new book. What a valuable guide and resource for our young people! I hope every teenager in the world reads it.”

—HAL URBAN, Ph.D., education/psychology, author of Life’s Greatest Lessons

“The timing of this book could not have been better. I have a fifteen-year-old son, and Sean Covey advises with the expertise of a friend who cares. Any teenager willing to listen just might find her- or himself inspired to be greater and do better.”

—ANSON DORRANCE, soccer coach of the eighteen-time National Champion University of North Carolina women’s soccer team

“I love the way this book deals with the important things that matter to me and my friends.” 

—DANIEL ARIAS, age 13, Costa Rica

“There are a hundred good reasons to read this book—great stories, inspiring quotes, tons of tips on how to take ‘the high road’ in everything you do—but the chapter you’re likely to read first and remember most is ‘Dating & Sex.’ Covey shows us how to make the choices that will protect our health, heart, and happiness.”

—THOMAS LICKONA, Ph.D., developmental psychologist and Professor of Education at the State University of New York at Cortland

“This book is an investment in the future of the world and is essential for the success of your teen. I love this book!”

—JULIE MORGENSTERN, author of Organizing from the Inside Out for Teens

“Powerful stuff!! I have never seen some of the kids I work with so enthusiastic about a book—especially those who read little! There is no doubt that Sean’s material gets through to teens and has a real positive impact on their lives.”

—LUISON LASSALA, youth leader at Anchor Educational Youth Centre and teacher at Rockbrook Park School, Dublin, Ireland

“Through the inspiring and poignant stories of real teens and sound principles, this book brings wisdom and guidance to young people who face so many life-changing decisions and challenges. Written in a humorous and approachable style, this is a comprehensive handbook to life for the fortunate teens who read it.”

—CHERI J. MEINERS, M.Ed., author of the children’s series Learning to Get Along

“Parents, get your teens to read this! Nag them, pay them, or do whatever you have to. It is a simple and far-reaching message that can influence both today and tomorrow.”

—DR. HENRY CLOUD, Ph.D. clinical psychology, cohost of the radio program New Life Live, and author of the million-seller Boundaries series

“It’s the first time I’ve had the opportunity to read a book that mentions our main concerns, focused on our feelings.”

—EMILIO ALFONSO CANALES MARTÍNEZ, age 17, Nicaragua

“This book does not just only guide you but it makes you understand the true meaning of how teenagers live. After I finished the book I was not the same old me anymore. Not only has it changed my thoughts, it made me understand why these certain things are happening to me and how to overcome them.”

—M. MANDAKH, age 19, Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia

“Sean Covey takes universal decisions and applies them individually. While teenagers will probably uncover many thought-provoking ideas and a wide variety of useful advice within the pages of this book, I’m sure the most important discovery will be within themselves.”

—JON M. HUNTSMAN, Jr., former ambassador to China and Singapore

“When I read this book, I felt like I was listening to advice from my best friend. By the time I finished this book, I could see that many good things will happen in my future if I listen to Sean’s advice and make the right decisions today.”

—STELLA SAPUTRA, age 19, Jakarta, Indonesia

“Any success I’ve had is attributable to the same guidelines Sean Covey lays out in this book. I’ve surrounded myself with the right people, people I truly want to be like, believers in me, not naysayers. My parents and family have been my biggest support system. For those teens that plain and simply just don’t have any real support system, I only hope they listen to Sean.”

—ERIK WEIHENMAYER, blind climber of Mount Everest

“I felt as if this book was made for me. It touched some nerves. It broadened my expectations and it gave me direction.”

—SHERILYNNE WILLIAMS, age 17, Durban, South Africa

“Sean Covey’s book provides an easy-to-read road map to a successful and fulfilling life where what matters most is who you are, not what you are or what you have. This book is engaging, interesting, and powerful. Dare yourself to read it!”

—NORM DEAN, assistant regional director, Western Metropolitan Region, Department of Education & Training, Victoria, Australia

“This book speaks directly to teenage concerns such as taking responsibility for one's life. I certainly wish I had learned to apply these principles when I was a teen. I have no doubt this book will be an absolute hit with me and my students.”

—DR. HELEN EFTHIMIADIS-KEITH, life-skills coordinator, University of Limpopo (Turfloop campus), South Africa

“Thanks to The 6 Decisions book, I am overcoming my identity crisis. I used to think I was just like everyone else. Now, I know I’m one of a kind.“

—PENGUIN, age 2, Antarctica
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To teens everywhere,

who are striving to choose the higher road

and

To my son, Michael Sean,

who has shown great courage in hard moments
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Call me Sean.

I’m the author and I’m glad you’re here. Don’t worry. This won’t be another boring book. This one’s different. It’s written just for teens and deals with your life, your problems, your stuff. It also has a lot of great cartoons. (I had to hire several artists and pay them a fortune because I can’t draw worth squat.)

This book is about one idea. I’ll get straight to the point.

There are six key decisions you make during your teen years that can make or break your future. So, choose wisely, and don’t blow it.

If you do happen to blow it, however, it’s not the end of the world. Just get back on track quickly and start making smarter choices.

Being a teen today is tougher than ever. While your grandparents may have had to walk uphill to school in the snow, you have a different set of challenges to navigate: like media overload, party drugs, online pornography, date rape, terrorism, global competition, depression, and heavy peer pressure. It’s a totally different world!

Although I still shoot spit wads, I’m no longer a teen, but I vividly remember the ups and downs I went through. Most of my problems began at birth. My dad said, “Sean, when you were born your cheeks were so fat the doctor didn’t know which end to spank.” He wasn’t kidding. You should see my baby pictures. My cheeks hung off my face like water balloons. You can imagine how often I was teased.

