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A Special Story by Sean Covey


Author and Speaker


Quick Facts:

[image: image] Born in Belfast, Ireland

[image: image] Has lived in Utah, South Africa, Boston, and Dallas

[image: image] Graduated with honors from Brigham Young University

[image: image] Received an MBA from Harvard Business School

[image: image] As the starting quarterback at BYU, he led his team to two bowl games and was twice selected as the ESPN Most Valuable Player

[image: image] Once worked for the Walt Disney Company

[image: image] Author of four books

[image: image] Popular speaker around the world



Many of my challenges 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, so you can imagine how often I was teased.

Once I was with all the neighborhood kids jumping on our trampoline when 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.” 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 even 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. 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.

As I began high school, to my pleasant surprise, my face grew into my cheeks, but as you can guess, I still struggled with my self-esteem. To make matters worse, my dad was a super successful author and speaker which made me feel like I would never measure up. You might be familiar with my dad’s book, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, which became one of the most successful leadership books ever written.

Well, my dad owes a lot of the credit for its success to me and my brothers and sisters. You see, we were his guinea pigs. Growing up in my home was at times a big pain. My dad always wanted us to take responsibility for everything in life. Whenever I said something like “Dad, my girlfriend makes me so mad,” without a doubt my dad would come back with “Now, Sean, no one can make you mad unless you let them. It’s your choice. You choose to be mad.” He never let me off the hook. He was always challenging me, making sure that I never blamed someone else for the way I acted. I often screamed back “You’re wrong, Dad! I didn’t choose to be mad. She MADE me mad. Just get off my back and leave me alone.”

My dad tried all of his psycho experiments on us, and that’s why my brothers and sisters have major emotional problems (just kidding). Luckily, I did manage to escape rather unscathed.

You might think because of my dad’s success that giving speeches would come naturally, right? Wrong. In fact, I was so afraid that I dropped out of the campaign to run for office in high school because I discovered that I had to give a speech to the student body. I was very shy and I was scared to death to speak (even in front of a classroom).


We create our habits and our habits create us.



Nevertheless, I still had a passion for helping other young people. In college, my confidence finally began to grow. I joined the football team at BYU and as a sophomore I was the starting quarterback—something I couldn’t even imagine in high school. So with the help of the football experiences and coaching from friends and family, I finally got over my fear of public speaking and ended up speaking at over two hundred assemblies in just two years! This was an enormous turnaround for me. The way I looked at myself and my life changed dramatically.

At age seventeen, my dad’s book, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, became a real source of inspiration for me. I started to absorb the ideas and concepts in his book and I realized that the same seven habits literally applied everywhere in one’s life—especially in the school setting.

After some thought, I asked my dad if I could write a teen version of the book. He said, “You’re a great writer, son. Go for it. I trust you and your judgment.” Sure enough, I began writing The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens.

So what is a habit? Well, try folding your arms. Then try folding them in the opposite way. It feels awkward at first, but if you did that, over and over again, for many days you would develop a new arm-folding habit and soon it would feel comfortable and natural. Just like folding our arms differently each day, we can create new habits in other areas of our life with patience and consistency—and the right habits will change your life. I like to say that we create our habits and habits create us.

Here’s an example: a habit of mine that I wanted to overcome was not thinking win-win. Even though I felt like an outcast growing up sometime, I was still a very competitive person—especially in athletics. As a result, I carried my habits from the sports field into my relationship with my younger brother. One day, we were playing a game of volleyball and things got really heated. We argued with each other intensely in an effort to shut the other person down. It was a lose-lose mentality.

In the end, we both felt bad. I thought, “I can’t believe I just did that!” I realized that life didn’t have to be a constant competition where one person must lose. By being creative and compassionate, both sides can be happy. After that brawl with my brother I worked on making all of my relationships a win-win. Since that time, life has been so much more enjoyable and stress-free. Now that I’ve changed my habits and the way I look my relationships (especially with my siblings), we are all happier.

It can be hard not to compare ourselves to others (believe me, I know. I did this throughout my teenage years). Let’s face it—almost everything we do in life is competitive. Playing music is competitive, participation in sports is competitive, we compete for attention in our homes, and we are measured by standardized tests and ranked by percentile such that so many students are better than you and so many are worse than you. Sometimes competition can be healthy, but the one area that we should not compete in is our relationships. It’s not your parents versus you, your teacher versus you, or your friend versus you. The key is to think about and focus on mutual benefits—that is a win-win.

I’ve learned from this lesson, and many others in life, and I have included these principles in The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens. Writing that book was a learning experience for me as well because I discovered that teens are the same all over the world in that they share the same dreams and goals. Teens also face pretty much the same challenges but those challenges are greater than ever before. And the most gratifying thing I learned from that is that today’s teens are up to the challenge.

I am so happy to see how well the book has done. To date, we’ve sold over three million copies and it’s been translated into twenty different languages, which has opened up many other opportunities such as international speaking engagements, new friends, and the satisfying knowledge that I am living my mission of changing the lives of teens for the better.

Perhaps the best part of all, however, is getting letters from readers. After I wrote The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens, I received hundreds of letters from teenagers. I received thousands of “thank you’s” and I also received some incredible stories about the challenges that teens were facing, ranging from bad parenting, to drugs, to gangs, and so on. These stories were incredibly powerful so I decided to send out about five thousand surveys to various young people around the world to discover what the greatest challenges were among teens.

I discovered six challenges that stood out as the most prevalent including: school, friends, getting along with parents, dating and sex, addictions, and self-esteem issues. From the results of this survey, I decided to write my most recent book titled, The Six Most Important Decisions You’ll Ever Make.

