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Forward

The Mysteries of Life Revealed! Okay, that's
a bit of an exaggeration, but truly, these principles can change
your life for the better. If you are blessed to have had adult
figures who have instilled in you ideas such as the ones presented
here, you're already ahead of 90% of your peers. If, however, the
words on these pages seem foreign to you, don’t despair. As a young
person, this is one time when it's truly not your fault, since
advice like this, once common, has fallen from our contemporary
core of knowledge passed from one generation to another. The really
good news is that you have this book and a lifetime to reap
benefits from the wisdom of others who have gone before you.

It is a sad truth that much of this advice,
accumulated over twenty years of teaching high school and raising
my own children, could even be categorized as "secrets." I share
this material with my seniors each year before they head off to
college and out into the world, and it's surprising how often they
react as if they're hearing this common-sense wisdom for the first
time. In fact, my working title for this book was originally
Lessons Someone Else Should Have Taught You. Undoubtedly,
there will be some things in this book that make the little voice
in your head say, "Well, duh! Who hasn't heard that?" The answer
is: a lot of people. On the other hand, every idea presented here
that makes you say "Hmm…" for the first time, is something that
someone else has read and said, "Duh." So we all have important
lessons to learn, and some more than others. No shame in that—like
I said, it’s probably somebody else’s fault. (Works for me, I’ve
been using that excuse for years.)

I've compiled advice from a variety of
sources and covering many topics. Some are relatively short and
straight to the point, while others require a little more
explanation. Some are geared toward the workplace, others toward
school, and most toward life in general. Some of these suggestions
are behavioral; to adopt them you may need to try to do them nearly
every day. For that reason, I suggest you don't try to incorporate
them all at once. In fact, despite the fact that you may be able to
read this small book in one sitting, don't! Stroll through it
leisurely, maybe just one chapter every day or so. Give each idea a
chance to meander around in your brain a little and take root. Then
massage your scalp so the roots grow deep into your head. (Oops,
weird, sorry!) If you see a few things that look promising, don't
put into practice more than one or two at the same time, because it
often takes time to develop a new habit or break an old one. In
addition, you may find it beneficial to refer back to this book in
another year or so to refresh some of the ideas that impact you the
first time through.

In the end, I hope you'll find the advice
here both practical and beneficial to yourself and those around
you, helping you enjoy success in life, college, work, or any noble
endeavor you pursue.

—James E. Kass
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1. Learn How to Converse with People

Ever get cornered by someone who blathers on
and on about themselves? You may be at work or a party and find
yourself trapped like some helpless game animal, eyeing possible
escape routes and hoping for anything that might end your misery: a
random fire drill, freak storm cell, spontaneous combustion, maybe
even an alien abduction. Agghhhh, the voice, it burns! Make It
Stop! Probably the only thing worse than getting stuck in that
situation is being the clueless idiot that goes through life
tormenting others. Here’s a tip: if you find other people always
making lame excuses to exit the conversation before you’re ready,
guess what? I’ve even had people say to me, “I should probably let
you go; I tend to go on a little bit.” Oh, really, you think
so?

Too many people make the mistake of assuming
that the way to impress people is to talk about themselves
(constantly). Quite the opposite, people generally can't stand to
be around those who feel like they must always steer the
conversation in this manner. The secret, then, to making a positive
impression on others is to ask questions about what is important to
them instead of you. As Dale Carnegie put it, “You can make more
friends in two months by becoming interested in other people than
you can in two years trying to get other people interested in
you.”

Look no further than the explosion of
“selfies” on social media and it becomes apparent that
self-centered behavior is something we all share to some degree,
but it’s also something that can actually work in your favor when
trying to connect with others. Most of us like to talk about
ourselves and are quite flattered when others ask for our opinions.
So if you want to really get the conversation rolling and make a
good impression, ask others questions about themselves. Nothing
overly personal, but things that you think might be important or
interesting to them:

 


"Where do you work? Do you enjoy it? What's the best
part of your job?”

"What do you do in your spare time?”

"How long have you lived here? Where are you from
originally? What's the weather like there this time of year?”

"What's something fantastic you'd like to do within
the next ten years? Wow, I've never thought about trying that, do
you think it would be fun?”

 


The idea is not to get bogged down with a set
of specific questions you always ask, but to steer whatever
conversation you are having back to the other person's opinions,
beliefs, and experiences.

You might be thinking, "Gee, that sounds kind
of manipulative." Well, as with many things in life, it turns out
many of the behaviors most beneficial to others also happen to be
ones that generally work in your favor. Think about it: when you
ask someone else to share their thoughts, what you are really doing
is letting them know that they are valuable, that they matter in
the world, that their opinions have merit. Just because you are
flattering someone doesn't mean you are doing so with ulterior
motives. True, it may elevate their impression of you as being
someone who is considerate and good-natured, but seriously, what's
the harm in making someone else feel special? No harm at all.

