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			Acclaim for It’s Not Just Who You Know

			
				“Tommy Spaulding has done something quite amazing. He has combined a deeply moving personal memoir with a practical tutorial on building genuinely enriching relationships. It’s Not Just Who You Know is an open, honest, and authentic book by a talented teller of real-life tales about one of the most fundamental of human truths. You’ll be moved, uplifted, and educated. You’ll find yourself laughing, crying, and nodding in agreement. It’s Not Just Who You Know is a one-of-a-kind masterwork, and you need to buy it, read it, and give it to your friends and family. You will be thankful that you did.”

				—Jim Kouzes, coauthor of The Leadership Challenge and The Truth About Leadership, Dean’s Executive Professor of Leadership, Leavey School of Business, Santa Clara University

			

			
				“Tommy Spaulding teaches us the joy and value of investing in relationships!”

				—James H. Maynard, chairman and cofounder, Golden Corral Corporation

			

			
				“Someone once told me that your students do not care how much you know until they know how much you care. This is true in all relationships; and this book provides the tools needed in cultivating your relationships at any level. Tommy’s book is a homerun. It’s Not Just Who You Know is a must read if you are interested in transforming your life.

				—Frank DeAngelis, principal, Columbine High School

			

			
				“A remarkable collection of insights that teaches how generosity, humility and thankfulness will take your business and personal relationships to the next level!”

				—Jason Jennings, bestselling author of Hit the Ground Running and Think Big, Act Small

			

			
				“I didn’t want the book to end. I found myself hanging on every word and making notes in the margins as I connected the concepts to my own experiences. This book presents so many deep truths about transformational leadership in a way that is easily understandable to any audience. I will give every member of my staff a copy of It’s Not Just Who You Know.”

				—Dr. Barney Forsythe, president, Westminster College

			

			
				“Tommy Spaulding is masterful at building relationships that matter. In It’s Not Just Who You Know, he shares powerful lessons and weaves them into a fascinating modern-day follow-on to Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends & Influence People. I only wish that I had this book early in my own career.”

				—Richard R. Eakin, chancellor emeritus, East Carolina University

			

			
				“Nothing is more important than our connection with other people. It’s what’s behind everything we do. With this book, Tommy inspires us with his first-hand experiences and insight to reach for those deeper relationships that make everything more worthwhile. Read this and you’ll be better for it.”

				—Sam Parker, bestselling author of 212° the extra degree

			

			
				“Inspiring and moving! Tommy is someone who truly understands the human heart. This is a book that I will not only give to all our teachers and staff, but more importantly, all our students.”

				—Dr. Jill Scheulen, principal, Crestview Middle School

			

			
				“Tommy lives, teaches, and leads from the heart. The message and tools in this book will not only change your organization and your career, but your life.

				—Jared Polis, U.S. congressman and founder of Proflowers.com and Bluemountainarts.com

			

			
				“Truly compelling! As I have watched my friend Tommy live out these principles and faith journey, I have seen it not only transform his life, but those around him. This is THE BOOK on authentic servant leadership.”

				—Mark Schultz, GMA Dove Award– and Platinum Award–winning singer/songwriter
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		Foreword

		My dad graduated from Dale Carnegie’s first course in 1927, so I grew up on How to Win Friends & Influence People. Carnegie’s concepts are timeless in terms of beginning relationships. And yet Tommy Spaulding realized there was more. He has learned a lesson that I think only comes with age: you finally become an adult when you realize that life is all about serving rather than being served, giving rather than getting, and, as Zig Ziglar often says, “Realizing that people don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.”

		Tommy’s teaching in this book is about developing genuine, lasting relationships. These are the kind of people who, if you’re hurting and call for support, are out the door to help you—no questions asked. They show up to cover your back when the going gets rough. In short, they’re there for you. Why? Because they know you’d do the same for them.

		I’m a big fan of Tommy Spaulding and It’s Not Just Who You Know. Read this book. Apply its wisdom and live its principles. I guarantee the payoff will be amazing for you and the people whose lives you touch. You’ll generate what Tommy calls Return on Relationship or ROR. Practicing these principles not only improves the financial health of individuals, organizations, and communities—it brings joy and fulfillment as well.

