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What teens and others
are saying about


The            
7 HABITS
of Highly Effective
TEENS


“Sean Covey’s The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens is a true gift for the ‘teenage soul.’ No matter what issues you may be struggling with in life, this book offers hope, vision, and the strength to overcome your challenges.”


—JACK CANFIELD and KIMBERLY KIRBERGER, coauthors of Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul


“This is an easy-to-understand book full of interesting stories. I really related to Sean’s personal story about the fear of performing in front of people since I am a violinist. I’m sure teenagers around the globe will be able to relate as well.”


—EMILY INOUYE, age 14


“Sean Covey speaks to teenagers in a way that is both entertaining and thought-provoking. His message offers teens a solid road map to a successful future. I highly recommend it.”


—JOHN GRAY, author of Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus


“The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens gives you new insight into the meaning of being powerfully successful. It teaches the importance of setting goals and sticking to them in order to achieve your dreams.”


—PICABO STREET, member of the U.S. ski team and Olympic gold medalist


“What? Sean Covey wrote a book? You’ve got to be kidding!!”


—Sean’s high school English teacher


“Sean provides an appropriate adaptation of lifelong values and principles that when embraced by teens will enrich their lives earlier and longer—very cool!!”


—MICK SHANNON, President and CEO, Children’s Miracle Network


“The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens by Sean Covey is a touchdown! The sooner you develop good, strong habits, the more effective your life will be. This book will help you do just that.”


—STEVE YOUNG, quarterback, San Francisco 49ers, and NFL Most Valuable Player


“The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens is a real-life guide to help teens be their best. Setting goals and writing them down is one of the most important things you can do. Commit them to memory, stay focused, and develop the stamina to go the distance. If you do, you can achieve any goal you set.”


—TARA LIPINSKI, U.S. figure skating champion and 1998 Olympic gold medalist


“My son was 21 when we discovered The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People and used it to build a new relationship, which continues today—seven years later. If only we could roll back the clock to when he was 15, this new book would have saved us six years of miscommunication, frowns, and frustration. Dads, this book is your opportunity as well as your children’s!”


—CLYDE FESSLER, Vice President, Business Development, Harley-Davidson Motor Company


“I used one of the stories from your book in a speech I gave at leadership camp and it helped me to be elected governor! Thanks Sean Covey!!!”


—LEISY OSWALD, age 16


“Sean Covey is following in his father’s footsteps in an imaginative way as he shares his teen experience in a Covey style—The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens. Lessons learned from his own experience make this a unique guidebook for a younger generation looking for direction.”


—FRANCES HESSELBEIN, President and CEO, the Drucker Foundation, and former President, Girl Scouts of America


“The best way to ‘make it happen’ in your life is to make the right choices as a teen. The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens lets teens see themselves as the principal force in their lives, regardless of their background or current walk of life.”


—STEDMAN GRAHAM, author of You Can Make It Happen and founder of Athletes Against Drugs


“Our youth today are facing ills their parents and grandparents never imagined. They are searching for answers, and The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens provides the tools to enable them to find those answers within themselves. With the help of loving parents, teachers, and friends, may our teens be blessed to grow to be happy, healthy, contributing adults.”


—DR. ROBERT SCHULLER, author of If You Can Dream It, You Can Do It; Reverend of the Crystal Cathedral and Hour of Power


“Sean Covey’s book should be read by every grandparent and be on every grandparent’s gift list for the teenagers in their extended family. His principles can span the generational communication gaps that are too prevalent in today’s society. Moreover, his guidelines can turn the hearts of each generation to the others. Grandparents will make a huge difference in the lives of their grandchildren if they will support Covey’s advice for helping teenagers identify their own ‘principle centers’ for their developing lives.”


—KIRK L. STROMBERG, Director, Strategic Planning and Development, American Association of Retired Persons (AARP)


“Sean’s ‘can-do’ examples remind me of how important it is to make the most of what I have. I play a lot of sports, though I’m not a big kid. This book helped me realize that I have to rely on my speed and my smarts if I want to reach my goals.”


—BRENT KUIK, age 15


“If you want to win in the ‘game of life,’ scoring is essential. The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens gives teens a great game plan for achieving their dreams. Covey offers great insights to help parents coach their kids to reach their highest goals and overcome any obstacles they might encounter.”


—RICK PITINO, coach of the Boston Celtics and author of Success Is a Choice


“How we live our lives is based on the values we believe in. This book will help any teen, in a very practical way, build a life’s foundation on values that count.”


—DONALD G. SODERQUIST, Vice Chairman and COO, Wal-Mart Stores


“With all of the social ills in our society, what this world needs is more teenagers who have a bright vision of the future, a willing spirit, and the determination to contribute to their families, their schools, and the community. Sean Covey’s book teaches our youth how to do just that!”


