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Introduction

The urge to write this book has been growing for forty years. During this period, I’ve had the privilege of teaching many thousands of students in both hemispheres of the world. I’ve also met with many hundreds of parents, particularly in my role as a head of co-ed and single-sex schools. Both students and parents taught me a great deal, not least that although the mandated curriculum is useful, it is not as useful as timeless wisdom taught in the home.

I was further motivated to write this book when I became a father. A protective spirit rises deep within you when you are blessed with children. Then I became a grandfather and wanted my grandchildren to flourish. Would they enjoy and survive in this fast, exciting and dangerous world? Would they live kind and generous lives? Would they be happy?

What I did know was that too many children seemed to be living grey lives devoid of purpose or challenge. Sometimes, this was due to indulgence. Sometimes, this was due to neglect. Either way, I was meeting too many directionless and undiscovered teens. This was tragic when so many of them had a latent talent, a hidden strength that, if developed, would have proved a blessing to themselves and the broader community.

Furthermore, many had formed a dependency on others that rendered them invisible as people in their own right. They had developed a chameleon conformity.

Examples of good leadership, servant-hearted leadership and brave and principled leadership were becoming ominously rare. However, they can be found and used to inspire our children with what is possible.

Ten Leadership Lessons You Must Teach Your Teenager is a resource for the parent who wants their teenager to thrive, to be resilient and to realise their potential.

At a time when too many teens are becoming victims, too many are becoming discouraged and too many are frittering their lives away on the trivial and self-serving, we need an antidote that challenges them to fulfil a destiny worthy of them. That antidote is the caring parent – someone who loves their child enough to want them to flourish.

However, the generation gap can frustrate the passing of wisdom from parent to child. Ten Leadership Lessons You Must Teach Your Teenager gives ideas on how to enrich a teenager with the skills necessary to take the initiative, to be creative and to realise their destiny.

We cannot have our sons and daughters remain in a state of perpetual childhood. There are countless ways they can contribute to society and enrich it in a way that causes them, and those about them, to not only be the best they can be, but to take pride and pleasure in achievement. Taking the initiative, accepting responsibility, exercising a generous heart – these are skills that can be taught at an early age.

As parents, we need to be able to share stories with our children. A good story has the happy knack of capturing the imagination and interest of children. Furthermore, a story can smuggle into the lives of our young those values and virtues that no amount of parental sermonising will ever achieve. For this reason, a good number of stories are shared within this book. These stories could profitably be shared with teenage children.

In addition to these stories, there are a number of pages that can be photographed and sent as a text or email. Each is labelled ‘A photo to take’. (Any other replication of material in this book will only be allowed with the permission of the author.) These photos can serve as a stimulus for further discussion about leadership. Throughout the book, several opportunities for photographing a page are offered. Not all should be accepted – only those thought to be helpful and appropriate. It might be wise not to pepper one’s offspring with more than one of these photos a day. If nothing else happens, your children will know you are doing some reading about leadership, which may spark useful conversation.

Each of our children is a miracle of creation. Each has unique abilities. Each is called to be a leader – if not of others, then of themselves. They must understand that there are times when they must follow and times when they must lead. Wisdom comes from knowing when it is good to do either.

Ten Leadership Lessons You Must Teach Your Teenager is a compendium of accumulated wisdom, story and advice parents can share to get their teenage children to take command of their lives and impact positively on others.

This is a book on how to raise leaders.

Leaders? I hear you say. Why leaders? There is quite enough hubris and grandstanding going on in society. The world has little use for advice that is going to assist precocious children to nurture ideas well above their station. What about the virtues of being a follower? Little is served by refining the hopes of those hell-bent on securing a life of privilege and power for their offspring.

I agree! But this is not a book to satiate the spoiled. It is a book on how to raise the servant-hearted leader, someone who can take the initiative, who has the courage to get involved.


Talking about leadership

Talking about leadership is a lot more attractive to a teenager than sharing a treatise on morality and meaning. As a topic, leadership is enormously useful because it enables a parent to offer guidance without the censure normally found in intergenerational improvement initiatives.