		Life is about more than winning friends and influencing people—it’s about serving others. When you make a difference in other people’s lives, guess what? It makes a difference in your life, too. Thanks, Tommy.



		—Ken Blanchard, coauthor of The One Minute
Manager® and Helping People Win at Work

	
		Introduction

		Standing on Carnegie’s Shoulders

		It was Dale Carnegie and his book How to Win Friends & Influence People that got me started on nurturing and developing the relationships that have been so central to my life. I kept a copy of the book on my nightstand next to my bed as I made my way through high school, college, graduate school, and into my business career. I lived that book—I lived it, I would argue, like few others. Why? Because it resonated with my every instinct.

		I became obsessed with sending handwritten notes, with returning phone calls, with sending birthday cards, with using people’s names, and with recognizing other people. To this day, anytime I’m reading the newspaper and I come across a positive article about someone I know, I cut it out and I send it to that person with a handwritten note. If their mother is alive, I’ll write, “You might want to send this to your mom. She’d be proud to put it on her refrigerator!” I do that a couple of hundred times a year, and I doubt that will ever change.

		For years it seemed like the things I had learned in that book would open every door in every hallway that ever came my way. Carnegie’s message, after all, survives even today because it works. Do what he teaches and, in fact, you will win friends and influence people. You will grow your Rolodex like kudzu in Mississippi, and you’ll get more Christmas letters than Saint Nick. And isn’t that how you build a career? Isn’t that how you advance in business? Isn’t that the heart of the message “It’s not what you know, but who you know?”

		Well, as I have come to learn, there is more. What you know is important, and who you know is critical. But real success is about much more than what or who you know. Indeed, it’s the more than that really matters when it comes to advancing your career and building a business or an organization. It’s the more than that allows you to find satisfaction in your life, both at work and at home. It’s the more than that can bring meaningful change to your community. And it’s the more than that can change the world.

		Why set small goals, right?

		Carnegie helped start me on that ambitious path. But his groundbreaking book—an international bestseller even today, more than seventy years after it was first published in 1937—could only take me so far. I knew that I’d never stop using the techniques and principles he taught, but then I began digging much deeper into the value of great relationships and the ways to go about developing them.

		And the more I’ve examined and dug, the more I’ve come to realize how much individuals and organizations—corporations, small businesses, foundations, governments, nonprofits, churches, etc.—can benefit from the skills and attitudes that are essential for building deep, meaningful professional relationships. I’m not talking about relationships that get you a Christmas card. I’m talking about relationships that get you invited to Christmas dinner.

		By standing on the shoulders of Carnegie’s masterpiece, we can live out a greater version of his message in the twenty-first century. We can use those timeless principles in ways that move beyond the tactical to the transformational. We can create customer loyalty that produces greater outcomes than ever imagined. We can discover how to make our influence matter—and how to win friends whose influence matters—throughout our organizations, with our clients and customers, and across our communities.

		This level of commitment and loyalty is more important than ever. Carnegie wrote his book in the 1930s partly to fill a Depression-era void among the participants in the classes he taught on public speaking and human relationships. It started as a textbook, and the techniques, skills, and principles he offered unapologetically met the needs of its readers. It promised individual success in an era marked by massive failures.

		Though the world has changed dramatically over the last seven decades, our economic climate compares all too closely to that of Carnegie’s day. Failed financial institutions, depleted investment accounts, high unemployment, and a thick pall of uncertainty permeate the landscape. In such times, relationships—deep, lasting, “call me at 3:00 a.m. no matter what the reason” relationships—are the ultimate lifeline for people. Sometimes, in fact, our relationships with each other are all we’ve got.

		Carnegie’s principles and techniques seem timeless. And most are. That’s why his book has sold more than 15 million copies. But it’s time to broaden the scope and influence that were central to his message. It’s no longer enough to just strategically use someone else’s name. It’s no longer enough to avoid an argument. It’s no longer enough to talk about people’s interests. Those are nice qualities and giving qualities. But you can’t win long-term loyal friends and customers just by smiling, remembering people’s names, and paying them compliments. There has to be more.