No one is perfect and we can’t all make the right decisions in every situation, but we can definitely increase our chances of success by learning from others. One of my favorite quotes is, Smart people learn from their mistakes, but really smart people learn from the mistakes of others. We are all faced with so many choices and one bad decision at a young age can mess up your life for a very long time.

One girl I spoke with told me about how she and several of her teenage friends got into drugs and didn’t kick the habit until five years later. Of her five best friends, one died, one got severe brain damage, and the other contracted AIDS. She herself recovered, but her doctor said she now has the heart of a fifty-year-old.

This story simply reminded me of the impact one decision can have on our lives forever—good or bad. It may not even seem fair that decisions are so crucial, but it’s the way things are. The important thing is expanding what we know so we can make better decisions—and this is a life-long process.

Here’s another example: My brother-in-law, Cameron, started to build a fence between his house and his neighbor’s out of railroad ties when this neighbor’s wife approached him and said that her husband had a strong aversion to the railroad ties. She asked him to build the fence using bricks instead. Cameron was a little frustrated with her request, but he went ahead and rebuilt the fence.

Soon after, his neighbor came over expressing so much gratefulness. It turned out that the neighbor had been imprisoned in a concentration camp where many walls were constructed from railroad ties. Suddenly, Cameron experienced a huge shift in his thinking, from resentment to compassion. He now understood the big picture and saw things in very different light. That’s what I call a paradigm shift.

The message is simple: The fastest way to change your life is to change how you think. When we change our perspective by learning more and trying to understand other people’s perspective, we can instantly change our experience. We never know what has happened or what is happening in the background of other people’s lives, so the best thing to do is to search for what is positive and look out for each other. Instead of thinking badly about others, or even about yourself, search for the win-win scenario.
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Inspirational Words from Jack Canfield


Before Chicken Soup for the Soul was even a concept, I was working with teens as a high school teacher because I enjoyed helping young people discover their potential and do something exceptional with their lives. Today, I’m a little (okay, a lot) older than the average high school student, but my passion to help teens succeed is still very much alive. As a result of meeting so many incredible young people in my travels as a speaker and an author, creating this book has been an important goal of mine for a long, long time.

Some of the most inspirational individuals I have ever met are teenagers. I am always impressed and reenergized when I hear their stories about how they have ventured beyond what we normally expect of teenagers to achieve extraordinary goals in their lives; overcome seemingly insurmountable physical, financial, and emotional obstacles; or volunteered their time, started organizations and enrolled others in making the world a better place through service to their fellow man. As a result of this, I see today’s teens as a source of hope, change, and unlimited possibility. Now, more than ever I see a generation of young people with amazing talent, potential, creativity, and compassion. I am confident that as the older generations pass the torch you will do a great job running the show and creating an ecologically sustainable, socially just, spiritually fulfilling world that works for everyone.

I have spent my life hanging out with wonderful mentors, teachers, and peers who have helped me push through my doubts, fears, and limiting beliefs so I could find my own inner strength, passion, and purpose and create an extraordinary life for me and my family. As the co-creator of the Chicken Soup for the Soul series sixteen years ago, I also have been inspired by the thousands of stories we have published of ordinary people who have risen up to do extraordinary things. So I know that reading the stories we have collected in this book will inspire and encourage you to do the same.

After co-authoring The Success Principles for Teens with Kent Healy, I was excited to work with him once again on this book. I met Kent when he was seventeen, and well on the way to becoming an extraordinary teen himself. He is a perfect example of how committing to take that extra step can lead to an extraordinary life. And Kent would agree that leading an extraordinary life is not about having natural talent or ideal circumstances; it’s about your own level of commitment to do something exceptionally well. Through the stories included in this book, it’s our hope that you can see how you too can be extraordinary if you dedicate yourself to a dream, goal, vision, purpose, or cause.
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Introduction by Kent Healy


Every winner was once a beginner.

“If only I could do what they have done….” Well, I’m here to say, “You can!” And this book is proof of that. In most cases, the only person holding us back is ourselves. Many of us believe that celebrities, super-achievers, and other accomplished individuals are simply smarter, stronger, wiser, and in some way, “better” than we are. But the real story is quite different. During the many interviews for this book, I heard one specific line come up again and again: “I’m no different than anyone else. I just wasn’t willing to settle for any less than I could be.”

Consider what John Holt, a respected educator, once said:

Charismatic leaders make us think, “Oh, if only I could do that, be like that.” True leaders make us think, “If they can do that… then I can too.”

The people in this book are “true leaders”—their stories and their examples will show you how you too can achieve something extraordinary. When I asked these remarkable individuals to share their lessons, insight, and journeys with me, they all jumped at the opportunity because they know that anyone can be successful IF they have the right tools—and being part of this book has allowed them to share their own valuable “success tools” with you.

There are fundamental principles that anyone can use to achieve extraordinary results, but instead of listing each ingredient of success I’ve asked those who have used these principles to put them in their own words. The secrets to achieving extraordinary results in your own life are woven into these incredible true stories.

The stories in this book describe the specific turning points, challenges, and breakthroughs that shaped and motivated these individuals to accomplish incredible things. Some names in this book may sound familiar and others may not, but each person has done something extraordinary.

There’s an old adage that reads, “What people can do is absolutely amazing, but what people will do is often disappointing.” We’re all capable of doing incredible things, but we first need that inspiration to get started, the drive to work through challenges, and the encouragement to stay dedicated to our passion. Our potential is already there—just waiting to be released—but we first must get inspired enough to take that initial step and leap of faith to follow our heart. It’s our hope that these stories will ignite that flame of desire within you to start doing the things you’ve always dreamed of so you can create the life YOU really want.