—BOB GOODWIN, President and CEO, Points of Light Foundation


“Powerful but not parental—an important message delivering much more than good advice, it offers true direction to teens living in a challenging, complex world. Covey offers sound, time-tested direction without sounding preachy or parental… packaging unquestionable wisdom into a friendly, approachable book that will inspire trust and encourage teens to follow their hearts, rather than simply follow the group.”


—PATRICK S. O’BRIEN, author; founder and President, Making College Count


“If The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens doesn’t help you, then you must have a perfect life already.”


—JORDAN MCLAUGHLIN, age 17


“We all have dreams in life we want to achieve and we can reach these dreams if we’re willing to always give 100 percent. This book is an intensive training program for youth to grow and develop so they can become winners in the competition of life.”


—KRISTI YAMAGUCHI, U.S. Olympic figure skating gold medalist


“This book has many positive, inspirational, and motivational strategies to help teenagers live up to their potential.”


—LAURA C. SCHLESSINGER, Ph.D., author of Ten Stupid Things Women Do to Mess Up Their Lives


“The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens is a winner! In my years of coaching young people, we learned together that working hard, setting goals, and having a clear vision of your dream enables you to be successful, even when you lose.”


—LOU HOLTZ, former head football coach at Notre Dame, the 1988 national champions, and sports analyst of CBS’s College Football Today


“The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens is a breakthrough book for teenagers. It enables them to realize how they can achieve their own personal victories through setting the goals that will lead them to the fulfillment of their dreams.”


—HENRY MARSH, author of The Breakthrough Factor and four-time Olympian


“The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens teaches teenagers basic principles to build a solid foundation that will sustain them through life’s most difficult challenges. Most teens need this book. Most important of all, believe in God and His willingness to help you—all you have to do is ask. It’s called prayer.”


—THE REVEREND THEODORE M. HESBURGH, C.S.C., President Emeritus, University of Notre Dame


“I have been juggling family, school activities, friends, and after-school responsibilities. When I read The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens it helped me become a more organized person. I used a lot of the cartoons to help me remember stories and examples.”


—JOY DENEWELLIS, age 18


“Stephen Covey must be rightfully proud of his son Sean, who absorbed his father’s lessons well. Those who wish to avoid the temptations and devastation of drugs, including alcohol, would be wise to implement The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens. Written for teenagers by a recent teen himself, this book is an indispensable tool for helping young people make the right choices while growing up in the chaos of the nineties. I wish there had been a book like this for those of us who grew up in the sixties!”


—CANDACE LIGHTNER, founder, MADD (Mothers Against Drunk Driving)


“Motivation is only a part of the game of life. Self-discipline and self-control are key in making your dreams reality. This book offers all the tools you need as a teen to be a champion in life.”


—MIA HAMM, member of the U.S. women’s national soccer team and Female Athlete of the Year


“Whether to sink in self-pity or swim in the ocean of knowledge is a choice we are called upon to make in life. Here is an excellent guide for youth, by a youth, to make life meaningful.”


—ARUN GANDHI, grandson of Mahatma Gandhi and founder of the Gandhi Institute


“The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens challenges teens to break through the boundary of being ‘average’ to become their personal best. All teens can achieve their goals and dreams if they have the courage to do what it takes to reach them—this book shows in clear examples how they can do this.”


— DAVE CHECKETTS, President and CEO, Madison Square Garden


“The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens is gold. In my coaching life before the Olympics, I loved working with youth and learning with them and from them about the importance of having dreams, setting goals to achieve them, and celebrating the victories. Sean Covey’s book reinforces just that message!”


—DICK SCHULTZ, Executive Director, U.S. Olympic Committee


“The inspiring examples from real-life problems that teenagers like myself deal with every day, and their experiences and situations, have helped me make lifesaving decisions. I highly recommend this book to any teenager.”


—JEREMY SOMMER, age 19


“The teens in our world ‘deserve this break today’! Sean Covey’s The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens teaches youth everywhere to be industrious, have integrity, and give back to family and community. This book reinforces that our teens can be the hope for a better world.”


—MICHAEL QUINLAN, CEO and Chairman, McDonald’s Corporation


“This book really caught me by surprise! I’ve not put it down, and nearly completed it five hours after receiving it. What a refreshing thing to see a writer tell things as they are, without preaching and with real-life values.”


—DOUGLAS SPOTTED EAGLE, international recording artist and lecturer


“For a professional athlete, winning basketball games is important —but winning at the game of life is even more important. The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens provides a game plan for teens to become team players with their teammates in life, their families and friends. It presents strategies for becoming a better all-around person and elevating individual skills.”


—SHERYL SWOOPES, women’s professional basketball player


“Today’s teens are the future leaders of our families, communities, and nation. The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens teaches them the value of hard work, setting and achieving goals, and taking responsibility and initiative, all of which are characteristics of effective leaders.”