		In our fiercely competitive world, those who separate themselves from the pack define the interests of others and work tirelessly to help them advance. Today, you need to go beyond the obvious all the way to what I call “Penthouse” relationships—relationships that move up from surface level of facts and social niceties (First and Second Floor relationships), past the exchange of opinions (Third Floor) and feelings (Fourth Floor), and into the Fifth Floor, the Penthouse reserved for complete transparency and marked by long-standing loyalty.

		These types of relationships are possible. I’ve created dozens of them, many with customers, clients, neighbors, colleagues, and co-workers who started out as complete strangers. People see me as a connected and networked person, and that’s true. My contact list runs long, but it’s the quality and not the quantity that makes the difference—the mutual depth and devotion found in so many of them, and the rewards that come from seeing everyone—not just the high and mighty—as the potential next guest on the Fifth Floor.

		I’ll share the stories behind many of these relationships as we move throughout this book, from Mrs. Singer, the teacher who challenged and inspired me in high school, to the CEOs of some of the most successful organizations in the world. They all have influence that matters, and I’ve been fortunate to develop a level of influence with them.

		Through their stories and the principles they represent, you’ll see that taking your relationships to a higher level isn’t just nice theory, but something everyone can and should internalize and live out on a daily basis so that it transforms your life, your organization, and your community.

		Most people, of course, already understand the basic, practical importance of strong professional relationships. They willingly take advantage of all the technologies that weren’t around in Carnegie’s day. They have the latest software that tracks and mines every possible piece of data they can record about their customers and clients. They link-in, tweet, Facebook, blog, and Skype their way toward each new deal. And, of course, they feel as lost as a duck in the desert if they leave home without a cell phone that will text and e-mail and connect them to all their social networks on the Web. They know that there will always be another worthwhile “networking” tool on the horizon, and they’ll use it like crazy when it comes out. But many people lack the skills, confidence, or motivation to build professional relationships that go beyond mere networking.

		Some see themselves as relationship-challenged, not realizing that they’re just as capable of building valued relationships as a dyslexic teenager was of earning two master’s degrees (and writing a book!). Some just need direction and a gentle kick to get started. Some are “there” but can still grow, because we never really get to where we could be. Most, however, simply get by with whatever works because that’s what they know.

		It’s comfortable.

		It’s safe.

		And it’s hollow.

		Today’s business world often suffers from “reactive syndrome.” Building meaningful relationships is something we fall back on when we are in trouble. We “network,” but we never move beyond our shallow, immediate needs. We never experience the fullness of deep, meaningful relationships. That, my friends, involves taking risks, and living well beyond the borders of reasonable expectations. It’s about really understanding and caring about the aspirations of others, and asking what we can do to help them meet or exceed those aspirations. And then actually going out and doing those things.

		When I look back at how the power of relationships lifted me—a skinny kid with a lisp, below-average grades, and a learning disability—out of a middle-class community and put me in leadership positions that took me all around the world, I can boil it down to this: It’s not about me. At every turn, whether it was in student government, playing football, working as a waiter during college, traveling internationally, selling software for Lotus Development, leading organizations, starting my own companies, or consulting with the leaders of large corporations and institutions, the most powerful benchmarks of my success involved relationships in which my focus was on helping others.

		That type of focus generates what I call Return on Relationship, or ROR, and the power of ROR is great and varied. For the organization, it’s an economic driver, not some motivational HR mandate. For the individual, it’s not only a quicker path up the corporate ladder, but a more joyful, fulfilling experience along the way. For the community, it’s greater outreach, more sincere participation, and, most of all, a positive force for change.

		That’s the more than that can make all the difference.

		That’s the more than that can make the world spin better.

	
		
			SECTION ONE

			Relationship
     Discoveries

		

	
		Chapter 1

		An Unlikely Prodigy

		Every father hopes for a child prodigy—the next great physicist or musician or artist or athlete or scholar—and I suspect my dad was no different. But, smart man that he is, my dad realized early on that my ticket to success would take me on a different train.