Once I was with all the neighborhood kids jumping on our trampoline. We were playing a game of add-on and it was my turn. Susan, my neighbor, couldn’t resist saying what everyone was thinking: “Man, look at Sean’s bouncing cheeks. They’re so fat.”

David, my younger brother, in an effort to defend me, said, “They’re not fat. They’re muscle.”
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His valiant effort backfired, and everyone got a kick out of my new nickname, “Muscle Cheeks.”

My problems continued into junior high school. I hated seventh grade and have chosen to forget most of it. I do remember that I still had fat cheeks, and an eighth grader named Scott kept trying to pick a fight with me. I don’t know why he picked on me. I’d never met the guy. Maybe it was because he was confident he could pound me. He’d wait in the hallway with a couple of his friends and challenge me to a fight every day after my algebra class. I was petrified and tried to stay away from him.

One day he cornered me.

“Hey, Covey. You big fat sissy. Why don’t you fight me?”

“I dunno.”

He then slugged me in the stomach real hard, knocking my breath out. I was too scared to fight back. He left me alone after that. But I was humiliated and felt like a loser. (By the way, I’m bigger than Scott now and I’m still looking for him. Kidding!)

As I began high school, to my pleasant surprise, my face grew into my cheeks, but a new set of problems arose. Suddenly I had to make a lot of important decisions that I wasn’t ready for. During the first week, I was invited to join a club with seniors who drank a lot. I didn’t want to join but I also didn’t want to offend them. I started to make new friends. Then, there were all these new girls. One even started liking me. She was pretty and aggressive and it was exciting and scary all at once. I had so many questions. Should I like this girl? Who should I hang out with? What classes should I take? Should I go to that party? How can I juggle school, sports, and friends?

I didn’t realize it at the time, but these were some of the most important decisions I’d ever make in my life.

The idea for this book started when I sent out surveys to hundreds of teens from all over and asked, “What are your biggest challenges?” Here’s what a few of them said:

“Stress. Trying to fit everything in is my number one challenge because I have a lot on my plate.”

“Parents. I have to deal with them every day and it’s exhausting.”

“School and grades. My mom screams at me.”

“Preparing for college. It’s right around the corner and I haven’t really given it much thought. Every time I try to think about it, I just end up getting a huge headache, so I don’t.”

“Dealing with sexuality. I have to be able to make the right choices now so that I don’t have to live with my mistakes later. It seems like if you’re not having sex when you’re a teenager, then you’re a prude or something.”

“Divorce of my parents. They always fight over who gets visitation.”

“High school drama. Who’s going out with who? Popularity. Best hair. Most athletic. Who’s got money? Who said this about them? It’s ridiculous!”

“Money. Barely enough money to live.”

“Peer pressure is a major problem. I give in really easy, with the right people.”

“I worry about the safety of my family because you can walk the streets and get killed. Most people are not going to school just to do drugs. I fear for my lil’ brother and sister.”

“Friends. They are just bugging the heck out of me. I don’t relate to them anymore. They ignore me and stay in their little cliques. I feel excluded, so lately I have just been staying away from them.”

“Dating. l don’t date whatsoever and here l am 17. My friends dog me and make me feel like l’m not doing something l should.”

“Body and appearance. I struggle with my weight all the time.”

I carefully studied all the surveys I got back. I also interviewed numerous teens from various locations over a three-year period. And a pattern began to emerge. Out of the 999 different challenges that were mentioned, six stood out above all the rest.

As I looked deeper, I discovered that with each challenge there was a choice (or series of choices) to be made. Some teens I interviewed had made smart choices; others, dumb ones. As a result, some were happy and some messed up. These challenges represented fork-in-the-road decisions and the consequences were huge. It became clear that what you do about these challenges are the six most important decisions you’ll ever make as a teen!

THE SIX MOST IMPORTANT DECISIONS YOU’LL EVER MAKE

[image: images] School. What are you going to do about your education?

[image: images] Friends. What type of friends will you choose and what kind of friend will you be?

[image: images] Parents. Are you going to get along with your parents?

[image: images] Dating and Sex. Who will you date and what will you do about sex?

[image: images] Addictions. What will you do about smoking, drinking, drugs, and other addictive stuff?

[image: images] Self-Worth. Will you choose to like yourself?

You may not have thought much about these decisions. Or you may be struggling with one of them or all of them. Whatever your situation, you need to learn all you can about each decision, the ins and outs, the good and bad, so that you can make informed decisions, with your eyes wide open. You don’t want to get down the road and find yourself saying, “If only I’d known better.”

Many decisions you make as a teen can impact your life forever. In his book Standing for Something, author Gordon B. Hinckley told this story about when he was young:

While working in a Denver railroad office, I was in charge of the baggage and express traffic carried in passenger trains. One day I received a call from my counterpart in New Jersey, who said that a passenger train had arrived without its baggage car. Three hundred patrons were angry, as well they had a right to be.

We discovered that the train had traveled from Oakland, California, to St. Louis, where a switchman had mistakenly moved a piece of steel just three inches. That piece of steel was a switch point, and the baggage car that should have been in Newark was in New Orleans, fourteen hundred miles away.
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Prisons all over the world are filled with people who made unwise and even destructive choices, individuals who moved a switch point in their lives just a little and were soon on the wrong track going to the wrong place.

Each of these six decisions is like a switch point, a small three-inch piece of steel that will lead us down the right or wrong track for hundreds of miles.

