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Think. Act. Grow

Think: “To deal with today we need not
only new knowledge, but new ways to
think about it.”

Alvin & Heidi Toffler, futurists

Act: “Vision is not enough; it must be
combined with venture. It is not enough
to stare up the steps; we must step up the
stairs.”

Vaclav Havel, President of the Czech
Republic

Grow: “An entity will only grow as much as
its people grow.”

MEAPA’s training philosophy
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All my life | had been looking for something, and everywhere |
turned someone tried to tell me what it was. | accepted their
answers too, though they were often in contradiction and even
self-contradictory. | was naive. | was looking for myself and
asking everyone except myself questions which |, and only I,
could answer. It took me a long time and much painful
boomeranging of my expectations to achieve a realization
everyone else appears to have been born with: that | am nobody

but myself. ~Ralph Ellison, "Battle Royal"
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Introduction

American author and historian Studs Terkel observed, “People
are hungry for stories. It’s part of our very being. Storytelling is a
form of history, of immortality too. It goes from one generation to
another.” Using Stories to Ask Questions satisfies the hunger
that people have for stories but it also challenges the reader by

posing critical questions.

Using Stories to Ask Questions tells stories and ask questions
designed to stimulate the type of thinking that allows individuals
and organizations to take the necessary steps required to
achieve and sustain growth. The stories included here highlight
some of the critical attributes required for individuals to achieve
their dreams. These are questions individuals and
organizations such as businesses, schools and communities
might want to consider asking themselves as they look to

achieve and sustain growth.
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The attributes listed throughout this book are based on years of
research by the authors. This set of attributes is not exhaustive,
but represents a starting point for individuals and organizations
interested in learning how to think effectively and achieve their

dreams.

For additional information about these attributes please visit the

MEAPA Resource Center at www.meapa.com.
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Get Uncomfortable and Change Your Life

Spanish painter Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) wrote, “I am always
doing that which | cannot do, in order that | may learn how to do
it.” My story of learning how to swim demonstrates that anyone
can do what they cannot do, in order to learn how to do it as long
as they are willing to take action and work through being

uncomfortable. This is my story.

fHey Dad, can you take wus into the
question challenged the way | lived and led to a change in my

life.

It was the summer of 1999 and my wife and | took our two

children to the Jersey shore for a weekend trip. The place where

we stayed had a pool which had a deep end of six feet. When

our eight year old daughter Amanda asked that question on

behalf of herself and her four- year old brother Jonathan my only
response was, fASorry sweetie, Dad

you two into the deep end. 0
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My wife Lori did indeed take the kids into the deep end. They
splashed and had a good time. | watched and felt sorry for
myself since | was unable to play with my children in a small pool
with only six feet of water. As | sat there watching and unable to
participate | asked myself one simple question: why am | so
afraid of water? The mere thought of going into any level of
water gave me great anxiety and panic. As my family played |
sat on the edge of the pool with my feet in the water and started

to think about my fear of water.

Growing up in Philadelphia we had access to city pools but |
never learned to swim. In high school and college, | tried a few
times to learn, but each time | failed to overcome my anxiety in
even three feet of water. | did not know how to swim and that
realization led to my feelings of anxiety, my inability to learn, and

the result that | stayed away from water.

As far as | could tell my fear of water was the result of never
committing myself to working through how uncomfortable | was
in the water. Sitting there watching my family | realized | could

have easily blamed my parents for not teaching me how to swim
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but that did not change my anxiety or inability to swim. To
change the situation and take control of my life | needed a
commitment to myself to work through my high level of anxiety
and panic in water. If | thought that | could swim, then perhaps
my anxiety would disappear and the result lead to my being in
the water with my kids. As | helped the kids out of the pool and
wrapped towels around them | vowed to never feel like a
helpless father around water again. It all began with the

realization that | had to change the way | thought.

When we returned home | called several local pools and

arranged to take my first lesson. There is a Buddhist proverb

that states, AfiWhen the student i s
that perfectly fits my relationship with my swim coach. | was

ready to learn how to swim and Tracy appeared. Of all the pools

| called she was the only coach to call back and make

arrangements for me to visit her pool.

Tracy had a good deal of experience teaching children to swim.
She informed me that the rule of thumb in teaching someone to

swim is to instruct them on water safety first. For the first few
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lessons she tried to get me to float, doggie paddle and tread
water to no avail. Although frustrated at my lack of progress, |
was determined to never watch my kids play in the pool without

me, so | continued my lessons believing in my coach.