		It was pretty clear that I wasn’t going to win a Nobel Prize for physics, paint any modern masterpieces, write any critically acclaimed concertos, or make it as an infielder in the major leagues. But he saw the glimmer of another gift in me. And that’s why he picked out the book he put in my hands during my early teens. That’s when the other boys had growth spurts that I didn’t. That’s when the testing my parents had done confirmed I had a learning disability and that I trailed my peers in such areas as reading comprehension by as much as two years. Reality whispered a message into my dad’s kind ears. My father, the schoolteacher, knew what lessons I most needed to learn, and they had little to do with conjugating verbs or solving complex mathematical problems or memorizing historic dates.

		“Son,” he told me, “your mother is going to insist that you read one book—the Bible. And I’m going to ask that you read this one.” And with that he handed me a copy of How to Win Friends & Influence People by Dale Carnegie.

		I was in college before the experts accurately diagnosed my disability as dyslexia. As a result, reading any book in junior high made my head spin. I doubt I read more than three or four books before I graduated from high school. But because it was a gift and a request from my father, I read this one cover to cover; the quick-hit principles and insights in Dale Carnegie’s classic self-help book gave me exactly what I needed as I pressed on through high school, encountering hurdle after hurdle along the academic track. The book provided a road map that eventually took me to levels of success I never would have envisioned. But to understand the importance of Carnegie’s book in my life, you need to understand where I came from and a few of the relationships that shaped me.

		My journey—in academics, in business, and in life—took some interesting, nontraditional, and, quite frankly, painful twists and turns. I struggled with (and still struggle with) many of the things most people say are essential for success—readin’, ’ritin’, and ’rithmatic, for starters. But I learned at an early age how to leverage my strengths and overcome my weaknesses. I learned the value of a fourth “R”—relationships.

		I not only learned the art of winning friends and influencing people, but of mastering relationships, personally and professionally. This book is about creating those kinds of relationships—the kind that can change your life, change your organization, and change your world. Because business is about relationships. Success is about relationships. Leadership is about relationships. Life is about relationships.

		The village of Suffern, New York, sits peacefully near the base of the Ramapo Mountains just twenty-six miles northwest of New York City. The eleven thousand or so residents form a community within a patchwork of other tight-knit towns and villages, where a mix of blue-collar workers and big-city commuters represent the best of colonial heritage and urban grit.

		My parents raised me there on a steady diet of traditional family values that placed high importance on serving others, and a great emphasis on hard work and education.

		The serving and hard work came easily. The education, however, was another matter—nothing melted my spirits faster, like hot asphalt on an August day.

		I feared being called stupid by my teachers and classmates—because I believed that was what my grades indicated. I failed classes outright, or passed by the skin of my teeth, only to fail the end-of-year standardized tests and have to attend summer school to make up the credit—all while working on my homework and studies as hard as, and usually harder than, the other kids I knew.

		My self-confidence took a beating. The more embarrassed I became by my grades, the more I tried to compensate by achieving things in non-academic areas—participating in athletics, running for student government, earning Eagle Scout honors. In much the same way as a blind person experiences sensory compensation, I seemed to make up for my academic limitations with a heightened ability to communicate with and connect to other people. I don’t know how much of this was in my nature and how much was nurtured by those around me (and by Dale Carnegie’s book), but it was as real as rain.

		I had the ability, it seemed, to make friends with everybody.

		I didn’t smoke, drink (much), or do drugs, but I chatted easily with those who did. I wasn’t into Dungeons & Dragons, but those who were treated me like a brother. (You can befriend all sorts of kids in the school Resource Room.) I wasn’t physically gifted, but I was captain of the ski team and played soccer, baseball, and football. I was in the school’s show choir and in musicals. I mixed as easily with the students in the chess club as I did with the jocks on the athletic teams. Every clique was my clique. I was elected senior class president and voted “most friendly” and “did most for Suffern High” by my peers.

		And it wasn’t just with the students. All the teachers at Suffern High knew my name, and I knew theirs. I knew the janitorial staff. I knew all the secretaries and administration. And I knew most of their family members.

		Building those relationships came naturally to me. But seeing relationship-building as a gift, and not as a crutch to compensate for my academic weakness, was part of a maturation process that took years of painful struggle.