As you read these stories I hope you are reminded that all success has a beginning. In other words, Anna Kournikova wasn’t born with a tennis racket in hand, Ryan Cabrera didn’t exit the womb singing hit songs, and Donald Trump Jr. wasn’t born with the skill of managing multi-million dollar projects. The fact is, nobody is born successful. Remember this:

Every winner was once a beginner.

Believe it or not, there was a time when David Beckham couldn’t even walk, when Oprah Winfrey couldn’t sign her own name, when Bill Gates couldn’t even type. So what makes the difference between those who “get by” in life and those who use more of their potential to do extraordinary things with their lives? The difference is that exceptional people have simply made a series of choices that have gradually shaped their character, their level of skill, and ultimately, their life.

Even though we’re all unique, we all want the same things from life: Happiness, fulfillment, acceptance, respect, and pride in who we are. Isn’t that true for you? The question is, how do we do this? Well, who better to learn from than people who have already discovered answers to these questions?

Even though each person in this book has focused his or her attention on goals and dreams that may be different from yours, I’ve noticed that all extraordinary individuals have one thing in common: They have demanded more from themselves than anybody else would expect. They always make an effort to give their best and over-deliver. That’s how excellence is achieved. If you choose to give your best consistently in life you will probably amaze yourself—much like many of the people in this book have done.

The great thing about “true leaders” is that they are willing to share what they did to reach their goals. All you have to do is ask—and that is exactly what I’ve done. I went straight to the source to get this insight and, not surprisingly, they were very supportive. Consider what the great American writer, Mark Twain, once said:

Keep away from people who try to belittle your ambitions. Small people always do that, but the really great make you feel that you, too, can become great.

It’s important to remember this because we often hear so much negativity in the media, at school, in magazines, and from our peers. There will always be people who say you can’t do, be, or have what you really want, but the truth is the same people who tell you that you won’t be successful are the same people who have never been successful and probably never will be.

Now it’s time to get the real facts and see the other side of the story—the stories that prove anyone can be extraordinary. The stories that show you no matter what your challenges are, no matter what you’re currently going through, no matter what other people say, you too, can do incredible things.

Those in this book—and the many successful people who have set foot on this earth—will agree on one thing:

The difference between ordinary and extraordinary is just a little bit extra.

No one can ever make someone else excellent. Excellence cannot be inherited or forced upon us. Those who are the best at what they do have developed a passion for excellence—and that is not something you’re born with. It’s a decision. It’s a choice. The only person who can make you an outstanding individual is you. If you choose to be an excellent person with excellent self-standards then you will most likely become someone other people consider “extraordinary.”

I know you will find these stories as valuable and inspirational as I did. I hope to one day hear about your extraordinary success.
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Desiree Amadeo


Environmental Activist and MIT Engineering Student


Quick Facts:

[image: image] Won $10,000 in grants for high school biodiesel project

[image: image] Led team for three years to produce biodiesel from local waste vegetable oil to fuel school buses

[image: image] Received grant to attend 2007 National Biodiesel Conference in San Antonio, TX

[image: image] Currently a student at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology

[image: image] Active member of Biodiesel@MIT, Sustainability@MIT, the MIT Energy Club, and the Society of Women Engineers

[image: image] Pursing a degree in Chemical Engineering for a career in alternative energy



While growing up I was privileged to be included in many family vacations. Probably the most influential trips I’ve had were my two journeys to southern Alaska during the summers of 2002 and 2006. During both trips my parents and I hiked to Exit Glacier in Kenai Fjords. In 2002 the hiking trail brought visitors within an arm’s length of the beautiful blue glacier. When we returned in 2006, I was astonished to find that the same trail left visitors a good fifty meters away from the glacier.

This experience helped me to understand how significant global warming really is. After witnessing how much melting occurred from that one glacier in just four years I became determined to do everything in my power to save our precious environment. Whether it be turning off and unplugging electrical devices when they are not in use, turning down the thermostat during the winter, recycling, purchasing local and organic produce, growing my own garden, or turning in my Pontiac for a Honda Civic Hybrid, I knew that every effort I made would not go unnoticed. Hopefully others would notice my changed habits and begin to initiate them as well. It’s a small start but I soon hope to expand my environmental activism to the business level to maximize my impact.

[image: image]

Through establishing the production of biodiesel for a school project I have had the privilege of mimicking the same processes that would be used to initiate a small business. It all began at Merrimack High School with a class project in Advanced Placement chemistry. We had to propose an alternative energy solution and how we would go about making it happen. We chose biodiesel due to the current emphasis on alternative fuels and anticipated it to be a great way to reach out and educate the community about alternative fuel options. As we discovered, biodiesel production is a great class or team project since it is less toxic than table salt, as biodegradable as sugar, it eliminates sulfur emissions, reduces carbon dioxide, carbon monoxide and particulate emissions, improves engine lubricity and lowers dependence on foreign oil.

I joined the senior AP chemistry class as they initiated the biodiesel project my sophomore year of high school. When I became a junior I also became the leader of the biodiesel project. I made presentations at conferences, town meetings, grant competitions, and at other schools. I immediately fell in love with the project and advocated it everywhere I went.


You are not here merely to make a living. You are here in order to enable the world to live more amply, with greater vision, with a finer spirit of hope and achievement. You are here to enrich the world, and you impoverish yourself if you forget the errand.

—Woodrow T. Wilson



Our class brainstormed what components would be needed to make a prototype processor from a ten gallon water heater and laid down a basic financial plan. Next we had to decide what type of oil to use to make the biodiesel. Although used fryer oil is typically the most difficult to work with, collecting used vegetable oil from local restaurants would provide us with a free starting product and would promote the act of recycling waste products. Building the processor and obtaining the used vegetable oil taught me a great deal about the value of making connections with small businesses to gather information, share ideas, and expand each other’s goals and outreach.