—MICHAEL O. LEAVITT, Governor of Utah and Vice-Chairman, National Governor’s Association
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Who am I?


I am your constant companion. I am
your greatest helper or heaviest burden.
I will push you onward or drag you down
to failure. I am completely at your command.
Half the things you do you might just as
well turn over to me and I will be able to do
them quickly and correctly.


I am easily managed—you must merely
be firm with me. Show me exactly how you
want something done and after a few
lessons I will do it automatically. I am the
servant of all great individuals and, alas, of
all failures, as well. Those who are great, I
have made great. Those who are failures,
I have made failures.


I am not a machine, though I work
with all the precision of a machine plus
the intelligence of a human. You may run
me for a profit or run me for ruin—it
makes no difference to me.


Take me, train me, be firm with me,
and I will place the world at your feet. Be
easy with me and I will destroy you.


Who am I?
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PART I
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The Set-up
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Get in the Habit
They Make You or Break You


Paradigms and Principles
What You See Is What You Get





Get in the
Habit



THEY MAKE YOU OR BREAK YOU


Welcome! My name is Sean and I wrote this book. I don’t know how you got it. Maybe your mom gave it to you to shape you up, Or maybe you bought it with your own money because the title caught your eye. Regardless of how it landed in your hands, I’m really glad it did. Now you just need to read it


A lot of teens read books, but I wasn’t one of them. (I did read several Cliffs Notes book summaries, however.) So if you’re like me, you may be ready to shelve this book. But before you do that, hear me out. If you promise to read this book, I’ll promise to make it an adventure. In fact, to keep it fun, I’ve stuffed it full of cartoons, clever ideas, great quotes, and incredible stories about real teens from all over the world … along with a few other surprises. So will you give it a try?


Okay? Okay!




We first make
our habits,
then our habits
make us.


ENGLISH POET.





Now, back to the book. This book is based on another book that my dad, Stephen R. Covey, wrote several years ago entitled The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. Surprisingly, that book has become one of the best-selling books of all time. He owes a lot of the credit for its success to me and my brothers and sisters, however. You see, we were his guinea pigs. He tried out all of his psycho experiments on us, and that’s why my brothers and sisters have major emotional problems (just kidding, siblings). Luckily, I escaped uninjured.


So why did I write this book? I wrote it because life for teens is no longer a playground. It’s a jungle out there. And if I’ve done my job right, this book can be like a compass to help you navigate through it. In addition, unlike my dad’s book, which was written for old people (and can get really boring at times), this book was written especially for teens and is always interesting.


Although I’m a retired teenager, I remember what it was like to be one. I could have sworn I was riding an emotional roller coaster most of the time. Looking back, I’m actually amazed that I survived. Barely. I’ll never forget the time in seventh grade when I first fell in love with a girl named Nicole. I told my friend Clar to tell her that I liked her (I was too scared to speak directly to girls so I used interpreters). Clar completed his mission and returned and reported.
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“Hey, Sean, I told Nicole that you liked her.”


“What’d she say!?” I giggled.


“She said, ‘Ooohhh, Sean. He’s fat!’”


Clar laughed. I was devastated. I felt like crawling into a hole and never coming out again. I vowed to hate girls for life. Luckily my hormones prevailed and I began liking girls again.


I suspect that some of the struggles that teens have shared with me are also familiar to you:


“There’s too much to do and not enough time. I’ve got school, homework, job, friends, parties, and family on top of everything else. I’m totally stressed out. Help!”


“How can I feel good about myself when I don’t match up? Everywhere I look I am reminded that someone else is smarter, or prettier, or more popular. I can’t help but think, ‘If I only had her hair, her clothes, her personality, her boyfriend, then I’d be happy.’”


“I feel as if my life is out of control.”


“My family is a disaster. If I could only get my parents off my back I might be able to live my life. It seems they’re constantly nagging, and I can’t ever seem to satisfy them.”


“I know I’m not living the way I should. I’m into everything— drugs, drinking, sex, you name it. But when I’m with my friends, I give in and just do what everyone else is doing.”


“I’ve started another diet. I think it’s my fifth one this year. I really do want to change, but I just don’t have the discipline to stick with it. Each time I start a new diet I have hope. But it’s usually only a short time before I blow it. And then I feel awful.”


“I’m not doing too well in school right now. If I don’t get my grades up I’ll never get into college.”


“I’m moody and get depressed often and I don’t know what to do about it.”


These problems are real, and you can’t turn off real life. So I won’t try. Instead, I’ll give you a set of tools to help you deal with real life. What are they? The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens or, said another way, the seven characteristics that happy and successful teens the world over have in common.