		I learned early on that my educational path would be different from those of most of my friends. As early as elementary school, I became intimately familiar with the Resource Room—that place where those with special needs went to get extra help. For three years, in fact, I spent part of each school day making the embarrassing walk to that room, trying to correct a lisp by placing a device between the tip of my tongue and the roof of my mouth.

		And the “regular” classroom wasn’t a refuge. I remember the heart-gripping fear I felt whenever our teacher decided to have the class do a little “round-robin reading.” We’d get out our books and a student in the front of the class would begin by reading a paragraph aloud. Then the next student would read the next paragraph aloud, and the next student the next paragraph, until we’d worked our way through all the students and finished whatever passage the teacher had selected.

		Sweat would cover the palms of my hands, and a knot the size of a football would form in my stomach as the other kids read. I knew I’d stutter and stammer through my passage, and everyone would see further evidence that I was the only person in the class who couldn’t read. From my seat near the back of the room, I’d count the sixteen kids who sat ahead of me. Then I’d count seventeen paragraphs into the passage to find my paragraph. I’d block out the noise of the other kids reading. I’d focus intently on my paragraph, willing myself to make out each word, and I’d commit them to memory before the class got to me. My memory often carried me through. When I looked at the words on the pages, the letters spun around out of focus like images in a kaleidoscope. But if I had enough time to memorize the paragraph, I’d be able to sail through and disguise my inability to read. If not, I’d feel a deep-rooted shame as my peers fought to hold back their giggles and stares and embarrassment.

		Dyslexia is not something you can fix; you live with it every day. That reality hit me painfully, for example, when my grandmother died in 2009. About an hour before the service, one of the nuns—my aunt, Sister Loreen—asked if I’d do one of the three scripture readings. When she showed me the verse, all I could make out were a bunch of big and unfamiliar words, and my hands immediately turned cold and sweaty. I looked at my aunt apologetically and begged off, saying, “I’d rather not.”

		Just a few months shy of my fortieth birthday, I still found myself—an accomplished public speaker—overcome by my fear of reading in public. Given more time, I would have memorized the verse and “read” it without looking at the pages. Instead, I missed an opportunity to honor a woman I dearly loved.

		Away from the books, meanwhile, I always flourished. Like most young boys, I had a high energy level, but I was well-mannered and worked hard, so my teachers loved me, and I got along with all my classmates.

		As I moved into the junior-high years, it became clear that my learning struggles weren’t just the mark of a late bloomer. Numbers and letters looked as if they’d been pulled randomly from a bag of Scrabble tiles, and my visits to the Resource Room became like a scarlet letter sewn across my backpack. Looking back, I probably was fortunate not to take more teasing from my peers. But my own battles with self-doubt at times felt like more than I could bear. Even when the other kids said nothing, I knew that they knew, and that was bad enough.

		While my friends played baseball and went to summer camps, my dad drove me to summer school following ninth, tenth, and eleventh grades. I took some classes because I had to, and others because I needed to improve my end-of-course test scores to have any hope of getting into college.

		For most people who knew me (and my academic record), the idea of college seemed a foolish dream. At the start of my senior year, in fact, I found myself sitting in the office of David Tilton, one of the guidance counselors. Because he didn’t frequent the Resource Room and I’d never gotten into any trouble as a student, this was the first time I’d met Mr. Tilton. I walked into his office to find a tall, thin gentleman wearing a navy blue plaid suit and a tie with a big, poorly made knot. His hair shot out in a million directions. I eased into a chair, not knowing what to expect from him. I was a little surprised when he said, “So tell me where you want to go to college.” Maybe I’d found an advocate, I thought. I told him I wanted to go to Notre Dame or Boston College, and that I was interested in business and politics.

		Mr. Tilton pulled out my file. He looked at my transcripts and then looked at me. I knew what was coming. “Do you know what your GPA is?” he asked. I did: not good. “Do you know your SAT score?” I did: not good. (Even after taking an SAT prep course, I’d only managed to improve my original 640 score to a 680 out of 1,600.) “Do you know your class ranking?” I did: not good.

		Then, as nicely as possible, Mr. Tilton talked about what I’d need to get into college. And by the end of the conversation he was gently suggesting that a junior college or trade school might better fit my needs. He wasn’t being mean; he was just telling me my grades indicated I wasn’t ready for the academic rigors of a university.