Like all small businesses, our team had to obtain funding for our project before we could begin. We brought our proposal to the Social Entrepreneurial Leadership Challenge held at Southern New Hampshire University and won our first small sum of money to buy the first components of the project. The AP chemistry class eagerly contacted the Biodiesel Group at the University of New Hampshire and received suggestions on how to convert the water heater to be a cycling processor. This would allow us to add vegetable oil, methanol, and a catalyst into the water heater, mix the components as they are heated, and allow them to chemically react to form biodiesel and a small amount of glycerin.

Once the appliance was built and working, personal T-shirts were designed and distributed, and informational brochures were created, we took our project to United Way (an organization that financially supports services for the community) and won a $1,000 grant from Youth Venture. With that money we purchased a used bus from St. Louis, Missouri so that we would have a diesel vehicle to run our biodiesel on. Ideally, the bus would have a mural that pertains to our project painted on it so that every eye that catches a glimpse of our bus will know that it belongs to Merrimack High School which supports the advancement of alternative fuels. After all, publicity is a huge factor when trying to educate the community and gain support simultaneously.

Like any small business that experiences success, there comes a time to upscale or try something new. Our class became concerned when we realized that we were using energy and burning coal elsewhere by running the prototype processor when we were trying to promote the conservation of energy. That’s what sparked our idea to run our biodiesel processor on solar power. Again, we needed more money so we applied for another grant from a very prestigious college.

Our third presentation was given to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology InvenTeams which, in the end, earned us over $8,000, and probably my later acceptance into the institute. By this time our biodiesel project began appearing in local newspapers and magazines and to this day it is still increasing in popularity. The team of students no longer consists solely of AP chemistry students but also includes the automotive class that is working on the bus maintenance, the photography class that helps video our public service announcements, the mechanical drawing class that helped design the solar powered processor, and the finance class that has helped plan our budget. This interdisciplinary endeavor is even being publicized nationwide.

It’s exciting to see so many different people come together to work towards a common goal. It’s a small scale when we consider the entire United States or the world, but I can only hope that it sets an example of how people—especially young people—can unite to help the greater good. Many of the problems we face personally and globally are best dealt with when people come together and support each other.

Early in 2007 I received a scholarship from the National Biodiesel Board to attend their fourth annual National Biodiesel Conference to be held in San Antonio, Texas. This conference is put on by the National Biodiesel Board which is our national trade association representing the biodiesel industry as the coordinating body for research and development in the United States. The exposition was held from February 3rd to February 7th, 2007 and was the perfect opportunity to witness a huge collaboration of small businesses working together to achieve one goal. The theme of the conference was addressed as 5 by 15—meaning the Biodiesel Board was challenging all the industries to have biodiesel replace 5% of our nation’s dependence on petroleum oil with self-produced biodiesel. Everyone involved in the biodiesel production process was present, from the farmers who grow corn and soybeans to the sales associates that sell diesel vehicles. Everyone was anxious to take on the challenge.

The National Biodiesel Conference allowed me to witness how companies interested in promoting natural products were also working to promote biodiesel. Cliff Bar & Company rented a van and drove around the country on nothing but 100% biodiesel. Earthrace, a boat built for three million dollars in New Zealand, is also bidding to break the world record for circumnavigating the globe in a powerboat, using only renewable fuels. The Earthrace program includes an eighteen-month tour, calling at sixty of the world’s great cities, promoting fuels like biodiesel, and raising awareness about sustainable use of resources. All we need now is Life is Good® to print a logo of a businessman filling his Mercedes Benz gas tank with corn and we are as good as gold.

In addition to educating middle and high school students about alternative energy options, the Merrimack Biodiesel Crew hopes to one day have all local school buses running on 20% biodiesel, which is a mixture of 20% biodiesel and 80% diesel fuel.

Now a student at MIT, I credit my acceptance into the institute to my high school biodiesel project. My experience and knowledge has proven to be a great help to Biodiesel@MIT as we begin a very similar project, but on a larger scale, to run the campus shuttle buses on biodiesel produced by a solar powered heater and filling station. I enjoy coming home to visit the high school team and help work on new projects as they progress to other alternative energies.

Reflecting back, I believe what I have learned the most about entrepreneurial achievement is the importance of cooperation. Every member along the way needs to be able to work with members at all other levels. Also, making the public aware of a new product or service is vital for success. It is a common conception to say that people are simply unwilling to accept change, but that is only true when they are not educated about the comparison between the old and the new. The Merrimack Biodiesel Crew is making public awareness the number one priority, which is why they are currently working on stationing the solar powered processor in the bus that is run on 20% biodiesel. The bus continues to serve as the team’s educational tool to reach out to other schools, clubs, and businesses in New England.

It has been encouraging to witness the attention and positive feedback aroused by a small town science project. It delights me to know that citizens are starting to realize that we don’t need to wait for the government or big businesses to start making revolutionary changes. Every individual has the power and the opportunity to research, educate, invent, and make a difference. As a leader, I am determined to be a living example of this fact.
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Eric Babbitt


Two-Time Cancer Survivor and Athlete


Quick Facts:

[image: image] Attended Santa Margarita Catholic High School in Rancho Santa Margarita, CA

[image: image] Currently attending The College of Wooster in Wooster, OH

[image: image] Wooster Varsity swim team member with multiple team records

[image: image] Oldest of three brothers

[image: image] Has been competitively swimming for over 16 years



I saw my dad in the office at school with tears in his eyes and tissues in his hand. He had dropped me off that morning, but for some reason had come back to school shortly after. He pulled me out of school and broke the news to me: “Eric, the doctors said your cancer has returned.”