By now, you’re probably wondering what these habits are so I might as well end the suspense. Here they are, followed by a brief explanation:






	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 above diagram shows, the habits build upon each other. Habits 1, 2, and 3 deal with self-mastery. We call it the “private victory.” Habits 4, 5, and 6 deal with relationships and teamwork. We call it the “public victory.” You’ve got to get your personal act together before you can be a good team player. That’s why the private victory comes before the public victory. The last habit, Habit 7, is the habit of renewal. It feeds all of the other six habits.


The habits seem rather simple, don’t they? But just wait till you see how powerful they can be! One great way to understand what the 7 Habits are is to understand what they are not. So here are the opposites, or:


The 7 Habits of Highly Defective Teens


Habit 1: React


Blame all of your problems on your parents, your stupid teachers or professors, your lousy neighborhood, your boy- or girlfriend, the government, or something or somebody else. Be a victim. Take no responsibility for your life. Act like an animal. If you’re hungry, eat. If someone yells at you, yell back. If you feel like doing something you know is wrong, just do it.


Habit 2: Begin with No End in Mind


Don’t have a plan. Avoid goals at all costs. And never think about tomorrow. Why worry about the consequences of your actions? Live for the moment. Sleep around, get wasted, and party on, for tomorrow we die.


Habit 3: Put First Things Last


Whatever is most important in your life, don’t do it until you have spent sufficient time watching reruns, talking endlessly on the phone, surfing the Net, and lounging around. Always put off your homework until tomorrow. Make sure that things that don’t matter always come before things that do.


Habit 4: Think Win-Lose


See life as a vicious competition. Your classmate is out to get you, so you’d better get him or her first. Don’t let anyone else succeed at anything because, remember, if they win, you lose. If it looks like you’re going to lose, however, make sure you drag that sucker down with you.


Habit 5: Seek First to Talk, Then Pretend to Listen


You were born with a mouth, so use it. Make sure you talk a lot. Always express your side of the story first. Once you’re sure everyone understands your views, then pretend to listen by nodding and saying “uh-huh.” Or, if you really want their opinion, give it to them.


Habit 6: Don’t Cooperate


Let’s face it, other people are weird because they’re different from you. So why try to get along with them? Teamwork is for the dogs. Since you always have the best ideas, you are better off doing everything by yourself. Be your own island.


Habit 7: Wear Yourself Out


Be so busy with life that you never take time to renew or improve yourself. Never study. Don’t learn anything new. Avoid exercise like the plague. And, for heaven’s sake, stay away from good books, nature, or anything else that may inspire you.
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As you can see, the habits listed above are recipes for disaster. Yet many of us indulge in them … regularly (me included). And, given this, it’s no wonder that life can really stink at times.


• WHAT EXACTLY ARE HABITS?


Habits are things we do repeatedly. But most of the time we are hardly aware that we have them. They’re on autopilot.


Some habits are good, such as:


• Exercising regularly


• Planning ahead


• Showing respect for others


Some are bad, like:


• Thinking negatively


• Feeling inferior


• Blaming others


And some don’t really matter, including:


• Taking showers at night


• Eating yogurt with a fork


• Reading magazines from back to front


Depending on what they are, our habits will either make us or break us. We become what we repeatedly do. As writer Samuel Smiles put it:


Sow a thought, and you reap an act;
Sow an act, and you reap a habit;
Sow a habit, and you reap a character;
Sow a character, and you reap a destiny.


Luckily, you are stronger than your habits. Therefore, you can change them. For example, try folding your arms. Now try folding them in the opposite way. How does this feel? Pretty strange, doesn’t it? But if you folded them in the opposite way for thirty days in a row, it wouldn’t feel so strange. You wouldn’t even have to think about it. You’d get in the habit.


At any time you can look yourself in the mirror and say, “Hey, I don’t like that about myself,” and you can exchange a bad habit for a better one. It’s not always easy, but it’s always possible.


Not every idea in this book will work for you. But you don’t have to be perfect to see results, either. Just living some of the habits some of the time can help you experience changes in your life you never thought possible.


The 7 Habits can help you:


• Get control of your life


• Improve your relationships with your friends


• Make smarter decisions


• Get along with your parents


• Overcome addiction


• Define your values and what matters most to you


• Get more done in less time


• Increase your self-confidence


• Be happy


• Find balance between school, work, friends, and everything else
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One final point. It’s your book, so use it. Get out a pencil, pen, or highlighter and mark it up. Don’t be afraid to underline, highlight, or circle your favorite ideas. Take notes in the margins. Scribble. Reread the stories that inspire you. Memorize the quotes that give you hope. Try doing the “baby steps” at the end of each chapter, which were designed to help you start living the habits immediately. You’ll get a lot more out of the book if you do.


You may also want to call or visit some of the hotlines and Web sites I have listed at the back of the book for additional help or information.


If you’re the kind of reader who likes to skip around looking for cartoons and other interesting tidbits, that’s just fine. But at some point you ought to read the book from start to finish, because the 7 Habits are sequential. They all build on each other. Habit 1 comes before Habit 2 (and so on) for a reason.