After one frustrating lesson Tracy told me that she was going to
do something completely different with me. She realized that my
fear of water was so intense that | would never be able to float,
tread or doggie paddle unless | understood how to swim first. So
she decided to teach me in the completely opposite way she had

taught everyone else.

For the next few weeks she went over every single body
movement related to swimming the front crawl. | had to learn to
move my head, arm, hand, hips and legs in unison while
breathing moving forward. It was exhausting. After almost two

months of work | swam an entire length of the pool!

Despite the progress my fear was still real. | needed to
overcome my fear of deep water so Tracy moved us into a pool

with a deep end of eight feet. The first time we went in | held on

Using Stories to Ask Questions - 15



to her for dear life. | was so humiliated and embarrassed. Tracy
never gave up on me and within a few more weeks had me
jumping into deep water and swimming across to the other side

of the pool.

After a while | was in the pool by myself building up my
endurance and experiencing water for the first time like a child.
For two years | worked to overcome my fear of water.

Lifeguards at the different pools would tell me how much
progress they had seen me make. In my own mind, | knew that |
could swim in the water effectively. That thought changed the
way | felt from anxiety to appreciation. The result of my changed
thinking and new feelings was a new found ability and desire to

swim.

During those years my wife and children would often accompany

me to the pool. And one day, when | was ready, it was my turn

to ask the quest togminto the Heepyendkwithd s |,

Dad?0o0

-Michael Edmondson
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Michael worked through being uncomfortable in water;
have you figured out a way to work through what you are
uncomfortable doing?

What makes you uncomfortable? Why is this so?

Do you believe that being uncomfortable is stopping you
from accomplishing your goals?

Is the way you think preventing you from achieving the
results you want for yourself?

Do you control your life or have you let others control it
for you?

Is your business, school or community creating its dream
or has it allowed someone else to get in the way?

Has your business, school or community identified what
makes it uncomfortable and then a plan to work through

that?
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Forging Your Life?

American author Booker T. Washington (1856-1915) wrote,
“Success is to be measured not so much by the position that one
has reached in life... as by the obstacles which he has overcome
while trying to succeed.” People who forge their own life
proactively address the challenges they face and succeed in

achieving their dreams.

Everyone faces challenges and barriers to their goals and
dreams. Attimes, it seems that the entire world can be working
against what you are trying to achieve and it would be easier to
go with the flow than battle for what you really want. You will see
that the people highlighted in this book all had to fight in order to
forge the life they wanted. The first step in thinking effectively is
to realize that you need to be deeply engaged in making your

dreams come true. Nobody will do it for you.

Forging is a great term for how a person achieves their goals. In
the process of forging, material is taken from one form and

turned into another through fire and forceful manipulation. To
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see a visual representation of this concept, visit the MEAPA

website at www.meapa.com and view the forging video. MEAPA

co-founder Peter Abramo uses the illustration of changing a
piece of steel from one purpose to another through forging as an
example of a person changing their life.

In this example, the challenge is how to open a glass bottle of
root beer with a horseshoe? To answer his question Peter
analyzes his options then selects forging as an appropriate
response. By applying the principles of design, physical strength
and artisanship, he forges a bottle opener out of the old
horseshoe. He then proceeds to demonstrate that the bottle
opener actually works and pops the securely tightened cap off

the bottle and proceeds to drink its contents.

Life presents us with horseshoe-bottle challenges all the time.
We find ourselves in situations and ask questions such as:

e What do | do in this situation?

e How do | address this situation?

e What resources do | need to handle the situation?

e What attributes can | rely on at this very moment?

¢ Can | handle this on my own?
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e What happens if | fail in this situation?
o What happens if | succeed in this situation?

¢ Are there life experiences | can reflect on for guidance?

By learning how to think effectively and adapting to change you
can forge your life in such a way you can create answers to
these questions and many others each time life presents you

with a horseshoe-bottle challenge.
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Believe You Create Your Life

The Irish playwright George Bernard Shaw (1876-1950) once
observed, “People are always blaming their circumstances for
what they are. | do not believe in circumstances. The people
who get on in this world are the people who get up and look for
the circumstances that they want, and if they can’t find them,
make them.” Scott Raymond Adams believes he creates his

own life.