A TALE OF TWO TEENS

Imagine two 19-year-old girls about to graduate from teenagehood. At age 13, they were in similar situations. At 19, they are in very different places, because of their choices.

MEET ALLIE. She smiles a lot. She is attending a local university and has two great roommates; they have a riot together. Allie has a tuition scholarship, and also works part time as a teacher’s assistant. She plans to graduate in two years with a degree in English and become a teacher. Allie is dating two different guys right now, but isn’t really serious with either yet. Throughout her teen years, she didn’t date much and felt a little insecure about it, but she’s proud that she didn’t sleep around with every other guy. She hopes to meet a wonderful guy and get married someday.
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At fifteen, Allie tried drugs once but, afterward, realized how stupid it was. Since then, except for an occasional glass of wine, Allie doesn’t drink, smoke, or do drugs. She’s free of addictions. Every Sunday night, Allie calls her mom, whom she calls her “best friend.” Although she has problems, overall, she is confident, goal-driven, and happy with herself.

MEET DESIREE. She is strikingly beautiful but suffers from low self-esteem. When asked why, she replies, “I don’t know. It’s just that I’m always thinking I’m fat and ugly.”

Desiree started smoking when she was fourteen and smokes two packs a day now. She claims she could quit tomorrow.

She works full-time at a grocery store making minimum wage. Although she completed high school, she never really tried in school and doesn’t see a need to get more education. She lives in an apartment by herself and has various live-in boyfriends. During high school, she fooled around with lots of guys and was involved in many abusive relationships. “I always seemed to pick losers,” she says.

Desiree doesn’t have much of a relationship with her parents. And she has little contact with any of her best friends from high school. She doesn’t know what she wants to do with her future and often gets depressed.
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Two girls. Two totally different outcomes. Why? Because of their choices. Can you begin to see why making smart choices about school, friends, parents, dating, sex, addictions, and self-esteem is so huge?

THE TEN-YEAR EXPERIMENT

Before going any further, try this little experiment:

Your job is to introduce yourself to someone as you were exactly ten years ago today and tell them a few things about yourself.

If your name is Jeremie and you’re seventeen, you would say something like: “Hi, my name is Jeremie. I’m seven years old and I live in Toronto, Canada, with my parents and my younger brother, who is four. I just finished first grade. I have a goldfish named Spot and I love to color and play soccer. I feel happy inside.”

If you’re reading this book and you’re near someone, try this experiment with them. Tell them it’s part of a book assignment, so they don’t think you’ve gone psycho. Introduce yourself as you were ten years ago, then have them do the same. If no one’s around or you’re too embarrassed (no big deal), just fill in the blanks below.
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The date ten years ago today is:

My name is:

I am ______ years old.

I live in:

I live with:

My favorite things to do are:

I feel:



Now, shift gears. Your job is to introduce yourself to the same person as you would like to be ten years into the future. Tell them what you’re doing and a little about yourself. Remember, this is how you would like to be ten years from now. So, Jeremie would say something like:

“Hi. I’m Jeremie. I’m 27 years old and I live in Vancouver, Canada. I just got married to a wonderful woman named Jasmine. A few years ago I graduated in music from the University of Toronto and I now teach piano at a private music school. I love my family and I hang out with them a lot. I’m feelin’ really good about where I’m headed with my life.”
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The date ten years from now is:

My name is:

I am _____ years old.

I live in:

I live with:

Over the past ten years I have:

I feel:



You just practiced time travel. When you went back ten years, what memories surfaced? Were you in a good spot or a bad one?

And what about the future? What did you see ten years from now? What do you want to do and who do you want to become over the next decade?

FREE TO CHOOSE
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 The good news is, where you end up ten years from now is up to you. You are free to choose what you want to make of your life. It’s called choice or free will and it’s your birthright. What’s more, you can turn it on instantly! At any moment, you can choose to start showing more respect for yourself or stop hanging out with friends who bring you down. Ultimately, you choose to be happy or miserable.

The reality is that although you are free to choose, you can’t choose the consequences of your choices. They’re preloaded. It’s a package deal. As the old saying goes, “If you pick up one end of the stick, you pick up the other.” Choice and consequence go together like mashed potatoes and gravy. For example, if you decide to do poorly in school and not go to college, you’ll suffer the natural consequences of finding it hard even to get an interview for a high-paying job. Likewise, if you date intelligently and avoid casual intimacy, you’ll enjoy the consequences of having a good reputation and not worrying about STDs and pregnancy.

The word decision comes from the Latin root meaning “to cut off from.” Saying “yes” to one thing means saying “no” to another. That’s why decisions can be hard sometimes.

You’re always better off making a decision once and being done with it instead of making it again and again. For example, as a teen, I decided I wasn’t going to smoke, or drink, or do drugs. (Now, I’m not making myself out be a hero, because I made lots of mistakes as a teen, as I’ll show you later. But I did do this one thing right.) So, I avoided parties where everyone got plastered. I chose not to hang out with guys who did drugs. I never felt peer pressure to do this stuff because I’d already made up my mind once and didn’t have to keep making that decision over and over.

Some might say that I missed out on a lot of fun. Maybe so. To me, it gave me freedom: freedom from getting stoned and doing something stupid; freedom from a drunk driving offense; freedom from forming an addiction.

A QUICK OVERVIEW

There are different ways in which you can read this book. You can read it from start to finish (probably the best way), or skip around and go to the chapters that interest you the most. If you’re really lazy, just look at the cartoons. Here is a quick overview of the chapters.


[image: images] SCHOOL—I’m Totally Stressed Out!


Of all your challenges, school ranks #1. Why? It’s the stress! As one teen put it, “School…Argh! People put pressure on students that school is everything, and it stresses me out!”