Further reason to talk about leadership is given because, as a topic, it is intriguing. Leadership is written, tweeted and blogged about a great deal. It is a compelling topic to discuss in its own right. Several dinner conversations could be enriched by considering whether leadership is an inherited skill, or whether it can be taught. Debate can even be had as to whether it can be taught to the young. Failing all else, the usual exasperation at the repeated failure of our leaders can fuel some happily indignant conversations on the topic. These triggers for discussion about leadership should not be wasted. What follows is some fuel for such discussions.

THE NEED FOR AUTHENTIC LEADERSHIP

Our elected leaders are often unpopular, with sentiments such as ‘Make your politicians work – don’t re-elect them’ being common. The nations of the world hunger for authentic leadership. There is weariness with self-serving leaders whose vision fails to extend beyond short-term expediency.

However, although endangered, leadership is not yet extinct. Effective leadership can still be found. It’s just that those who are leading are not necessarily found in leadership positions, and those found in leadership positions are not necessarily leading.

Just when we warm to this finger-pointing, we need to remember that the most common source of leadership failure is the home. Absentee parents, broken homes, domestic violence, teenage pregnancy, drug abuse and alcohol-fuelled violence are a feature in too many families.

Good parenting does not happen in bad homes. Even in average homes, too much training is left to peers, social-networking sites and the internet, and to a variety of electronic sources. These sources can introduce a morality that neutralises parental example. We must do more than look on impotently as our children absorb contradictory morals. As parents, we must take control of what is going on in our homes. We must not surrender our role as the major influence in the lives of our sons and daughters.

THE NEED TO REALISE POTENTIAL

Most parents want to unlock the potential in their children. This is not to say they wish the fruit of their loins to rule the world and live pampered lives adored by minions. It is to say they love their children and recognise that they have unique strengths that should be developed.

Some parents pursue strengths in their children that don’t exist. This exhausts their children and threatens to alienate them from their parents. Others adopt a laissez-faire approach to parenting and leave their children to find their own destiny.

There needs to be a balance. Giftedness needs to be identified, developed and celebrated. However, excellence cannot be expected in all areas of a child’s life. Each child has a fingerprint that is unique and a strength that is special. If any child needs to be encouraged in this regard, then some gentle affirmation by parents might be appropriate – as might the passing on of this book for them to read.

THE IMPORTANCE OF UNDERSTANDING MODERN LEADERSHIP

Contemporary leadership is not necessarily about heroics. Modern leadership is often covert and unassuming. It is to be found in the gentle word of encouragement, the helping of another, the steering of a conversation, a suggestion, or some small service. These are tasks all can fulfil.

The traditional view of leadership is that it is autocratic. The contemporary view of leadership is more collegial. This represents a more accessible model of leadership for our sons and daughters.

A leader is not necessarily someone with an impressive badge, significant responsibilities and an invitation to dine with the gods. A leader need not even be someone with rank, power or position. Quite simply, a leader is someone who is followed by others. This means that any of our children can be leaders. If their words direct and their actions inspire, they are leading. If they cause another to follow their example, they are leading.

Therefore, leadership is a science for everyone, not just for the chosen few. Not all will be privileged to lead to the same extent as others, but all will lead in small ways if not in big ways. These small expressions of leadership should never be underestimated. Collectively they determine the character of a person and the health of a nation.

THE REQUIREMENT TO BUILD RESILIENCE

It is vital that our sons and daughters learn to cope with setback, opposition and disappointment.

Depression is the fastest-growing medical problem among young people today. Too many are not coping. They hide themselves. They cut themselves. They kill themselves. This appalling tragedy is no respecter of social class. Something must be done about this evil – and done quickly.

We live in an age of curious contradictions. There is a massive under-protection of children throughout the world. For example, the sex-trafficking of children remains rife in many countries. On the other hand, there is a massive over-protection of children throughout the world. The bubble-wrapping of children has reached such a stage that it imperils resilience. Both are damaging.