		I went home totally deflated, not because I thought I was too good for junior colleges or trade schools. They serve a great purpose, and for many people they are the perfect fit to help them achieve their dreams. In some ways, I had a wrong-headed notion that I “had to go to college” to be successful. And I also rightly believed that I’d have a better chance of achieving my personal goals with a college degree. Mostly, though, Mr. Tilton’s message unwittingly reinforced my self-doubt.

		I had experienced similar days when the SAT scores arrived and all the other kids were announcing their results while I did my best to hide mine. I knew my grades weren’t good. But all of my smart-kid friends were talking about going to Michigan or Cornell or other top-flight schools, and the reality of my situation hit me like a locomotive.

		I remember telling my dad how disappointed I was that I wasn’t going to get into a good college. But my father kept encouraging me. Forever my biggest fan, my father would always tell me three things: first, living with goodness in your heart counts more than good grades; second, you have an obligation to make a contribution to this country. Democracy isn’t free. Instead of focusing on your grades, focus on what your contribution will be. And, third, those people in your class who are making A’s and B’s—they’re going to work for you one day. (He turned out to be right. I’ve hired a lot of people who went to Ivy League schools and earned impressive grades and SAT scores.)

		By the time of my senior-year visit with Mr. Tilton, however, I’d already come to grips with my academic weaknesses, and such setbacks didn’t keep me down for long. The more rejection I experienced, the harder I worked.

		My personal tipping point had come during my sophomore year, when I was enrolled in Mrs. Deanne Singer’s semester-long merchandise marketing class. I liked Mrs. Singer. She was inspiring and full of energy. She was a bit eccentric, but she made class fun. She knew all the students’ names. She cared. Also, I did pretty well in her class. I had a C average, which was a very good grade for me, when she assigned the final exam project—to come up with an idea for a company and write a seven-to-ten-page business plan for it.

		For the first time, I found myself energized about an academic project. I’m someone who has a hundred ideas a day for businesses, but I had never written anything down, much less come up with a marketing plan or done a competitive analysis or thought through pricing. I just dreamed up business ideas, filed them away in my mind, and then moved along to the next one. Now I had a chance to pull one out and see if it might really work.

		My dad grew up in Saratoga Springs, New York, home of the oldest thoroughbred racetrack in America. So one of my business dreams was to open a restaurant in Saratoga Springs called Winners & Losers—a five-star restaurant separated by a glass wall from a pub on the other side.

		Gamblers who won at the racetrack could order escargot, steaks, and fine wine served on real china, while seated at linen-covered cherrywood tables surrounded by plush red-carpeted floors. The waiters would wear jockey outfits, and the walls would be decorated with pictures of famous horses, jockeys, and owners. On the pub side, patrons who were less flush could order hot dogs, hamburgers, and nachos. The concrete floor would be littered with peanut shells and torn-up betting tickets.

		I went to work writing a business plan for the restaurant. My dad drove me three hours north to Saratoga Springs to do a competitive analysis of the restaurants there. Amazingly, none of them at the time had betting or racetrack themes. We even found the perfect location for our restaurant, an old Victorian house across the street from the racetrack that was for sale for $74,000. (Today that property’s worth more than a million. Clearly we should have bought it!)

		I covered everything. I even wrote out a SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats). I was more excited about that project than about anything I’d done in school—well, anything that didn’t involve sports or girls.

		About two weeks after handing in the project, Mrs. Singer returned it with my grade: an A-plus. An A-plus! I’d never gotten an A of any sort before. I’d never gotten a B before, except maybe in gym. I was standing as tall as the New York City skyline. Then I looked underneath the grade and read Mrs. Singer’s note: “Tommy, this is excellent work. Whoever did this for you, please tell them they did a great job.—Mrs. Singer.”

		I was upset. I mean, really angry. I had worked my behind off on this project. OK, she was right, my friends usually helped me through my course work. But I did the work on this project completely on my own. I stormed up to her after class, and said, “Mrs. Singer, this is crazy! I did all the work on this project myself.” She only half-believed me. She said, “Tommy, you haven’t demonstrated this kind of work all semester. I don’t know how you did this, because this is exceptional work.” And I looked directly into her eyes and said, “I swear, Mrs. Singer, I did this myself.”