You have to deal with gossip and grades, teachers and tests, labels and lunch ladies. Yikes! You have to cope with parents who actually expect you to try your best in school, for crying out loud. On top of that, you have to worry about preparing to get a real job someday.

Why is what you choose to do about education such a big decision? Probably because what you do about it will open doors of opportunity or slam them shut for a very long time.

In the chapter on school, we’ll hit many important topics like:

• How dropping out of school wrecks your money-making potential

• Finding motivation when you have none

• The 7 secrets to getting good grades

• Rising above a learning disability

• Preparing and paying for college

• Finding your voice (we’re not talking choir here; we’re talking about discovering what you’re good at)


[image: images] FRIENDS—So Fun…So Fickle


Some teens find it easy to make good friends. For many, though, it’s a struggle. We don’t fit in. Or we’re judged because we don’t have a perfect body or wear the right clothes. It’s especially hard when your family has to move and, suddenly, you’re the new kid at school trying to break into established cliques. Many of us have had times when we’ve not had any friends at all. Or we have such a great need to be accepted we become friends with anyone willing to accept us even if they bring us down.

And then there’s all the drama. It is the weirdest thing, but virtually every girl I’ve spoken to tells me, “Any two girls get along fine, but three never works.” Us guys have a different set of challenges, like punching each other and dating each other’s girlfriends.

Who you choose as friends and the kind of friend you choose to be is a huge decision. In this chapter, we’ll talk about lots of interesting stuff such as:
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• Surviving the popularity game

• What to do when you don’t have any friends

• Being the kind of friend you’d like to have

• Surviving the catfights

• What you need to know about gangs

• Standing up to peer pressure


[image: images] PARENTS—How Embarrassing!


“My mom is okay. She tries to understand me. But it’s like the more she tries, the more she annoys me. And then my dad is just crazy. And I just can’t relate to him at all.”

This is Sabrina. She’s pretty normal. She loves her parents but can’t figure them out half the time. Part of the problem with parents is how we see them. When I was in grade school, my parents were cool. But when I turned 13, they morphed into nerds and became so embarrassing. Suddenly, they forgot how to dress, talk, or walk upright. I’ll never forget the time in eighth grade when I was on the sidelines during a football game and I felt a tap on my shoulder.
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“Hey, Sean. It’s me. Dad. Do you and your buddies want a piece?”

I was shocked. There stood my dad on the sidelines, where he wasn’t supposed to be, with a 16-inch pizza, during the middle of my football game, asking me if I wanted a piece of freaking pizza.

I was horrified. And, in front of all my teammates, I denied that I even knew him.

But, trust me, when you get a little older you’ll find that your parents will instantly mature and become cool again and your friends will start saying things like, “Dude, your mom is awesome.”

The quality of the relationship you want to have with your mom and dad is a choice and it’s one of the most important decisions you’ll ever make. In this chapter, we’ll discuss many vital issues, including:

• How to build an awesome relationship with your mom and dad

• Disarming your parents in one line or less

• Four magical expressions to use with your parents that work every time

• Surviving a divorce

• Coping with the “Why can’t you be like your brother?” syndrome

• What to do when your parents are really messed up and you have to raise them


[image: images] DATING & SEX—Do We Have to Talk About This?


I wish we didn’t have to talk about it, but we do. If we didn’t, I’d be irresponsible, because it’s one of the most important decisions you’ll ever make. Perhaps the most important. (Parents, if you’re secretly reading your teen’s book right now to see what I have to say about this topic, just relax and trust me. I won’t botch it.)

When I was a boy, my parents never talked about the birds and the bees. My dad would turn red in the face if he even thought about it. So, I learned all about it from the neighborhood boys that were in the know. But times have changed and you’d better get real clear on what kind of people you’re going to date and what you’re going to do about sex. If you don’t, someone else will make the decision for you and you don’t want that. In this chapter we’ll get into stuff like:

• Dating intelligently

• So you don’t date…so what?

• The problem with centering your life on a girlfriend or boyfriend

• Spotting red flags in a relationship

• What are STDs and why should I care?

• Debunking the four great myths about teens and sex
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[image: images] ADDICTIONS—It’s Not Hard to Quit…I’ve Done It a Dozen Times


I admit it. I picked up an addiction in high school—to nachos. I couldn’t get enough of them. I couldn’t watch a movie without nachos. I couldn’t pass a 7-Eleven without getting my nacho fix. I’m still hooked. I’ve never stopped to think about what goes into that greasy, cheesy stuff, but I’m sure it ain’t cheese.

I’m so lucky I didn’t pick up any other addictions during my teens. I feel bad for a coworker who has to go outside every two hours in the rain or heat to have his smoke. I feel bad for a family friend who messed up his brain so bad from drugs that he’s just not the same anymore. Clearly, the decisions you make around this challenge often stick with you for life.

Today, there’s pressure to binge-drink, smoke, do drugs, take steroids, sniff glue, and do a number of other enticing things. As a couple of teens put it:

“A ton of people do it, so it’s hard to stay away from it.”

“I’ve stopped, but I still want it.”

You won’t want to miss this section. Your peers have some really good stories to share. We’ll chat about:

• The three brutal realities of addiction

• The truth about alcohol, tobacco, meth, ecstasy, ’roids, cocaine, prescriptions, inhalants, and more

• This is not your parents’ marijuana!

• Conquering an addiction

• The drug of the twenty-first century

• Where to get great nachos


[image: images] SELF-WORTH—If Only I Were Better Looking


One girl said, “My biggest challenge is self-esteem. There are too many beautiful people. I feel ugly.” If you ever feel this way, you’re not alone. Compared to the models we see plastered in Cosmopolitan and GQ, we all feel ugly.