Resilience is not improved by inactivity and non-involvement. Watching is toxic to self-worth. Doing is generative: it involves purpose and creation, and brings a sense of achievement.

You cannot be a leader of others if you’re not resilient. Leadership can be hard. Many of our leaders are stoned with ridicule, bruised by the challenge and accusation of those who, out of envy, spite or a love of mischief, enjoy making a leader’s life difficult. If you can topple a leader you demonstrate power, and there are many who want to demonstrate that power. If you become a leader, you become a target; therefore, you need to learn skills to deal with this pressure.

THE NEED FOR INDEPENDENCE

Many of our sons and daughters are dependent on their parents for too long. It is quite right and proper for there to be significant dependency during the infant and pre-teen years, but the years beyond should see a gradual transference of responsibility from parent to child. In many cases, this is not happening. The privileges of adulthood are accepted with great appetite – the wider selection of drinks, the later bed-times, the freedom to leap into a car – but the responsibility is not. They enter the adult years as teenagers and live in perpetual ‘middlescence’.

A further problem is that rather too many are entering adult life without the life skills necessary to live independently. They are domestic dyslexics. They want to drive the car, but they don’t want to look after it.

This perpetual dependency on others can even extend to thinking. Some teens never get around to thinking things through, or forming their own opinion on politics, religion and ethics. They echo the opinions of others. In their early years, children will get most of their attitudes and values from their parents. This will gradually be modified by peers, the media and the internet. However, somewhere along this migration of life, our children need to ‘own’ their opinion. Too many don’t do this and merely mimic the opinions of others. They go missing in their own lives.

THE IMPORTANCE OF A GENERATIVE LIFE

Every person must be able to contribute something to society. Failure to do so means they are at risk of sleeping through their life and limiting themselves to the drowsy role of spectator. Too many like to escape the challenges of leadership, with its hard edges, in order to live a pillowed existence.

We need to encourage our sons and daughters to develop a calling, a creed and a cause. There should be something in their lives that takes them away from a preoccupation with self. The prevalence of egocentricity in some teens has been described as narcissism. This feeling of inflated self-importance and entitlement leads to teenagers who are often insensitive to others yet are deeply sensitive to criticism about themselves.

Having noted the above, it is important not to overstate the case. There are many teens who model empathy, compassion, justice, service and kindness. They have what Hindus call dharma, which means duty. For Buddhists the word also means truth. Although both concepts are at risk of extinction, there are many families in which dharma can be found. Look at their fridge door. Is it littered with photos of a sponsored child, memos about blood donation and adorned with a spidery note of thanks from a neighbour’s child for their birthday present?

How do parents encourage dharma? The social commentator Thomas Lickona suggests there are three steps. The first is to tell our sons and daughters what it is good to do. However, knowing the good is not enough. Thereafter, they must be encouraged to desire the good. This can be helped by becoming emotionally engaged with the issue and by appealing to a sense of justice. Finally, they must do the good. This should not be presented as an option.1

It might be that our sons and daughters don’t particularly want to do the good. Tough tortillas. If they don’t want to be nice, require them to be nice. Ask them to ‘fake it’ and pretend to be nice. This usually has the happy effect of making them nice. As Aristotle wrote:



… it is by doing just acts that the just man is produced …

Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics





Many parents can feel powerless when a child says they don’t want to do something. If this should be the case, explain that much of your life involves doing things you don’t want to do – the washing up, the shopping, going to work – but this has not prevented you from doing these things. Not wanting to do some things is understandable, but it should never be allowed to stop us doing something that should be done.

I can understand your feelings. But you will do it anyway.

Why?

Because it is the right thing to do.

DISCUSSIONS ABOUT LEADERSHIP

Meaningful conversation between many teenagers and their parents is occurring for only a few minutes a day. This can result in the marginalisation of parents. Our teens need to talk with someone. If they don’t talk with their parents, they will talk to others whose influence may not be quite so positive.