So what do you say? Make my day and read this book!
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COMING ATTRACTIONS


Up next, we’ll take a look at ten of the dumbest statements ever made. You don’t want to miss them. So read on!





Paradigms and Principles



WHAT YOU SEE IS WHAT YOU GET


The following is a list of statements made many years ago by experts in their fields. At the time they were said they sounded intelligent. With the passing of time, they sound idiotic.


Top 10 All-Time Stupid Quotes:


10. “There is no reason for any individual to have a computer in their home.”


KENNETH OLSEN, PRESIDENT AND FOUNDER OF DIGITAL EQUIPMENT CORPORATION, IN 1977


9. “Airplanes are interesting toys but of no military value.”


MARSHAL FERDINAND FOCH, FRENCH MILITARY STRATEGIST AND FUTURE WORLD WAR I COMMANDER, IN 1911


8. “[Man will never reach the moon] regardless of all future scientific advances.”


DR. LEE DE FOREST, INVENTOR OF THE AUDION TUBE AND FATHER OF RADIO, ON FEBRUARY 25, 1967


7 “[Television] won’t be ‘ able to hold on to any market it captures after the first six months. People will soon get tired of staring at a plywood box every night.”


DARRYL F. ZANUCK, HEAD OF 20TH CENTURY-FOX, IN 1946




Better Keep yourself clean and bright;
you are the
window through
which you see the whole world.


GEORGE BERNARD SHAW ENGLISH PLAYWRIGHT





6. “We don’t like their sound. Groups of guitars are on the way out.”


DECCA RECORDS REJECTING THE BEATLES, IN 1962


5. “For the majority of people, the use of tobacco has a beneficial effect.”


DR. IAN G. MACDONALD, LOS ANGELES SURGEON, AS QUOTED IN NEWSWEEK, NOVEMBER 18, 1969


4. “This ‘telephone’ has too many shortcomings to be seriously considered as a means of communication. The device is inherently of no value to us.”


WESTERN UNION INTERNAL MEMO, IN 1876


3. “The earth is the center of the universe.”


PTOLEMY, THE GREAT EGYPTIAN ASTRONOMER, IN THE SECOND CENTURY


2. “Nothing of importance happened today.”


WRITTEN BY KING GEORGE III OF ENGLAND ON JULY 4, 1776


1. “Everything that can be invented has been invented.”


CHARLES H. DUELL, U.S. COMMISSIONER OF PATENTS, IN 1899


Having read these, let me share with you another list of statements made by real teens just like you. You’ve heard them before, and they are just as ridiculous as the list above.
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“No one in my family has ever gone to college. I’d be crazy to think I could make it”


“It’s no use. My stepdad and I will never get along. We’re just too different.”


“Being smart is a ‘white’ thing.”


“My teacher is out to get me.”


“She’s so pretty—I’ll bet she’s a jerk.”


“You can’t get ahead in life unless you know the right people.”


“Me? Thin? Are you kidding? My whole family is full of fat people.”


“It’s impossible to get a good job around here ‘cause nobody wants to hire a teen.”



So What’s a Praradigm.



What do these two lists of statements have in common? First, they are all perceptions about the way things are. Second, they are all inaccurate or incomplete, even though the people who said them are convinced they’re true.


Another word for perceptions is paradigms [pair-a-dimes]. A paradigm is the way you see something, your point of view, frame of reference, or belief. As you may have noticed, our paradigms are often way off the mark, and, as a result, they create limitations. For instance, you may be convinced that you don’t have what it takes to get into college. But, remember, Ptolemy was just as convinced that the earth was the center of the universe.


And think about the teen who believes she can’t get along with her stepdad. If that is her paradigm, is she likely to ever get along? Probably not, because that belief will hold her back.


Paradigms are like glasses. When you have incomplete paradigms about yourself or life in general, it’s like wearing glasses with the wrong prescription. That lens affects how you see everything else. As a result, what you see is what you get. If you believe you’re dumb, that very belief will make you dumb. If you believe your sister is dumb, you’ll look for evidence to support your belief, find it, and she’ll remain dumb in your eyes. On the other hand, if you believe you’re smart, that belief will cast a rosy hue on everything you do.
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A teen named Kristi once shared with me how much she loved the beauty of the mountains. One day she went to visit her eye doctor and, to her surprise, discovered that her sight was much worse than she had thought. After putting in her new contacts, she was astonished at how well she could see. As she put it, “I realized that the mountains and trees and even the signs on the side of the road have more detail than I had ever imagined. It was the strangest thing. I didn’t know how bad my eyes were until I experienced how good they could be.” That’s often the way it is. We don’t know how much we’re missing because we have messed-up paradigms.


We have paradigms about ourselves, about other people, and about life in general. Let’s take a look at each.


• PARADIGMS OF SELF


Stop right now and consider this question: Are your paradigms of yourself helping or hindering you?


