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INTRODUCTION

If you hate your life as much as I used to hate mine, then you need to read this book.  Being a kid is tough, but feeling as though the whole world is against you is too much!  It fills you with pain and makes you act in dumb ways.  At least that is how I felt and acted.  Living sucked, and I did not see my life getting any better.  That is why I tried to kill myself.
I was about ten the first time.  I swallowed a bottle of sleeping pills.  They found me and had my stomach pumped.  I tried two more times before I turned 15.  One time I tried cutting my wrists with a broken bottle.  The other time I ran out in front of a moving car.  None of my tries at ending my life worked.  I was so bad at everything in my stupid life that I could not even kill myself.
Not being able to kill myself was only one of the many things at which I was not good.  I was not good at school, either.  I almost flunked 7th grade.  They put me in Special Education in 8th grade.  I had to repeat 9th grade, and the way I acted in class got me into lots of trouble.  I had detention almost every day and they threw me out of school for beating the head of another student into a brick wall until he passed out.

I was in trouble all the time, not just at school.  I ran the streets with a gang of boys who felt and acted like me.  We mostly got into fights and stole stuff.  Each of us had family problems.  We were mad and confused and felt like we were different from other kids, not good different - bad different, like we were nobodies.

The first time I felt unwanted was when my dad left.  The next time was when my mom sent me to an orphanage.  Both times, I felt like somebody had ripped out my guts.  Nobody seemed to love or care about me.  Even my own parents did not want me.  That nearly drove me crazy.

I had been seeing shrinks since the age of six.  They had me take tests and draw pictures, and they were always asking me how I felt about my mom and dad.  I never thought of myself as being nuts; at least not until they sent me to a mental hospital.
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I was 15.  I was taking pills for my zits that made me feel high.  I did not know what was happening to me.  My brain felt like mush.  My feet did not seem to touch the ground.  I ran out of my house into the woods and hid.  Then I went home and fell asleep on the back porch.  My mom called the cops.  They took me to the York hospital, where I threw a fit.  After three days in a padded cell, they sent me to a nut house.  For 77 days and nights, I had to fight to stay alive in a place full of old men who were sick in the head.  That is when I started to think that maybe I was crazy.
I already knew I was bad.  My parents and grandparents had told me that many times, and so had my teachers and other adults.  I was so bad that they put me on Juvenile Probation.  I had a probation officer who watched everything I did.  Two times he put me in the York County Detention Home because I did something wrong.  When I quit going to school, my probation officer and the judge sent me to reform school.

The day I turned 16, I quit going to school.  Why waste my time?  I knew all I needed to know.  School was stupid and boring.  I was going to get a job fixing cars.  But, no!  My mom and probation officer said “I needed an education,” and since I would not go to school on my own, they put me in a place where I had to go.

Reform school was better than the nut house.  Nobody was crazy there, just screwed up and mad.  There were about 350 boys at the reform school, and every one of us thought he was a tough guy.  Fights happened all the time.  You had to watch your back.  Somebody was always trying to take your stuff or use you.  That is where I learned to fight.  I decided that if people were going to treated me as if I was bad, then I would be the baddest of the bad.
I was 16 when they put me in reform school.  The summer before my 18th birthday is when I got out - eighteen long, hard months.  I hated every second of it.  I hated people telling me what to do.  I hated having to watch my back.  Most of all, I hated living in a kiddy prison.  It was like being in the Army.  You marched everywhere.  You had to say “Yes, sir” and “No, ma’am,” and you never saw girls.  The day I got out of there was the second best day of my life.  The best day was when I left the funny farm.
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That is when I made a decision about my life.  I was not going to be put away any more.  In a couple of months, I would turn 18 and be off juvenile probation.  That meant I would be an adult and could be sent to prison.  I had one more year left until graduation.  I was going to try to fix my life and stay out of trouble.  That was my plan.

Plans have many parts to them.  I had a lot to learn about how to make my plan work.  My senior year back at York Suburban High School was tough.  I still got into trouble in class, although less than before, and my grades were low, but not failing.  My grades ranked me 187th in a class of 192.  That meant that only five students had worse grades than I did.  But I did graduate, and that was a start.
Today, I am 65-years-old.  My plan worked.  I fixed my life and stayed out of trouble.  I was never put away again.  In fact, my life has turned out pretty good.  I write books and teach adults how to help kids like I was.

It was not easy changing my life, but it was worth it.  You see, life is what YOU make it.  It took me a long time to learn this lesson.  But once I learned it, I was able to take control of my life.  You can, too, if you have a plan.