There’s nothing wrong with wanting to look your best. But if your self-confidence or lack of it comes from how you stack up on the good-looks gauge, you’ve got serious problems.
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The fact is, there are lots of kids with big noses and dorky clothes that are full of self-confidence. And there are loads of well-dressed, popular kids who have no self-confidence at all. Obviously, there’s so much more to healthy self-worth than beauty and biceps.

When all is said and done, learning to like yourself is a choice. It may not seem that way, but it is. It’s a matter of learning to get your security from within, not from without—or from what others say about you. This chapter will cover:

• The one true mirror you should always look to

• Why fixating on other people’s opinions of you is stupid

• Character and competence: the foundation stones of healthy self-worth

• What to do when you’re depressed and can’t pull out of it

• Developing your unique talents and skills

• Mining your own fields for diamonds

THE 7 HABITS CRASH COURSE—They Make You or Break You

In addition to a chapter on each of the six decisions, there’s a short chapter called The 7 Habits Crash Course. It’s up next. A few years ago, I wrote a book called The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens. If you’ve already read that book, the chapter will serve as a good review of the habits. If you haven’t read it, the crash course will get you up to speed. It doesn’t really matter in which order you read these books. It’s sort of like the Star Wars movies. They all go together, but it doesn’t really matter which one you watch first.

In this book, we’ll use the 7 Habits as a tool kit to help you make these big decisions. So just what are the 7 habits of highly effective teens? Simply put, they are the habits that successful and happy teenagers from Africa to Alaska have in common. Don’t leave home without them!
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READY FOR TOMORROW

My purpose in writing this book is simple: I want to help you make smart choices around each of the six decisions so you can be happy and healthy today, and ready for tomorrow—a future so bright you’ll have to wear shades. When you turn twenty and retire from being a teen, I want you to be able to say:

• I have a solid education!

• I have good friends that bring out the best in me!

• I have good relationships with my parents!

• I don’t have an STD, am not pregnant (nor gotten anyone pregnant), and have made smart choices about dating and sex!

• I am addiction-free!

• I like myself and am okay with who I am!

Of course, you’ll make mistakes during your teen years, face many struggles, and have many highs and lows. No one expects you to be perfect. But please don’t make it harder than it has to be. By simply making smarter choices starting today, your teenage journey can be so much smoother.

I like what the poet Robert Frost had to say about the importance of decisions.
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P.S.

Oh, by the way, I encourage you to personalize your book. A teen named Carol said, “I come from a book-oriented family. I’ve been reading since the age of three, and writing anything in a book is a sin.” I was raised this way too. But let’s change that rule, right now. The new rule is: Mark up your book! Get out your pen, colored pencils, highlighter—whatever—and go to town. Scribble. Doodle. Have some fun with it. Write in the margins. Circle quotes you want to remember. Highlight stories that inspire you. Record insights as they come. You’ll get a lot more out of this book if you make it your own.


COMING ATTRACTIONS




Up next, we’ll talk about who this guy they call “the man” really is. If you’re curious, keep reading!
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On the next page is a chart with numbers from 1 to 54. Your challenge is to find each number on the chart, starting at 1, then 2, then 3, and so on, all the way to 54. Take 1 1/2 minutes and see how many numbers you can find. There are no missing numbers or tricks. Are you ready? On your mark, get set, go.

How far did you get? Most people get to about number 30. Now, I want you to try it again, but this time I’m going to teach you a method to help you locate the numbers. Go to page 32, and everything will be explained there.

Welcome back. So, how far did you get this time? Perhaps you got all the way to 54. What was the difference? The only difference is that I gave you a way of thinking—a framework—to help you find the numbers. Once you knew where to look, you could move at three times the speed.

That’s exactly what the 7 Habits are. They are a framework or a way of thinking that can help you solve your problems better and faster. They will be vitally important in helping you make smart choices for these six most important decisions. So, throughout the book, I will refer to them from time to time.

To get you started, I’m going to give you a quick crash course on the 7 Habits. Before diving into the Habits, you need to understand two quick concepts: paradigms and principles.
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WHAT’S A PARADIGM?

A paradigm is your perception, point of view, or the way you see the world. My brother-in-law Kameron once worked hard for several weeks building a wall made of railroad ties in his backyard. When he was almost finished, his neighbor regretfully asked Kameron if he could please take out the railroad ties and use rocks instead. She simply explained that her husband didn’t want to look at a railroad tie wall for the rest of his life.

Kameron’s work mates couldn’t believe the nerve of this neighbor to ask such a thing when the wall was almost finished. Although Kameron didn’t fully understand her reasoning, he knew they’d be neighbors for a long time, and, although it cost him another week of extra work, he did what she requested and replaced the railroad ties with rocks.

The next week, Kam’s neighbor came over and expressed appreciation for rebuilding the wall for her husband’s sake. “You see,” she explained, “he’d never tell you this, but when my husband was a teenager, he was imprisoned in a labor camp for eighteen months in Germany after the war. During all those months he had to carry railroad ties, and, to this day, he gets sick to his stomach when he even looks at one.”

Can you see how a little understanding immediately changed Kameron’s perception? His anger turned to compassion in an instant. That’s called a paradigm shift. Sometimes our paradigms or perceptions are way off and need to be fixed. That’s why we shouldn’t judge other people. We seldom know the whole story.