I didn’t know what to think, but it seemed that my only recurring thought was about our class trip to Washington, DC—I really wanted to go. The trip was already cancelled once because of 9/11, and now this! I was more frustrated than I was scared. The only thing I worried about was whether or not I could go with my friends on the school field trip. Looking back, it seems like an odd response to the news of getting cancer, but it took a while for this information to sink in. And in case you’re wondering, I convinced my surgeon to let me go and hold off on the surgery until I returned.

Up until that point, life was simple. As a kid, it seemed that the world revolved around me. Going to swim practice and studying for school seemed like tasks that were just a part of the daily grind rather than opportunities to better myself and live a fulfilling life. I never realized that what were once daily chores turned into gifts and blessings overnight.

[image: image]

But now, before leaving on my trip, I started getting flashbacks of the first time I had cancer. I was only two years old when my mom and dad felt a lump in my stomach. I was diagnosed with hepatic sarcoma—in other words, liver cancer. I can’t remember every detail from the ordeal, but all that mattered to me during the years following my first cancer battle was that I recovered and my health was back to normal.

I went on my school trip to Washington, DC and had a lot of fun. I was oblivious to what the very near future held for me.

Once I arrived back in California, the hospital became my second home. I was consistently in and out of the hospital. This time it was colon cancer. I was fourteen years old and didn’t really know what to expect or what I would go through. The doctors said I would be in the hospital for about a week. I thought that I could lie around in the hospital for a week and then weight train right when I got home to stay in shape for swimming.

Well, the morning came when it was time for me to undergo my surgery. I heard my alarm at 5 A.M. and didn’t want to get out of my bed at home. As we walked through the hospital doors, it really hit me and my fear instantly got worse.

I remember being on the operating table ready for surgery before they anesthetized me. I assumed that after the surgery everything was going to be fine. I thought, “Let’s just do it so I can get back to my normal life.”


Live
with
gratitude.



My eyes opened and I realized my surgery was over, but the pain was so bad I wanted to die. It drew all of my attention. I was unable to sleep, bored out of my mind, lying there in severe pain. I now had to sit alone during the day in a depressing atmosphere. Definitely not what I had in mind.

No cancer patient has it easy, but during the following weeks my situation was quickly put into perspective. After talking with some of the other young patients who were in the hospital with me, I realized that there were so many kids who had it much worse than myself. For them, it was a struggle each and every day just hanging on a thread of hope.

Eventually, I was able to go home but many of the kids I met were not so fortunate. They couldn’t do the things that most of us take for granted. They would be so happy to get a chance to take a test at school in a regular classroom, but instead, they were stuck in a hospital dreaming about what it would be like to live in a normal house, catch the bus to school, and play outside. This had a major impact on me. I went into the hospital as one person and came out with a completely new outlook on life. Health is never something that is certain. Any day could be your last day, and it’s incredibly important not to take life for granted. Today, I’m thankful in any situation—even the stressful times—because I know that I am alive and that I have the chance to make choices that can shape my life—that’s powerful. I now look at life as a chance to try different things rather than feel like I have to do something.

As the months passed, I recovered well. But six months after surgery, the doctors did a check-up and found new spots on my liver. My heart sank into my chest. “What?!” I screamed inside. I thought this was going to be the end. Fortunately, the following tests showed that it was just scar tissue from the previous operation. I don’t think I have ever felt so relieved. It was just another reminder of how fragile life can be.

I am now a junior in college, majoring in Business Economics and continuing to swim. Even though having cancer took a big toll on me mentally and physically, I’ve learned so many valuable life lessons that I otherwise wouldn’t have learned. It’s hard to believe I would ever say this, but having cancer actually turned out to be a real blessing. My experience turned me into an extremely strong and determined person.

My illness changed my perspective on life. Now I ask myself, “If today were my last day on earth, would I be satisfied with my life? Am I living life in a positive and fulfilling way? If I died today, would I be proud of what I have left behind?” I ask these questions daily and try to live every moment to its fullest.

It’s true; every day we’ll face challenges and forks in the road—whether they are small or big. But we all get to make choices about how we are going to react to every situation. They can be positive or negative, but we should remember that there is always a positive side if we’re willing to look for it.

After my experience with cancer, I realized that I needed to make adjustments to my life and learn to live with gratitude. But it shouldn’t take a life-altering event to appreciate our assets and take advantage of the opportunities we are presented with each day. Life is not a privilege, it’s a gift.
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Chris Barrett


Filmmaker, Entrepreneur, and Author


Quick Facts:

[image: image] The first corporately-sponsored college student in America

[image: image] Youngest patent holder for a children’s product—“My Little Footsteps”

[image: image] Co-authored the book Direct Your Own Life with Napoleon Dynamite’s Efren Ramirez

[image: image] Featured in the documentaries The Corporation and Maxed Out

[image: image] Currently directing a documentary film called After School

[image: image] Featured in the book Innovation for Underdogs



No dream is too crazy for anyone to pursue. I’m living proof that wild ideas can land creative people in the most extraordinary places. I grew up just a regular kid living in southern New Jersey. In high school I was pretty average; I played sports and hung out with my friends, but I always dreamed of doing big things. One day, that dream completely changed the course of my life.

Growing up, I never felt pressure to run with the crowd and I refused to put price tags on my goals. So when it came time to apply to colleges, I decided not to limit my search to more economical East Coast schools. Instead, I dreamed of attending a beautiful campus in California.