More than once, as a headmaster, I’ve had to deal with the angry glare of an accusing parent and listen to them saying something like: ‘I don’t know where my son got this appalling habit from. He certainly didn’t get it from us!’

True – sadly true. The boy was getting nothing from his parents by way of mentoring. He was being reared by his mobile phone.

This is not a new problem; in fact, Plato raged against this sort of parenting thousands of years ago:



You know that the beginning is the most important part of any work, especially in the case of a young and tender thing; for that is the time at which the character is being formed and the desired impression is more readily taken … Shall we just carelessly allow children to hear any casual tale which may be devised by casual persons, and to receive into their minds ideas for the most part the very opposite of those which we should wish them to have when they are grown up?

We cannot … Anything received into the mind at that age is likely to become indelible and unalterable; and therefore it is most important that the tales which the young first hear should be models of virtuous thoughts …

Then will our youth dwell in a land of health, amid fair sights and sounds, and receive the good in everything …

There can be no nobler training than that.

Plato, The Republic





It is often in the teen years that our sons and daughters are exposed to alternative values. Therefore it is tragic if the parental voice is not heard at this time.

The conversation problem is compounded when a family does not share meals together, when one or both parents are away from home for long periods, and when private spaces are permitted with only the cat allowed to ignore the ‘Keep Out’ signs.

Even when the family is together, there can be an absence of something to talk about. That is why fingers start massaging mobile phones and eyes start to focus on the television.

If conversation is in short supply, why not initiate talk about leadership? Tell your sons and daughters you’re doing a spot of reading on the topic. Make no secret of it.

Much of what is written in Ten Leadership Lessons You Must Teach Your Teenager is designed to be talked about. There are many ideas to share and many stories to recount.

The use of story is a great way to engage with teens. They like stories. They also need stories. This is because stories teach us our cultural inheritance. All people, be they young or old, benefit from being reminded of their great tribal tales. Be they fictional or real, these stories need to be told. Doing so can help ensure that the value of good example is not lost.

In the western world, we sometimes shrink from the task of storytelling and leave it to others. This is not always wise. The stories others tell can be inappropriate and harmful. As parents, we need to be able to tell stories. For those feeling ill-equipped in this regard, Ten Leadership Lessons You Must Teach Your Teenager is full of stories you can share.

CAN LEADERSHIP BE TAUGHT?

It is entirely reasonable to ask whether leadership can be taught. Some would suggest not. ‘Either you have got it or you haven’t. You can’t put in what God’s left out.’

There is both truth and error in these comments. The influence of nature (inherited traits) is powerful, but so too is the influence of nurture (subsequent impact of the environment in which a child is raised).

Studies on twins carried out in America have suggested that many of the qualities associated with leadership, such as authoritarianism, are inherited from parents. One of the major players in the positive psychology movement, Martin Seligman, states that between one-quarter and half of a person’s main personality traits are inherited from their parents.2

This also suggests that between half and three-quarters of these traits are not inherited from parents. These traits are acquired, are learned throughout life – particularly in the early years of life.

There is no question that genetics plays a great role in determining leadership skills. Enough powerful dynasties exist to bear testimony to some families having rich leadership blood flowing through their veins. Think of the Kennedys, Mountbattens and Churchills of yesterday and the Packers and Murdochs of today.

However, failure to recognise the capacity to learn leadership skills, to acknowledge the power of the influence of nurture, is to risk lapsing into the stupor of fatalism. It suggests that nothing can be done.

Leadership skills can be taught, can be acquired and can be realised.

CAN TEENAGERS LEAD?

Is it realistic to expect teenagers to lead? Being of young and tender years, their capacity to lead must surely be limited. True. However, leadership – even on the world stage – is not impossible for the teenager. Consider the following two stories.