Here is how I changed my life.  I hope what I have learned helps you put together a plan to turn your life around.  You CAN do it, too, if YOU REALLY put your mind to it!

                                                                                               Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                               William Gladden Foundation
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MAKE A COMMITMENT TO CHANGE YOUR LIFE
Before I could change my life, I had to make up my mind that I really wanted to – A LOT!  That meant making a “commitment.”  A commitment is a pledge to do something, even when it is difficult and quitting is the easy way out.  Without making a commitment, and sticking with it, I could not have changed my life.
Do you want to change your life?

· Yes

· No

Are you ready to make a commitment to change your life?

· Yes

· No

Will you stick with your commitment, no matter how difficult it gets?

· Yes

· No

If you answered “yes” to these questions, sign and date this pledge.

I understand this is the FIRST and MOST IMPORTANT STEP in changing my life.  I want to change my life.  I am ready to make a commitment to change my life.  I will stick to this pledge, even when it gets difficult and I feel like quitting.
______________________________________          _____________________________

                              Name                                                                   Date
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DECIDE WHAT YOU WANT TO CHANGE
I did not want to live as I had in the past.  This meant that I needed to decide WHAT about my life I wanted to change.
One thing I wanted to change was spending my life in institutions.  I hated the orphanage, detention home, mental hospital and reform school.  Because I was 18 and an adult, I did not want to go to jail or prison.

Another thing I wanted to change was feeling as though I was a worthless outcast.  The kids at school treated me like dirt.  The teachers never said good things about me or my grades.  Even my family did not seem to want me around.  I wanted people to like me.  I wanted to live a normal life.  I wanted to be happy.  I wanted to feel like I belonged.  I wanted to have a future.

What things about your life do you want to change?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
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WHAT CAUSES YOUR PROBLEMS
The way Dad and Mom treated each other caused me to have problems.  They did not get along.  They were always fighting.  Sometimes their fights were about me.  I was a baby when their fighting began.  It was not until Dad moved away that their fighting stopped.  I was almost 11 when he left.  Even then, they said bad things about each other when I visited Dad on Sundays.  That is what caused my problems.
When Dad moved away, I felt like he did not love me anymore.  When Mom sent me to the orphanage, I thought she was trying to get rid of me.  When the teachers and students treated me like dirt, I saw myself as a loser, a reject, a zero and an outsider.  Nobody seemed to like me or want me around, except other kids who got into trouble.  This caused me to have problems with the way I behaved.

What causes you to have problems?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
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KNOW WHY YOU GET INTO TROUBLE
I got into trouble because of the way I behaved.  Nearly everything I did was the flipside of what I was supposed to do.  I saw myself as a BAD dude, and that is how I acted.

I was mad at the world, and my actions and words showed just how mad I was.  I wanted everyone to know not to mess with me.  I cussed at my mom and other adults.  I skipped school and cheated on tests.  I yelled at, bullied or hit anybody who got in my way.  I lied and stole.
If people were going to treat me as though I was bad, then I was going to show them just how BAD I really could be!

How do you rate your behavior?

· Good

· Bad
What are some of your GOOD behaviors?
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

What are some of your BAD behaviors?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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CHANGE YOUR BAD BEHAVIORS
The reason I had a juvenile probation officer and he sent away was because of my bad behaviors.  I was out of control.  I was always in trouble at home, in school and on the streets.  Nobody knew what to do with me.  That is why they kept sending me away.
It was not until they released me from reform school that I began to change my bad behavior.  I knew that if I screwed up again, I might go to jail or prison.  I also was not happy with my life.  Being in trouble all the time can be a drag.  Lots of kids and adult did not like me because of the way I behaved.  I wanted a better life.  I wanted people to like me.

Why do you want to change your bad behaviors?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

-8-

CHOOSE YOUR FRIENDS WISELY
I did not have many friends.  As I had more problems and got into more trouble, less people liked me and wanted to be my friend.  That is why I hung with other troubled boys.  Other kids did not like us, and we did not like them.  By being a gang, we could stand up against anybody.  That made us strong.  It also got us into trouble.  We were always doing something bad.  We would beat up other kids, skip school, steal or do other things that broke the law.

When I got out of reform school, I knew that I had to choose new friends.  It was not as though I did not care about the old gang – I did.  I knew that if I hung out with them, I would get into trouble again.  It was just that simple.  I did not want to go to jail or prison.  That is why I worked hard to make new friends.  I knew I had to make friends with kids who did not get into trouble.

Do your friends get you into trouble?