When my wife, Rebecca, was a junior at Madison High School in Idaho, a sign-up sheet for the Miss Madison pageant was passed around in class. Rebecca, along with many other girls, signed up. Linda, who sat next to Rebecca, passed without signing.


“Sign up, Linda,” insisted Rebecca.


“Oh, no. I couldn’t do that.”


“Come on. It will be fun.”


“No, really. I’m not the type.”


“Sure you are. I think you’d be great!” chimed Rebecca.


Rebecca and others continued to encourage Linda until she finally signed.


Rebecca didn’t think anything of the situation at the time. However, seven years later, she received a letter from Linda describing the inner struggle she had gone through that day and thanking Rebecca for being the spark that helped her change her life. Linda related how she suffered from a poor self-image in high school and was shocked that Rebecca would consider her a candidate for a talent pageant. She had finally agreed to sign up just to get Rebecca and the others off her back.


Linda said she was so uncomfortable about being in the pageant that she contacted the pageant director the following day and demanded her name be removed from the list. But, like Rebecca, the director insisted that Linda participate.


Reluctantly, Linda agreed.


But that was all it took. By daring to participate in an event that demanded the best in her, Linda began to see herself in a new light. In her letter, Linda thanked Rebecca from deep within for, in essence, taking off her warped glasses, shattering them against the floor, and insisting she try on a new pair.


Linda noted that although she hadn’t won a single title or award, she had overcome an even bigger obstacle: her low perception of herself. Because of her example, her two younger sisters participated in the pageant in later years. It became a big thing in her family.


The following year Linda became a student body officer, and, as Rebecca relates, developed a vivacious and outgoing personality.


Linda experienced what is called a “paradigm shift.” It means that you suddenly see things in a new way, as if you just tried on a new pair of glasses.
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Just as negative self-paradigms can put limitations on us, positive self-paradigms can bring out the best in us, as the following story about the son of King Louis XVI of France illustrates:


King Louis had been taken from his throne and imprisoned. His young son, the prince, was taken by those who dethroned the king. They thought that inasmuch as the king’s son was heir to the throne, if they could destroy him morally, he would never realize the great and grand destiny that life had bestowed upon him.


They took him to a community far away, and there they exposed the lad to every filthy and vile thing that life could offer. They exposed him to foods the richness of which would quickly make him a slave to appetite. They used vile language around him constantly. They exposed him to lewd and lusting women. They exposed him to dishonor and distrust. He was surrounded twenty-four hours a day by everything that could drag the soul of a man as low as one could slip. For over six months he had this treatment—but not once did the young lad buckle under pressure. Finally, after intensive temptation, they questioned him. Why had he not submitted himself to these things— why had he not partaken? These things would provide pleasure, satisfy his lusts, and were desirable; they were all his. The boy said, “I cannot do what you ask for I was born to be a king.”
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Prince Louis held that paradigm of himself so tightly that nothing could shake him. In like manner, if you walk through life wearing glasses that say “I can do it” or “I matter,” that belief will put a positive spin on everything else.


At this point you may be wondering, “If my paradigm of myself is all contorted, what can I do to fix it?” One way is to spend time with someone who believes in you and builds you up. My mother was such a person to me. When I was growing up, my mom always believed in me, especially when I doubted myself. She was always saying stuff like “Sean, of course you should run for class president,” and “Ask her out. I’m sure she would just die to go out with you.” Whenever I needed to be affirmed I’d talk to my mom and she’d clean my glasses.


Ask any successful person and most will tell you that they had a person who believed in them … a teacher, a friend, a parent, a guardian, a sister, a grandmother. It only takes one person, and it doesn’t really matter who it is. Don’t be afraid to lean on this person and to get nourished by them. Go to them for advice. Try to see yourself the way they see you. Oh, what a difference a new pair of glasses can make! As someone once said, “If you could envision the type of person God intended you to be, you would rise up and never be the same again.”


At times, you may not have anyone to lean on and may need to go solo. If this is the case with you, pay special attention to the next chapter, which will give you some handy tools to help build your self-image.



• PARADIGMS OF OTHERS



We have paradigms not only about ourselves, but also about other people. And they can be way out of whack too. Seeing things from a different point of view can help us understand why other people act the way they do.


Becky told me about her paradigm shift:


As a junior in high school, I had a friend named Kim. She was essentially a nice person, but as the year progressed, it became more and more difficult to get along with her. She was easily offended and often felt left out. She was moody and difficult to be around. It got to the point where my friends and I started calling her less and less. Eventually we stopped inviting her to things.


I was gone for a good part of the summer after that year, and when I returned I was talking to a good friend of mine, catching up on all the news. She was telling me about all the gossip, the different romances, who was dating who, and so on, when suddenly she said, “Oh! Did I tell you about Kim? She’s been having a hard time lately because her parents are going through a really messy divorce. She’s taking it really hard.”