I need to point out that if you are going to
ask others questions, you need to actually listen to the answers
(yeah, really). Interject some short responses occasionally like
"No kidding?" or "How does that work?" or just repeat back small
parts of what they say. First, it lets them know you are really
listening. Second, it helps avoid uncomfortable pauses in the
conversation that might lead to it dying out prematurely, and
third, it will help you remember what they say the next time you
meet. It also wouldn't hurt to smile occasionally or show some
expression with your eyes while listening.

Here’s another common scenario: ever had a
complete stranger try to start a conversation with a casual “S’up?”
Not exactly attention-grabbing, is it? Nor does it telegraph a
great command of the English language. Unfortunately, a lot of
folks—even some who are educated and long out of high school—think
that’s an appropriate opening statement in business, professional,
or academic settings. Maybe if you’re starring in a reality TV show
or living on the street, but introduce yourself like that to anyone
over thirty and you’ll rarely be taken seriously.

A related communication skill is talking on
the telephone. For some reason, once we get on the phone with
someone we’re trying to impress, be it business or personal, it’s
common to lock up conversationally and find ourselves sweating
through long, uncomfortable pauses (awkward!). Maybe that’s because
the communication is completely verbal, without any visual cues,
and therefore all the gaps are magnified disproportionally.

I know this would happen to me as a young guy
whenever I nervously called a girl, and still happens to me
occasionally if I call someone I want to impress professionally.
The way around this is to prepare a list of conversation topics
ahead of time. Yes, I mean actually write the ideas down on paper
and have it in front of you when you call. As a jazz trumpeter,
I’ve had occasion to phone some world-class musicians, people that
have won Grammy awards and achieved worldwide respect. That’s
pretty intimidating for a local guy who normally just performs
around town, so to keep the conversation rolling and help prevent
my looking like a total doofus, I always write down questions and
information I’d like to cover, including a few off-topic anecdotes
as introductory or closing comments. Besides keeping the call
moving and enjoyable for both of us, it also ensures I don’t get
flustered and hang up without getting some vital piece of
information I need.

A couple of words to the wise about text
messaging: never use text messages to call in sick for work
or to offer an apology. These are both done best by conversation,
and done very poorly by texts, primarily because the other person
cannot hear the sincerity in your voice (or read your facial
expressions, if in person). A student very nearly lost her job by
texting in sick because her boss assumed she was lying and wanted
to avoid any questions. She was actually fired on the spot, but got
her job back later after explaining to her boss that she had been
to the doctor and missed school (things left out of her text). She
eventually became her boss’ favorite employee and absolutely loved
the job, so it would have been a shame had she lost it due to poor
communication.

As far as apologies go, it’s pretty
understandable why an apology by text conveys a half-hearted
attempt to make up, even if that’s not your intent. It comes off
looking like you’re trying to avoid conflict and perhaps even a
little cowardly. If there’s no other way to reach the person, a
text is better than nothing, but make sure you follow up with an
actual conversation so the other person knows it’s heartfelt.

Fortunately, there are plenty of good books
to help improve your conversation skills, but for some quick
pointers, you can refer to the Web site http://artofmanliness.com/2012/08/22/how-to-make-small-talk/.
(Despite the name of the site, the information works just as well
for women, too.)

Really, this is nothing special; it's just
the way everyone conversed before our communications became so
virtual. Once you get the hang of it, you'll enjoy how easy it is
to talk with most anyone and will find they like talking with you,
too.

 



 


2. Buy
Used Cars Instead of New

Everyone who can't use extra money can skip
this one. For the rest of us, the practice of buying a used car
will save you many thousands of dollars over your lifetime, even if
it's only a year old. Bear in mind that this advice isn't just
coming from me; it's the advice of many very wealthy people who can
easily afford to buy as many new cars as they want.

Now, the used car you buy doesn’t have to be
what my friends and I used to call a “beater.” My first vehicle was
a 1970 Dodge Dart Swinger, but take it from me, there wasn’t much
swinging going on in an under-powered sedan with no
air-conditioning, especially when it was 110 degrees outside in the
Arizona heat. Even worse, its attractiveness wasn’t exactly
enhanced by all of the primer paint that seemed to accumulate the
longer I drove it. It’s as though my car was a magnet for other bad
drivers to test their collision coverage. Oh, look, there’s Kass
in his Swinger, the perfect opportunity to test the limits of my
insurance coverage. Wham!

No, you can actually buy a used car that
you’re not ashamed to be seen in, even one you’re proud of. You
see, what a lot of college graduates buying their first nice car
(and many older adults who should know better) don't realize is
that cars that are only a year or two old can be every
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