So the summer before my senior year of high school, my family decided to sacrifice its usual summer vacation in order to take a tour of California’s top schools. Luckily, my friend Luke got to come along. Luke and I had been great friends all throughout high school, and we were happy to discover that we both hoped to leave our hometown for a West Coast university.

[image: image]

I was really fortunate to have a friend who was just as passionate as I was about the same goal. Working toward a common goal with another person gave me the confidence and inspiration I needed to make my dream a reality. Conquering any project, whether you want to climb Mt. Everest or you just want to get into a good school, is always easier when you are part of a supportive team.

During our trip, Luke and I got to visit the really spectacular campuses of the University of Southern California, Pepperdine University, and the University of California, Los Angeles. We were truly blown away by the brilliant blue water, the gorgeous gardens, and the fantastic architecture; everything about California exceeded even our highest expectations. However, though these schools looked beautiful, Luke and I eventually became sticker-shocked by the cost of attending them. It was crushing to imagine the debt we would accumulate if we did decide to go to school in California. Suddenly the beautiful blue water seemed green with all of the dollars and cents we couldn’t afford to pay.

After our last college tour, Luke and I headed back to our hotel room a little depressed. After dreaming of California for so long, the reality of sky-high tuition costs was finally setting in. One of us put the television on as a distraction, and soon we found ourselves watching Tiger Woods give a press conference after a round of golf. He was wearing a Nike hat and talking about his next sponsored tour.


Don’t put
a price tag
on your dreams.



Within seconds of seeing this, Luke and I looked at each other and said, “That’s it! Why don’t we get sponsored to go to college?” All of a sudden, it seemed to make sense that two regular students could be just as valuable to companies as famous athletes are. Tiger Woods was wearing a Nike hat because Nike was paying him to be a spokes-person for the company. The idea was that Tiger would attract other athletes to the Nike brand—just by wearing it. So why wouldn’t a company want to sponsor two college students? Luke and I figured we could become spokesguys for a company we liked and wear its logo 24/7. That way, for just the cost of our college tuitions, the company could work through us to reach one of the most lucrative demographics out there: college students.

Luke and I had a great idea; the challenge was to put our plan to work. After applying our situation to what we already knew about sponsorship, we decided that the only way to attract the attention we needed was to advertise ourselves. So we started a website. Owning and operating a domain name is one of the most powerful, yet inexpensive ways to promote yourself and almost any dream you choose to pursue.

If you want to become a writer, establish a blog and publish your pieces. If you want to become an artist, establish an online store and start selling your work. In order to breathe life into our dream, Luke and I put up our own website at www.chrisandluke.com. The site was simple, but it had a distinct message. It explained who Luke and I were and exactly where we were willing to advertise a sponsor in exchange for the cost of our college tuitions: on our cars, on our clothes, and even on our own bodies! Luke decided that he was willing to get a logo tattoo. The website also included a photo gallery with pictures of us displaying catch phrases such as “Your Logo Here” printed on our T-shirts. Luke and I weren’t exactly sure where our website would take us; however we knew it gave our goal a start.

We were pretty shocked when, only twenty-four hours after launching the website, local press began calling us for interviews. In just a few days, Luke and I were being interviewed about our sponsorship quest on multiple morning rock radio shows. We were excited to tell each radio host that we wanted to be spokesguys for a company seeking to open or expand its college marketing campaign. We also made it very clear that we weren’t interested in working with a company that advertised tobacco, sex, alcohol, or drugs. Luke and I knew that the best way to achieve our goals was to undertake a project that would, in turn, help other people. We wanted to embrace a company that had college students’ best interests at heart.

Just one week after we launched chrisandluke.com, Luke and I appeared on over 150 radio shows. Then local newspapers began requesting interviews and photo-shoots; soon after that, we appeared on national television networks such as ABC, NBC, CBS, and Fox. During the last few months of our senior year in high school, Luke and I appeared in national magazines such as People, Teen, and CosmoGirl.

At the same time, the business sections of newspapers such as the New York Post and USA Today pegged us as “Up and Comers to Watch!” in the business world. As more and more news outlets began covering our sponsorship search, our schedules became increasingly hectic. On a typical day, Luke and I would wake up at 6 A.M. to do live radio interviews. Then we would rush to school to attend our morning classes. We’d leave at lunch to do more interviews, and then rush back to school to finish our day. It was truly an extraordinary experience!

When you tackle a goal, you’ll often find that what you ultimately achieve is greater than what you initially try to accomplish. When Luke and I first started our campaign, we figured that the only way to get a sponsored education was to sell a company ad space on our bodies and clothes. However, as sponsorship offers began rolling in, we realized that what companies really wanted were college spokesguys who were thoughtful, articulate, and passionate about campaigning for a product or service. We were really happy to discover that a sponsorship opportunity would do more than transform us into human billboards. It would give us the opportunity to become crucial components of a meaningful company’s marketing initiative.

Because of all the media attention we generated with just one simple website, Luke and I received sponsorship offers from over twenty companies in just a matter of months. Our prospective sponsors included giants such as AT&T and HotJobs as well as much smaller startup businesses. We were incredibly flattered that so many wonderful companies wanted to become our sponsors, but at that point we didn’t yet think we had found our match. So we decided to keep reaching out through the media until we discovered the sponsorship opportunity that was just right for us.

After searching for a few more weeks, Luke and I received a call from First USA, a division of Chicago’s Bank One located in Wilmington, Delaware. The company’s marketing people explained that they had read of our mission in People magazine and that they were extremely intrigued by our original idea. Coincidentally, First USA had begun developing a national college financial responsibility campaign at the same time Luke and I announced our sponsorship search. As we learned about First USA’s college campaign, Luke and I could feel the stars align; we had found the perfect sponsor.