TWO STORIES TO SHARE

BOYAN SLAT (1994–)

When on holiday in Greece in 2010, sixteen-year-old Boyan Slat was alarmed to see the amount of plastic rubbish in the sea. It looked disgusting and threatened the viability of the local tourist trade. Not only that, Boyan recognised that it would probably damage ecosystems and endanger a variety of food chains.

Boyan started to research ways the problem of waste plastic might be solved. He studied a number of engineering reports that indicated solutions to this issue were problematic. However, Boyan continued on his quest.

Boyan designed a giant arm that would float on the sea to catch and process floating plastic waste. He calculated that because most sea currents rotated in local gyres, it was feasible to capture much of the waste without moving the arm. It was also a technique that lent itself to catching floating plastic close to its source rather than having to chase it across the world’s oceans.

Some years later, Boyan became the CEO of ‘The Ocean Cleanup’. By 2015, he had raised over $2 million to build a two-kilometre arm designed to catch floating plastic. Through the use of these great tethered arms, much of the floating plastic could be hugged into a recycling program. Self-supporting in terms of power, it has been estimated that our aquatic garbage fields might be cleaned up in a few decades using this method.

Boyan has met with Al Gore, Ban Ki-moon and Prince Albert of Monaco. He jets around the world speaking and raising money, and in 2015 had twelve employees and hundreds of volunteers working for him.

MALALA YOUSAFZAI (1997–)

Malala is the daughter of educators. Her parents owned and ran several schools in Pakistan. These schools catered for girls as well as boys, therefore it was not good news for the family when the Taliban decreed that girls were no longer permitted to attend school.

The Yousafzai family did not agree with the Taliban, and this made them a target. Further displeasure was caused in 2009 when twelve-year-old Malala started to blog for the BBC and participated in a New York Times documentary a year or two later about what it was like to live in the Swat Valley as it was ravaged by the Taliban.

On 9 October 2012, fifteen-year-old Malala was travelling by bus with her friends to school. Gunmen boarded the bus and asked for Malala by name. On identifying her, a gunman shot at Malala three times. One shot struck her in the forehead; the bullet travelled through her head and finally lodged in her shoulder.

Miraculously, Malala did not die. However, she was seriously injured and was rushed to a number of hospitals before ending up at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Birmingham, England. After months of painful rehabilitation, Malala recovered.

Malala resolved not to waste the gift of life. She wrote her story and engaged in extensive media work as an activist for female education. The ‘voice’ created by the Taliban bullets was so significant that in 2013 Time magazine named Malala one of the 100 most influential people in the world.

Malala is accredited with having played a very significant role in the passing of Pakistan’s ‘Right to Education’ bill in 2012, which reaffirmed the right of girls to be educated.

At the age of seventeen, Malala shared the 2014 Nobel Peace Prize with Indian children’s rights activist Kailash Satyarthi. Malala is the youngest person to have received a Nobel Prize.4

Although not necessarily destined to influence the world in quite the same way as Malala and Boyan, our sons and daughters can have an impact on their home, their school and their community. Leadership can be expressed on the world stage with YouTube speeches and TED talks bouncing around the ionosphere. It can also be expressed by inviting a lonely child into a friendship group. We must not limit what is possible for our children to achieve.



‘Borders? I have never seen one.

But I have heard they exist in the minds of some people.’





The great Norwegian explorer Thor Heyerdahl said this about political borders. The saying would be just as relevant if borders were changed to boundaries – the sort of limits that simply should not be imposed on our children.

It is entirely reasonable to expect our sons and daughters to exercise leadership of themselves. It is also reasonable to expect them to exercise leadership of others. These leadership opportunities will ebb and flow. Sometimes our children will be awash with opportunities to lead and other times these opportunities will have dried up. This is normal.

It is also normal to be a follower. It is normal to be one of the team. It is normal for a child to be directed by their parents until they can operate independently as a mature individual.

The following chapters are designed to help parents equip their children to operate independently and be strong contributors to society. A course of instruction is suggested that, if followed, could do much to ensure the next generation are strong and effective in their leadership of self, as well as in their leadership of others.
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