· Yes
· No

What kind of friends should you choose?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
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STAY IN SCHOOL AND GRADUATE

I hated school.  It bored me.  The students treated me like crap.  The teachers did not like me.  I was always in trouble.  Homework was a pain and my grades were lousy.  To my way of thinking, school was just a way of keeping me from having fun.  Why should I know the names of dead presidents or why it rains?  That stuff did not mean anything to me.  I knew all I needed to know.  Mom and my probation officer made me go to school, and even though I was at the bottom of the class, I graduated.
Because I had a High School Diploma, I easily found work.  I lost or quit a dozen jobs over the next two or three years.  None of them interested me.  They paid money, but that was all.  Something was missing.  There had to be more to a job than just going to work and being paid.
That is why I tried college.  Because I graduated, I had a chance to go to York College.  Over the next seven years, I went to other colleges and earned four degrees.  Earning my high school diploma opened many doors that otherwise would have been closed to me if I had not finish high school.  Mom and my probation officer were right, I really did “need an education.”  It was my ticket to a new and better life.

Do you understand how important it is to graduate?
· Yes

· No

Are you smart enough to earn your high school diploma?

· Yes

· No

What can you do to make sure that you graduate?
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
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RAISE YOUR SELF-ESTEEM
You are who you THINK you are.  I used to think I was a stupid, pimple-faced failure who nobody liked.  The only things I was good at were getting into trouble and beating up people.  Every part of my life seemed to turn out lousy.  I thought that I was doomed to be a “nobody.”  I had low self-esteem.

Low self-esteem means that you do not believe in yourself.  It is a bad thing because it makes you sell yourself short.  Kids with low self-esteem find it hard to be good at anything.  Low self-esteem and failure go hand-in-hand.

My low self-esteem began to change when I learned that I could be good at things.  At reform school, I got good grades, did well in sports and worked on the school newspaper.  I then graduated from high school, learned how to get a job, bought my own car and went to college.  Each time I succeeded, my self-esteem grew until I had high self-esteem and believed in myself.  It took years of hard work, but my self-esteem grew stronger until I felt I could do anything if I put my mind to it.
Rate your self-esteem.
· High

· Low

What do you do well?

________________________________________________________________________

What do you not do well?

________________________________________________________________________

What are some things you can do to raise your self-esteem?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
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SET AND REACH GOALS
Goals are things to shoot for, like getting your chores done or saving your money to buy a car.  Successful people learn how to set and reach goals.

Goals can be short term or long term.  Getting your chores done is a short-term goal.  Saving your money to buy a car is a long-term goal.  Long-term goals are the hardest to reach because they take the most time and work.  They also usually bring the best rewards.

I did not know what a goal was, and I did not care about the future.  To my way of thinking, I had none.

My life changed when I learned how to set and reach goals.  My first goals were short term, like staying out of trouble for a whole day or week.  First, I learned how to successfully set and reach short-term goals.  Then I used what I had learned to set and reach long-term goals, like graduating high school.  That is how I learned to take control of my future.
Name some short-term goals you can set and reach.
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

Name some long-term goals you would like to set and reach.

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
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DON’T EVER GIVE UP!
Changing your life is one of the most difficult things you will ever do.  There will be times when no matter how hard you try, it seems like you are getting nowhere.  There will be times when you backslide in your behavior.  There will be times when your best efforts are not good enough.  There will be times when you wonder if keeping your pledge is worth it.  There will be times when you want to quit.  All of this is normal.  Change is not easy.  It can be VERY hard, but it is worth it!

Change takes time, patient and commitment.  It took me four years after parole from reform school to learn how to control my temper.  I lost a bunch of jobs between high school and college.  I flunked out of York College the first year.  I screwed up or failed many times, but I never quit believing that I would make a better life for myself.  Most of all, I never, ever gave up!  Yes, I failed many times, but I also knew that you only really lose when you quit!
Are you a quitter?
· Yes

· No

How do you know that you are not a quitter?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

What will you do to make sure that you do not quit, even when it seems like things are hopeless and will not get better?
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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YOUR PLAN TO TURN YOUR LIFE AROUND

I have talked to over one-thousand adults who as kids were like you and me.  They were once boys and girls who had trouble at home, in school and on the streets.  They had been on juvenile probation and locked away in reform schools or other mean places.

Some of these ex-juvenile delinquents died young or are now living in jail or prison or on the streets.  The rest of them successfully turned their lives around.  They have families, own their homes, hold good jobs, drive nice cars, have friends and are happy with their lives.
Those in the successful group usually had a plan.  That is what helped them turn their lives around - they made a plan and then stuck to it
What is your plan?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
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