When I heard this, my whole perspective changed. Rather than being annoyed by Kim’s behavior, I felt terrible about my own. I felt I had deserted her in her time of need. Just by knowing that one little bit of information, my whole attitude toward her changed. It was really an eye-opening experience.


And to think that all it took to change Becky’s paradigm was a smidgen of new information. We too often judge people without having all the facts.


Monica had a similar experience:


I used to live in California, where I had a lot of good friends. I didn’t care about anybody new because I already had my friends and I thought that new people should deal with it in their own way. Then, when I moved, I was the new kid and wished that someone would care about me and make me part of their group of friends. I see things in a very different way now. I know what it feels like to not have any friends.


From now on, Monica will treat new kids on the block very differently, don’t you think? Seeing things from another point of view can make such a difference in our attitude toward others.
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The following anecdote from Reader’s Digest (contributed by Dan P. Greyling) is a classic example of a paradigm shift:


A friend of mine, returning to South Africa from a long stay in Europe, found herself with some time to spare at London’s Heathrow Airport. Buying a cup of coffee and a small package of cookies, she staggered, laden with luggage, to an unoccupied table. She was reading the morning paper when she became aware of someone rustling at her table. From behind her paper, she was flabbergasted to see a neatly dressed young man helping himself to her cookies. She did not want to make a scene, so she leaned across and took a cookie herself. A minute or so passed. More rustling. He was helping himself to another cookie.


By the time they were down to the last cookie in the package, she was very angry but still could not bring herself to say anything. Then the young man broke the cookie in two, pushed half across to her, ate the other half and left.


Some time later, when the public-address system called for her to present her ticket, she was still fuming. Imagine her embarrassment when she opened her handbag and was confronted by her package of cookies. She had been eating his.


Consider this lady’s feelings toward the neatly dressed young man before the turn of events: “What a rude, presumptive young man.”


Imagine her feelings after: “How embarrassing!? How kind of him to share his last cookie with me!”


So what’s the point? It’s simply this. Our paradigms are often incomplete, inaccurate, or completely messed up. Therefore, we shouldn’t be so quick to judge, label, or form rigid opinions of others, or ourselves, for that matter. From our limited points of view, we seldom see the whole picture, or have all the facts.


In addition, we should open our minds and hearts to new information, ideas, and points of view, and be willing to change our paradigms when it becomes clear that they’re wrong.


Most important, it is obvious that if we want to make big changes in our lives, the key is to change our paradigms, or the glasses through which we see the world. Change the lens and everything else follows.


If you’ll look closely, you’ll find that most of your problems (with relationships, self-image, attitude) are the result of a messed-up paradigm or two. For instance, if you have a poor relationship with, say, your dad, it’s likely that both of you have a warped paradigm of each other. You may see him as being totally out of touch with the modern world, and he may see you as a spoiled, ungrateful brat. In reality, both of your paradigms are probably incomplete and are holding you back from real communication.


As you’ll see, this book will challenge many of your paradigms and, hopefully, will help you create more accurate and complete ones. So get ready.


• PARADIGMS OF LIFE


Besides having paradigms about ourselves and others, we also have paradigms about the world in general. You can usually tell what your paradigm is by asking yourself, “What is the driving force of my life?” “What do I spend my time thinking about?” “Who or what is my obsession?” Whatever is most important to you will become your paradigm, your glasses, or, as I like to call it, your life-center. Some of the more popular life-centers for teens include Friends, Stuff, Boyfriend/Girlfriend, School, Parents, Sports/Hobbies, Heroes, Enemies, Self, and Work. They each have their good points, but they are all incomplete in one way or another, and, as I’m about to show you, they’ll mess you up if you center your life on them. Luckily, there is one center that you can always count on. We’ll save it for last.



Friend-Centered



There’s nothing better than belonging to a great group of friends and nothing worse than feeling like an outcast. Friends are important but should never become your center. Why? Well, occasionally they’re fickle. Now and then they’re fake. Sometimes they talk behind your back or develop new friendships and forget yours. They have mood swings.


They move.


In addition, if you base your identity on having friends, being accepted, and being popular, you may find yourself compromising your standards or changing them every weekend to accommodate your friends.


Believe it or not, the day will come when friends will not be the biggest thing in your life. During high school I had a fabulous group of friends. We did everything together—swam in illegal canals, gorged at all-you-can-eat buffets, water-skied in the dark, dated each other’s girlfriends … you name it. I loved these guys. I felt that we’d be friends forever.
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After graduating from high school and moving away, however, I’ve been amazed at how seldom we see each other. We live far apart, and new relationships, jobs, and family take up our time. As a teen, I never could have fathomed this.


Make as many friends as you can, but don’t build your life on them. It’s an unstable foundation.