This book will challenge many of the paradigms you have about yourself and life in general. You may, for example, believe that you and your mom could never get along. Or you may be convinced that you could never do well in school. Or you may feel that it’s unrealistic to refrain from having sex as a teen. In reality, it may be that your paradigm is messed up, and that with a little more information, you’d feel differently, just as Kameron did. Remember, the key to changing yourself is to first change your perspective or paradigm.

WHAT’S A PRINCIPLE?

Principles are natural laws. Gravity is a principle. If you toss an apple into the air, it will come down, regardless of whether you live in New York or New Delhi, or whether you’re alive today or in 2000 B.C.

Just as there are principles that govern the physical world, there are principles that govern human interaction. Honesty, for example, is a principle. If you are honest with other people, you will earn their trust. If you are dishonest, you may fool people for some time but you’ll eventually be found out—always. Other examples of principles are hard work, respect, service, focus, patience, responsibility, love, renewal, choice, and justice. There are dozens more.

The following is a transcript of an apocryphal radio conversation between a U.S. naval ship and Canadian authorities off the coast of Newfoundland. It illustrates what I mean by principles.
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Americans: Please divert your course 15 degrees to the north to avoid a collision.

Canadians: Recommend you divert your course 15 degrees to the south to avoid a collision.

Americans: This is the captain of a U.S. Navy ship. I say again, divert YOUR course.

Canadians: No, I say again, you divert YOUR course.

Americans: This is the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln, the second largest ship in the United States Atlantic fleet. We are accompanied by three destroyers, three cruisers, and numerous support vessels. I demand that you change your course 15 degrees north. That’s one-five degrees north, or countermeasures will be taken to ensure the safety of this ship.

Canadians: This is a lighthouse. Your call.

Principles are like lighthouses. They’re timeless, universal, and self-evident. You can’t break principles; you can only break yourself against them, no matter who you are.

Since principles can never fail us, they are the best possible things to center our lives on. By centering on principles, all the other important aspects of our lives—friends, boyfriends and girlfriends, school, and family—find their proper place. Ironically, putting principles first is the key to doing better in all these other areas.

Each of the 7 Habits is based upon timeless principles that never go out of style. Throughout the book I’ll show you the havoc that’s created when you center your life on anything other than principles.
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THE 7 HABITS

The 7 habits of highly effective teens are the 7 characteristics that happy and successful teens the world over have in common. Here’s a list of the habits and quick explanations.

HABIT 1

BE PROACTIVE

Take responsibility for your life.

HABIT 2

BEGIN WITH THE END IN MIND

Define your mission and goals in life.

HABIT 3

PUT FIRST THINGS FIRST

Prioritize, and do the most important things first.

HABIT 4

THINK WIN-WIN

Have an everyone-can-win attitude.

HABIT 5

SEEK FIRST TO UNDERSTAND, THEN TO BE UNDERSTOOD

Listen to people sincerely.

HABIT 6

SYNERGIZE

Work together to achieve more.

HABIT 7

SHARPEN THE SAW

Renew yourself regularly.
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As the preceding diagram shows, the habits build upon each other. The first three habits, numbers 1, 2, and 3, form the root structure. These habits deal with getting your own act together. We call it the Private Victory. It’s all underground because nobody but you really knows what’s going on. Too often, we try to change other people before changing ourselves but, as we all know, it doesn’t work that way. All change starts at the roots, with you.

The next three habits, numbers 4, 5, and 6, form the trunk and branches, the stuff that everyone sees. These habits deal with getting along with other people. We call it the Public Victory. If you haven’t won the Private Victory to some degree, it will be impossible to win the public one. The key to good relationships is to make peace with yourself first. It’s inside out, not outside in.

Above the tree are the things that nurture the tree from the roots to the leaf tops, like rain and sunshine. This is Habit 7, or the habit of Renewal. It breathes life and vitality into all the other habits.

Let me give you an image for each habit to help you remember them.


HABIT 1 BE PROACTIVE


For Habit 1, picture a remote control.
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Habit 1 is all about taking responsibility for your life and being the captain of your own ship. As my friend author John Bytheway puts it, proactive people carry the remote control to their lives. They choose their channel or mood. Reactive people allow other people or things to control them, as if they’ve given their remote to other people or things that can change their moods at the push of a button. They allow a rude comment by a friend to ruin their whole day.

Reactive people say stuff like:

• “My boyfriend is making my life miserable.”

• “I can’t get good grades as long as he’s my teacher.”

• “Mom, you’re messing up my life.”

• “If I had her looks, I’d be popular too.”

In the movie School of Rock there’s a great scene in which the substitute teacher, Dewey, is sarcastically trying to teach the kids about how we too easily become victims to “the man,” or that imaginary force that is out to get us.

Dewey: What, you want me to teach you something? You want to learn something? All right, here’s a useful lesson for you. Give up. Just quit. Because in this life, you can’t win. Yeah, you can try, but in the end, you’re just gonna lose, big time, because the world is run by the Man.

Frankie: Who?

Dewey: The Man. Oh, you don’t know the Man? Oh, well, he’s everywhere. In the White House, down the hall. Miss Mullins, she’s the Man. And the Man ruined the ozone, and he’s burning down the Amazon, and he kidnapped Shamu and put her in a chlorine tank. Okay? And there used to be a way to stick it to the Man. It was called rock ‘n’ roll. But guess what. Oh, no. The Man ruined that too with a little thing called MTV! So don’t waste your time trying to make anything cool or pure or awesome. ‘Cause the Man’s just gonna call you a fat, washed-up loser and crush your soul. So do yourselves a favor and just give up!