Born and raised in upstate New York in the Catskill Mountains,
Adams wanted to be a cartoonist since he was six years old
when he would read old Peanuts collections athisunc | e 6 s
Scott graduated as valedictorian of his high school class
because, i n htheother 3@ peopleoirr nay €lass A
couldn't spell "valedictorian." He stayed local to attend college
and graduated with a BA in economics. Upon graduation he

moved to the San Francisco Bay Area.

Early on in his life Adams worked at various low-paying jobs

such as a bank teller where he was robbed twice at gunpoint.
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He eventually earned an MBA and then got a job at Pacific Bell

i n San Ramon, € thérd, He dound himself ifOnc

immersed in the futility of bureaucracyd the aimless meetings
and senseless double-speak. He started to turn his observations
into so many drawings that he

an art studio. 0

Those drawings eventually made their way into his business
presentations. One of his co-workers suggested that Adams call
his one character Dilbert. So that Dilbert would have a
companion he created Dogbert as well. With a character in hand
and a belief that he had the ability to create his own life, Adams
sought the advice of cartoonist Jack Cassady on how to get

syndicated.

Adams drew 50 sample cartoon strips and mailed copies to
various cartoon syndicates. Within a few weeks United Media
called and offered him a contract and launched Dilbert in 1989.
It would, however, be another six years before Adams could quit
his day job. From 1989 until 1995 he created Dilbert during

mornings, evenings and weekends while maintaining his full-time
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job. Today, Dilbert appears in 2,000 newspapers in 70 countries
and serves as an example of what can happen when you believe
you create your own life and do not give up your dream.
Throughout his life Adams has relied on using affirmations to
help him believe he creates his own life. He has written often
about his practice and belief in writing your goals down 15 times
each day. According to Adams, dnlt
time, at least in my experience, but presumably not because of
any magic. At least one probable explanation for its perceived
effectiveness is that focusing on goals changes the person who
is doing the focusing. o0
e Scott believed he created his own life, do you?
e When was the last time you wrote down your goals?
e Where are those goals posted so that you can see them
every day?
e How do you know these are your goals and not the goals
of someone else in your life?
¢ What things (events, people, and situations) have
delayed you from fulfilling your goals?

¢ Have you delayed yourself from achieving your goals?
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What specific steps have you taken to create your own
life?
Have you asked anyone to help you create your life?

Do you use affirmations to stay focused on creating your

own life?
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Your Thought-Driven Life

Vaclav Havel, President of the Czech Republic noted, "Vision is
not enough, it must be combined with venture. It is not enough to
stare up the steps, we must step up the stairs." Being proactive
and forging your life requires you to think that you can make a
difference in what happens to you. This type of thinking is one of
the many ways that people think about their lives. Unfortunately,
not all thinking is equally effective or satisfying. The following
table summarizes just a few of the ways that people think about

how their lives will unfold and their goals will be achieved.

o Which life approach do you currently use? Why?

¢ Have you used other approaches in the past?

¢ What made you change your life approach?

e Do you find yourself using more than one life approach

right now? If so why do you think this is so?
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LIFE APPROACH

TYPE OF THINKING

FORGING

You think you can forge your life
and use effective thinking in

order to purposefully grow.

EXPECTATION

You think you need to live or act
a certain way and that dictates
all your actions regardless of

your own goals.

RANDOM

You think that whatever is going
to happen will happen

regardless of what you do.

INERTIA

You sit around and do nothing

expecting something to happen.

BUS STOP

You think someone else will
come along and tell you what to
do.

PRIVILEGED

You think you are privileged and
deserve everything with no
effort.

POOR ME

You feel sorry for yourself and
think others should too. Some
of these people will be waiting at

the bus stop.
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Our hypothesis is that most people do not use effective thinking

to live the life they want. They are too focused on living the life

that other people expect of them or waiting for others to help

them. People with unfulfilled dreams and goals support this

hypothesis. Years ago psychologist William Marsten asked

3,000 people: 6What have you to |
respondents said O6they had no defi
ot her words, iThe respondents were
while they waited f dimdingsheemstbut ure. 0
supportThor eaubs observation that HAmo
d e s p e r arheifistrstepdto changing that desperation is to

change the thinking that drives it.

Are you enduring the present while waiting for the future?

TheGreekphi |l osopher Ar i sHapoindse bel i eve
depends upon ourselves.” In other words, happiness is a choice.

So too is the way we think about life. Framing our lives with

effective thinking will move us toward our goals and dreams.

Effective thinking permits us to forge ourselves.
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