The truth is that many college students run into serious financial trouble in just their very first months of campus living. Credit card companies are constantly soliciting students at colleges and universities, offering them large amounts of credit with low interest rates and bonus free T-shirts. Many young people are so enticed by the thrill of owning plastic that they sign up for multiple credit cards in just a few weeks. Most of those students use their cards to spend beyond their means, accumulating massive debt by the end of their freshman years.

Owing creditors huge amounts of money at such a young age can be crippling; the situation often leads to lifelong financial, physical, and emotional problems. First USA’s program for student financial responsibility was geared to educating students about the dangers of credit cards while teaching them to save and budget effectively. After Luke and I heard about First USA’s plan, we were absolutely convinced that our wait had proved worthwhile. We were all set to become part of First USA’s financial responsibility team.

Luke and I announced that we would accept First USA’s sponsorship on The Today Show—the day of our high school graduation. That morning, a Town Car escorted us to Rockefeller Center where Al Roker greeted Luke and me and showed us around the NBC studios. When it was our time on air, Ann Curry asked us the big question: who would be sponsoring our college educations? Luke revealed that he was wearing a First USA shirt as I told Ann that we were thrilled to accept sponsorship from this credit card company.

We both explained that First USA would cover our full college tuitions as well as each semester’s living expenses. Luke announced that he would be attending the University of Southern California in Los Angeles and I told the audience that I would be attending Pepperdine University in Malibu. Later that day, a television crew filmed our high school graduation before Luke and I embarked on a satellite media tour. Within forty-eight hours, we garnered First USA over fifty million media impressions with television, newspaper, and magazine appearances.

We soon discovered that becoming spokesguys for First USA meant more than just wearing its logos on our clothes; the job also required us to deliver important messages about money to our peers. In the weeks following our announcement on The Today Show, we spent a lot of time preparing for our work with our sponsoring company. We received a thorough education in bank and media training so that we’d become knowledgeable about every aspect of First USA and its student financial responsibility program. The summer before we began college, Luke and I spoke about money matters at universities across the country. It felt incredible to see our idea come to fruition. It felt even better to turn our own pursuits into a project that would hopefully help others.

I learned an incredible amount from my college sponsorship search, but the most important lesson I took away from the experience is this: No matter who you are or where you come from, you should never, ever shy away from your dreams because of how much money they might cost. If you look deep inside yourself, you’ll soon discover many ways your talents and creativity can help you achieve your most extraordinary dreams—without a lot of dollars. With a little inspiration from a sports superstar, and some help from the Internet, my friend Luke and I found a way to pay for our very expensive college educations. Make the most of what you have, and there will be no limit to what you can achieve too.
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Written by Elizabeth Licorish
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Olivia Bennett


Artist


Quick Facts:

[image: image] Started painting at age 5

[image: image] Sold first painting at age 8 for $50

[image: image] Sold 24 paintings at her first art exhibit (age 10)

[image: image] Had her first gallery exhibit at age 11

[image: image] Opened her first art gallery at age 14

[image: image] Named “One of 20 Teens Who Will Change The World” by Teen People magazine

[image: image] Enjoys traveling. Recently went on an 8-country tour of Europe for inspiration

[image: image] Has sold over 450 original paintings

[image: image] Heavily involved with different charities and organizations



An abnormal test during a kindergarten check-up led to the discovery that I had leukemia. I was five years old when I began chemotherapy treatments which made me very ill and weak. During that period, I found out that I would have a lot of time to draw, color, and produce art.

Early on, my mother noticed that I had an unusual ability for art and supplied me with lots of crayons and coloring books. My parents were very encouraging and supportive, and with their help I was continually creating art and entering coloring contests from the age of four. However, my chemo-treatments soon proved to be a challenge in a way I did not expect. I was required to take Vincristine, which I soon discovered I was allergic to. As a result, my body reacted by having my hands and fingers tighten up, much like severe arthritis. The doctor told me to do activities which would exercise my hands—and working on my art appeared to be the perfect solution. I also realized that art was more than just a good way to strengthen my hands, it became my passion.

During my time at home while undergoing treatments, I transitioned from coloring to painting at age five. Although this was a very difficult time for me, painting helped me stay positive and tune out my fear through the act of creating. This also gave me a very necessary emotional escape from the painful treatments, loss of hair, and ridicule I received from some of my peers.

I continued painting daily throughout my elementary education, and our house was filled with my artwork. Of course, I enjoyed painting but I was unsure where it would lead me. When I was eight years old, a woman came to our home for one of my mother’s scrap-booking workshops. She saw my work displayed on our walls and asked if I had more she could see. She fell in love with my painting depicting tulips and asked to purchase it. I was taken aback. My mom and I didn’t know what to say, so we excused ourselves for a quick conversation in the kitchen. We decided that $50 would be a fair price and the woman bought the painting without hesitation. As she was leaving she said, “You had better start putting a price on your paintings because people are going to want to buy them.”

Selling that painting seemed like a total fluke. Up to that point, painting as a career had never entered my mind. We may hear a lot about master painters like Degas and Monet, but they have all long passed. As a child, you don’t think of being an artist as a serious career. Instead, the stories of “starving artists” often come to mind. Having sold that first painting, however, I made the decision to start actively selling my artwork to teachers and neighbors.

When the reality set in that I could sell my work and get paid for it, it was very exciting! I entered the state fair art competition as well as other juried adult competitions. It was a wonderful feeling to have my work showcased with other artists who were much older. Teachers and neighbors began purchasing my work and it was an incredible feeling to know that someone loved my work enough to want to purchase it so they could look at it in their home every day. The response I received was overwhelming and gave me a whole new level of personal confidence.