The point is, when you play the victim, you give up control, and you hand over your remote to the Man, whether it be your parents, a teacher, a girlfriend or boyfriend, a boss, or fate itself. Habit 1 is all about taking back the remote and taking responsibility for your life.
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For example, Jen told me how she used to let little comments at school make her miserable. After learning about Habit 1, however, she took back her remote. Jen said,

“It doesn’t intimidate me to say ‘hi’ to people in the halls anymore. When something bad happens, I smile through it. It’s kind of amazing how happy I am, and how I consider most days good when I used to consider the same days bad. And when he doesn’t say ‘hi’ to me, I say ‘hi’ to someone hotter and make my own day.”

As you’ll see, Habit 1 plays a key role in every one of the important decisions.


HABIT 2 BEGIN WITH THE END IN MIND


For Habit 2, think of a road map.
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Think about the last long road trip you went on. Without a map, how hard would it have been to find your destination? Pretty difficult. You might have eventually found it, but you would have wasted a lot of time and energy in the process. So it is with us. If we aren’t clear about our end in mind, about our goals and what we stand for, we’ll wander, waste time, and be tossed to and fro by the opinions of others.

To help you define where you want to go in life, I recommend writing a personal mission statement or a clear set of goals or both. Think of it as your personal road map. Here’s a mission statement shared by Ayesha Johnson from Hunter’s Lane High School.
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MY MISSION STATEMENT IS…

…To be the best I can be.

…To continue to be a role model to my younger cousins.

…To graduate from high school and college.

…To continue to help people with their situations.

…To be a good student.

…To be a wife and mother later in life.

…To be a successful businesswoman/owner.

…To one day save a lot of money and help the needy.

…To donate my organs to someone who needs them when I die.

…To most of all believe that through God all things are possible, if you just believe.

Imagine how much this mission statement directs Ayesha’s life day to day. Mission statements come in all kinds of forms—some long, some short, in poetry or art form. Here’s yet another mission statement by Peter Parker.

Whatever life holds in store for me, I will never forget these words: “With great power comes great responsibility.” This is my gift, my curse. Who am I? I’m Spider-Man.

Throughout the book, I’ll share mission statements from teens and encourage you to write your own.*


HABIT 3 PUT FIRST THINGS FIRST


For Habit 3, imagine a 13-hour clock.
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When you put first things first, it expands your time. It’s almost like having a 13-hour clock. The Time Quadrants is an amazing model that can help you find more time. It is made up of two ingredients:


Important: your most important things;

stuff that really matters.

Urgent: things that are in your

face and demand your immediate attention.
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Quadrant 1 are things that are both important and urgent. This includes stuff like getting to work on time, a car breaking down, the big test tomorrow. These things are important and they have to be done now. Sometimes crises just pop up; in fact, they always will. Too often, however, we create them because we procrastinate. That’s why Quadrant 1 is the home of The Procrastinator. A Q1 lifestyle leads to burnout and high stress. Spend less time here.

Quadrant 2 includes things that are important but not urgent. So what is important but not urgent? How about exercise? Is that important? Yes. Is it urgent? No. Not really. You’re not going to die if you don’t exercise today. So, it belongs in Quadrant 2. What about a paper that is due in a week? Is it important? Yes. Is it urgent? No. Not yet. But if you procrastinate too long, then suddenly it turns into a Q1 crisis. So, it also belongs in Q2. Quadrant 2 is where The Prioritizer lives. It’s the place you want to be. Time spent here leads to a balanced life and high performance.

Quadrant 3 represents stuff that is urgent but not important, such as many phone calls and e-mails, interruptions, and other people’s small problems. Because this stuff is urgent, it appears important, but it’s really not. Quadrant 3 is where The Yes-Man hangs out. He says yes to everything and everyone because he doesn’t want to disappoint anyone. In so doing, he only disappoints himself. Avoid this quadrant at all costs.

Quadrant 4 is filled with time wasters and too much of a good thing, such as really long phone calls, endless internet sessions, too much sleep, and mall marathons. Some of these activities are relaxing and necessary at first, but do them too much and they become a waste. This is the home of The Slacker. Don’t waste your time here.

Just having a simple understanding of the Quadrants will help you immensely at school. See what it did for Sarah, a 16-year-old junior.

I was a very good student, but when tests came, I would do very poorly on them. I had no clue why I would bomb even though I knew the material being discussed. When I saw the Quadrants it made me realize I was definitely the Yes-Man. When I was supposed to be studying I would have interruptions that I thought were important, like a phone call. I was easily distracted. I would then cram the morning before the test to get as much information in my head. I am learning to say no to people at times and say yes to me. My teachers have taught me that it is okay to be a little selfish about my priorities.


HABIT 4 THINK WIN-WIN


For Habit 4, think of a high five.
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The high five seems to have been around since the caveman and is a symbol of teamwork and the Win-Win spirit. Think Win-Win is an attitude toward life that believes everyone can win. It’s not you or me, it’s both of us. Instead of being threatened by the successes of others, you’re happy for them. Their success does not take away from you. Instead of stepping on other people (Win-Lose) or being the doormat for others to wipe their feet (Lose-Win), you’re always thinking of ways for both sides to get what they want.

I remember reading a sermon from the Lake Street Church of Evanston that beautifully illustrates this point.

I was recently reminded of a story the late senator Paul Simon was fond of telling…Every time he told it, it choked him up and brought tears to his eyes. It is the story of a Special Olympics over which he officially presided. The time came for the footrace. All the runners assembled at the starting line. Each one had a particular disability. The gun sounded and the racers sprinted.