Stuff-Centered


Sometimes we see the world through the lens of possessions or “stuff.” We live in a material world that teaches us that “He who dies with the most toys wins.” We have to have the fastest car, the nicest clothes, the latest stereo, the best hairstyle, and the many other things that are supposed to bring us happiness. Possessions also come in the form of titles and accomplishments, such as head cheerleader, lead in the play, valedictorian, student body officer, chief editor, or MVP.


There is nothing wrong with accomplishing and enjoying our stuff, but we should never center our lives on things, which in the end have no lasting value. Our confidence needs to come from within, not from without, from the quality of our hearts, not the quantity of things we own. After all, he who dies with the most toys … still dies.


I once knew a girl who had the most beautiful and expensive wardrobe I’d ever seen. She seldom wore the same outfit twice. After getting to know her better, I began to notice that she got much of her self-confidence from her clothes and had a bad case of “elevator eyes.” It seemed that whenever she talked with another girl, she’d eye her from head to foot to see if her outfit was as nice as her own, which usually gave her a superiority complex. She was stuff-centered, which was a real turnoff to me.


I read a saying once that says it better than I can: “If who I am is what I have and what I have is lost, then who am I?”


Boyfriend/Girlfriend-Centered


This may be the easiest trap of all to fall into. I mean, who hasn’t been centered on a boyfriend or girlfriend at one point?


Let’s pretend Brady centers his life on his girlfriend, Tasha. Now, watch the instability it creates in Brady.






	TASHA’S ACTIONS


	BRADY’S REACTIONS






	Makes a rude comment:


	“My day is ruined.”






	Flirts with Brady’s best friend:


	“I’ve been betrayed.






	 


	I hate my friend.”






	“I think we should date other people”:


	“My life is over. You don’t love me anymore.”







The ironic thing is that the more you center your life on someone, the more unattractive you become to that person. How’s that? Well, first of all, if you’re centered on someone, you’re no longer hard to get. Second, it’s irritating when someone builds their entire emotional life around you. Since their security comes from you and not from within themselves, they always need to have those sickening “where do we stand” talks.
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if who I am is what I have and what I have is lost, then who am I?


ANONYMOUS





When I began dating my wife, one of the things that attracted me most was that she didn’t center her life on me. I’ll never forget the time she turned me down (with a smile and no apology) for a very important date. I loved it! She was her own person and had her own inner strength. Her moods were independent of mine.


You can usually tell when a couple becomes centered on each other because they are forever breaking up and getting back together. Although their relationship has deteriorated, their emotional lives and identities are so intertwined that they can never fully let go of each other.


Believe me, you’ll be a better boyfriend or girlfriend if you’re not centered on your partner. Independence is more attractive than dependence. Besides, centering your life on another doesn’t show that you love them, only that you’re dependent on them.


Have as many girlfriends or boyfriends as you’d like, just don’t get obsessed with or centered on them, because, although there are exceptions, these relationships are usually about as stable as a yo-yo.
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School-Centered


Among teens, centering one’s life on school is more common than you might think. Lisa, from Canada, regrets being school-centered for so long:


I have been so ambitious and so school-centered that I haven’t enjoyed my youth. It has not only been unhealthy for myself—but it’s been selfish, because all I cared about was me and my achievements.


As a seventh grader I was already working as hard as a college student. I wanted to be a brain surgeon, just because it was the hardest thing I could think of. I would get up at six every morning all through school and not go to bed before two A.M. in order to achieve.


I felt teachers and peers expected it of me. They would always be surprised if I didn’t get perfect grades. My parents tried to loosen me up, but my own expectations were as great as that of teachers and peers.


I realize now that I could have accomplished what I wanted without trying so hard, and I could have had a good time doing it.


Our education is vital to our future and should be a top priority. But we must be careful not to let dean’s lists, GPA’s, and AP classes take over our lives. School-centered teens often become so obsessed with getting good grades that they forget that the real purpose of school is to learn. As thousands of teens have proved, you can do extremely well in school and still maintain a healthy balance in life.


Thank goodness our worth isn’t measured by our GPA.


Parent-Centered


Your parents can be your greatest source of love and guidance and you should respect and honor them, but centering your life on your parents and living to please them above everything else can become a real nightmare. (Don’t tell your parents I said that or they might take away your book … just kiddin’.) Read what happened to this young girl from Louisiana:


I worked so hard all semester. I just knew that my parents would be pleased—six A’s and one B+. But all I could see in their eyes was disappointment. All they wanted to know was why the B+ wasn’t an A. It was all I could do not to cry. What did they want from me?


That was my sophomore year of high school, and I spent the next two years trying to make my parents proud of me. I played basketball and I hoped that they would be proud—they never came to see me play. I made the honor roll every semester—but after a while straight A’s were just expected. I was going to go to college to be a teacher, but there was no money in that, and my parents felt that I would be better off studying something else—so I did.
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