[image: image]

At ten years old I was given the opportunity to exhibit my work at an art show in Southlake, Texas. I didn’t know what to expect, but I was willing to give it my best shot. By the end of the weekend, twenty-four of my paintings had sold, and best of all, I had the time of my life. Now I knew for sure that I could make good money creating and selling paintings. From that year forward, my sales slowly progressed. Every time I held an art show, people lined up outside my booth long before the show even started. I was both humbled and excited. At that point I began bumping up my prices.

During Christmas break, at the age of fourteen and in the middle of my eighth grade school year, I officially opened my first gallery in Southlake with the money I had earned from prior sales. I loved being at the store and running it so much that I explained to my parents how I couldn’t go back to public school. It took a lot of convincing, but my parents finally agreed to let me try to finish eighth grade through home schooling.


I believe God
has blessed each of us
with certain gifts
and abilities that he uses
to bless the lives of
those around us.



Running my first gallery was a lot of hard work. And truth be told, I didn’t know a lot about business at age fourteen so I was fortunate that my parents were willing to help. My mother worked with me at the gallery and handled a lot of the business side of things. This of course, gave me much more time to focus on the things I was good at such as painting, networking, speaking with customers, and conducting art shows and charity events. This is also probably one of the greatest lessons I’ve learned about running a business; it is extremely important to focus on what you do best—what is right for you—and to find qualified people to do the things that take time away from capitalizing on your strengths. In reality, you simply can’t do it all, so finding the right team is crucial for success (and a lot less stressful).

I would not enjoy the success I do today without the help from my mentors—especially my parents. If you happen to discover your passion at a young age and wish to pursue it, I recommend seeking all of the help you can get. Learning from others has saved me so much time, energy, and money. I have been fortunate to have mentors such as Chicken Soup for the Soul co-founder Mark Victor Hansen, who has not only encouraged me to think big, but has also introduced me to many incredible people who have since become my good friends.

My personal journey to success began when faced with the challenge of having cancer early in my life, but looking back, I don’t wish for a different or easier childhood. Although I was very young, I believe that such a challenge came at the right time. I grew up faster and developed a new perspective on life which now creates drive and a deeper sense of gratitude in my life. I have discovered that even when something bad happens there is a reason we experience it and there is often something better around the corner. I see the many challenges I faced as growing experiences and opportunities to push myself and learn something valuable. As I think about the challenges I have faced, I can see that they were, in fact, blessings in disguise because something good always came from them.

Based on my own experience and the advice from the many people I have met, I’ve found one thing to be very true: When you follow your passion, everything else falls into place. If you try to force things and/or focus on making money quickly, it just doesn’t work. When I’ve forced myself to paint more, I’ve noticed that the inspiration isn’t there and it’s extremely difficult to finish a piece. However, if you’re doing what you love to do, you won’t feel like you are working. People say to me all the time, “Don’t you ever get tired of working so much?” I tell them that I’m doing what I love to do so it’s not work. Believe it or not, I think it’s fun to work in my studio for hours on end—sometimes up to six hours a day. But my drive comes from inspiration. I know that if my heart isn’t in the work, I’m not going to be successful.

It is really important to stay dedicated to what you are doing, be willing to work hard, make the necessary sacrifices, and never give up. With that simple philosophy, there is no limit to what you can do. It all begins with believing it’s possible to be successful. I have learned that it is important to believe in myself and be proud of who I am and what I am doing. Someone once told me, If you don’t believe in yourself… who will? That is something I always keep in mind.

One of the things that has helped me stay optimistic and positive is trusting that God is guiding me. At the end of the day, I know this business is not about me. I am here for a purpose which is not just to produce art and sell it, but to share my success and faith with everyone around me. As a cancer survivor, it has become very important for me to give back. Helping other kids who are dealing with cancer and working with charities such as the Mark Victor Hansen Foundation, Cook Children’s, and Children’s Medical Center of Dallas as well as many other local and national charities is very rewarding. It always reminds me of how blessed I am.

As I continue on my life’s path and plan for the future, I try to remember to appreciate the people around me and remain excited about the opportunities and experiences in the present moment. I feel so thankful to be able to live the dream of doing what I am passionate about and there is no reason why other people can’t do the same.
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David D. Burstein


Filmmaker and Activist


Quick Facts:

[image: image] Directed and produced the hit documentary 18 in ’08 which debuted when David was 18 in 2007

[image: image] To create the 18 in ’08 film, David spent two years traveling the country, interviewing over 60 congressmen, senators, presidential candidates, policy makers, and activists young and old

[image: image] Built a movement around the 18 in ’08 film, and an organization of the same name, which ended up registering thousands of new voters for the 2008 election

[image: image] Created the renowned Westport Youth Film Festival, which has since become the world’s premiere film festival run by high school students for high school students

[image: image] In 2005 David was appointed to serve on the Weston Commission for Children & Youth where he was responsible for advising the Town of Weston, CT on issues and activities related to students and children

[image: image] Currently a student at Haverford College in Pennsylvania



The idea for my film, 18 in ’08, started on election night in 2004. As I was watching the results I was disappointed in young voter turnout. While turnout in 2004 was a significant increase from the 2000 election, it was nowhere near what I had hoped for. I thought to myself: “This election is so important, how is it that turnout is under 50% when the results of this election will directly impact all of our lives? I’ve got to do something to help change this for the next election.” Having founded and run a film festival for high school students when I was fourteen, I thought of film as a natural and powerful medium to excite and mobilize my peers to vote and get involved in the political process.
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