About a third of the way through the course, one of the runners fell. The crowd gasped. But, amazingly, with utter spontaneity, the rest of the runners stopped in their tracks. They stopped and looked back at the one who had fallen. One by one they turned around and slowly made their way back to help the fallen runner. They pulled him to his feet and the race continued with everyone running arm in arm to the finish line. They all finished the race together. All of those runners could see themselves in the one who fell.

Although there is a place for healthy competition, like in sports and business, life is not a competition, especially when it comes to relationships. Think how silly it is to say, “So, who’s winning in your relationship, you or your mom?” In relationships, if you’re not both winning, in the end you’ll both end up losing.

When it comes to making important decisions around choosing good friends, dating intelligently, and getting along with your parents, a Win-Win spirit is a must.


HABIT 5 SEEK FIRST TO UNDERSTAND, THEN TO BE UNDERSTOOD


For Habit 5, remember a big ear.
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Most people don’t listen very well and, as a result, one of the great frustrations in life is that we don’t feel understood. No one seems to really understand our problems, our pain, our wishes, our unique situation.

Many Native Americans use a solution to this problem that’s been around for centuries. It’s called the Talking Stick. Whenever people meet together, the Talking Stick is there. Only the person holding the Talking Stick is permitted to speak. As long as you have the Talking Stick, you alone may speak, until you feel that everyone understands you. As soon as you feel understood, it’s your duty to pass it on to someone else so that they too can feel understood. The Talking Stick, you see, ensures that everyone truly listens.

Wouldn’t it be great to have the Talking Stick when you’re trying to share your feelings with your parents? They wouldn’t be allowed to speak until you felt completely understood. Imagine that!

The single most important communication skill you can ever learn is how to listen. Real listening doesn’t mean you’re just silent, it means that you’re actively trying to understand another human being. Often we get into trouble because we jump to conclusions without understanding all the details, as this poem written by a teen named Logan illustrates.

The other day I saw my girl walking with some other man

They were walking and giggling and having a time

And I saw she was holding his hand!
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I stood back and spied, my eyes filled with tears

As I watched this foul display

Some overly cheerful bicep with legs

Was taking my baby away!

As I spied over Dumpsters with feelings of hate

I saw them in a close embrace! Now I’m broken-hearted

’Cause before they parted, I saw her kiss his face.
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That ended my garbage-can espionage

I thought I had seen quite enough

I decided to confront that devilish girl

Who I had once called my true love.

So I typed up an e-mail to that wicked female

And gave her a piece of my mind.

But I won’t say what I said, in case there’s kids present

But I will say my words were unkind.

I said it was the end, and right when I clicked send

I heard my telephone ring.

I picked up the receiver and couldn’t believe her

It was my little ex…thing.

She said “Sorry, babe, that I haven’t seen you all day

But my older brother’s in town!

Did I ever tell you that he is a boxer

And one of the biggest around?!
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“He’d like to meet you but he’s quite protective

So behave whatever you do,

I’ll just check my e-mail and then we’ll come by

And…oh look! Here’s an e-mail from you.”
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Healthy relationships with friends and parents are built on a foundation of good listening and withholding judgment. We’ll take a closer look at how to better do that in the chapters ahead.

HABIT 6 SYNERGIZE

For Habit 6, visualize four interlocking arms.


[image: images]


Synergy is achieved when two or more people work together to create something better than either could alone. It’s not your way or my way but a better way, a higher way. Life is like four interlocking arms that form a circle. Each arm brings different strengths to the party and together they are stronger than any single arm alone. Builders know all about this. They know that one 2 x 4 beam can support 607 pounds, but two 2 x 4s nailed together can support not just 1,214 pounds (which is what you’d expect), but a whopping 4,878 pounds! So it is with us. We can do so much more together than we can alone.

Each of us is different, in background, race, and culture, in how we look, think, and talk, and on and on. And the key to synergy lies in appreciating these differences instead of being scared by them. A popular fable, “The Animal School,” by George H. Reavis, illustrates why we should value differences and not lump everyone into the same mold.

Once upon a time, the animals…organized a school. They adopted an activity curriculum consisting of running, climbing, swimming, and flying…

The duck was excellent in swimming, better in fact than his instructor, and made excellent grades in flying, but he was very poor in running. Since he was low in running, he had to stay after school and also drop swimming to practice running…

The rabbit started at the top of the class in running, but had a nervous breakdown because of so much makeup in swimming.

The squirrel was excellent in climbing until he developed frustrations in the flying class where his teacher made him start from the ground up instead of from the treetop down…

The eagle was a problem child and had to be disciplined severely. In climbing class he beat all the others to the top of the tree, but insisted on using his own way of getting there.

At the end of the year, an abnormal eel that could swim exceedingly well and also could run, climb, and fly a little had the highest average and was valedictorian.
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Appreciate the fact that you may be an eagle, your friend may be a duck, your sister may be a rabbit, and your mom may be a squirrel. You all have different strengths and weaknesses and that’s the beauty of it. Can you see how silly it is to compare an eagle with a squirrel and say, “Which one is better?” Likewise, can you see how nonsensical it is to compare yourself with someone at school and think, “I’m better than her,” or “I’m not as good as he is”? No one is better or worse than anyone else, just different. You’re okay; they’re okay.

Valuing differences is one of the great secrets to a happy life. It’s also a vital ingredient for learning to get along with your parents, as you’ll soon discover.

HABIT 7 SHARPEN THE SAW

For Habit 7, picture a saw.
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A lumberjack should never get too busy sawing to take time to sharpen his saw. Likewise, we should never get too busy living to take time to renew ourselves. We are made up of a heart, body, mind, and soul. Each needs time and attention.
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