		“If you did this,” Mrs. Singer said, “then you have to join DECA.”

		DECA (Distributive Education Clubs of America) was the club for students interested in marketing and business. So not only did I join the club, but I entered my business plan in the DECA state championship against the plans of hundreds of other students. My fifteen-page plan grew to more than seventy pages, and I took it to the Concord Hotel in upstate New York, where I spent my first night in a hotel without my parents. And I returned home with a trophy for second place!

		I’d never won anything academically before, and suddenly I was one of two students from New York State who had qualified for the national competition. A few weeks later I was getting on a plane for the first time in my life, to Atlanta, where I would compete against some of the brightest students in the nation.

		I went to Atlanta expecting nothing more than a great field trip. I got to see a Braves baseball game, and visited the world headquarters of CNN and Coca-Cola. But to my surprise, my business plan for Winners & Losers finished in the money—third place in the nation! Figuratively speaking, I was on the winner’s side of the academic glass for a change!

		It was the first time I began to recognize entrepreneurship as my gift. When I spoke to the committee of business leaders who had volunteered to act as a mock venture capitalist group, I realized that my ability to communicate verbally extended to groups of people, and that other people were drawn to my passion for my ideas.

		Mrs. Singer was the first teacher to see my raw abilities and urge me to reach higher. A lot of teachers gave me a passing grade because I was a nice kid, I was well respected, I never got in trouble, and I did all of my homework. But Mrs. Singer brought out something more in me. If she hadn’t given me an A-plus and written that dismissive comment, I wouldn’t have been pissed off and she never would have challenged me to join DECA. Mrs. Singer saw something in me that I didn’t see in myself; she encouraged me to take risks and become a leader.

		At the same time, I was already becoming a leader in non-academic circles. In my sophomore year I earned the rank of Eagle Scout, the youngest in our troop to do so. I’m told only two percent of all Boy Scouts become Eagle Scouts. If anything, it’s a reflection of how driven I was to prove myself outside the classroom, but I learned a great deal along the way.

		For my Eagle badge, I organized the renovation of an old carriage garage of our church parsonage. The church often ran food and clothing drives for the needy; I put together work crews and we gutted the unused garage, built shelves, and turned it into a pantry for food and clothing. I found people from all over town and from all walks of life to help. In the process I learned you can’t do all the work yourself, nor do leaders have all the answers. But they do have to get other people involved.

		Between my sophomore and junior years, I also was one of two students picked for the Rotary Youth Leadership Academy (RYLA), a five-day leadership camp that significantly shaped my thinking.

		There were about a hundred kids at RYLA, from all the schools in the district. Probably the single most important lesson I learned there came from a speech by Tom France, the Rotarian who had nominated me for RYLA. “The world consists of three types of people—leaders, followers, and critics,” he told us. “The most important question you have to ask yourself is which one are you going to be.”

		I had never thought of leadership as a choice rather than as something we were born with, but it was a message I quickly embraced with newfound energy and passion.

		Back at school, I was elected vice president of my junior class, beating out a popular girl who had held the office during our sophomore year. I started thinking about school in a different way. I had a sense of confidence and purpose. My grades didn’t improve during junior and senior years, but I had decided I wasn’t going to let my grades, my GPA, and my SAT scores define me. I shifted my attention to what I could do, rather than getting caught up in what I couldn’t.

		During my junior year, I took an accounting class from Mrs. Dizzine, an older woman with a strict temperament, whose personality must have been surgically removed at an early age. I got a D, barely passing her class. At the end of the semester, she pulled me aside to talk about my future. When I told her I wanted to go to college and then go to business school, she looked me in the eye and said, “Tommy, you’ll be lucky if you get into college, much less business school.”

		In that moment, I couldn’t fight off a sense of discouragement. So I slunk with my tail between my legs to see Mrs. Singer, who quickly set me straight. When I ran into people who didn’t believe in me, she told me, “Tell them to kiss your ass!” It was a typical “Singer zinger.”

		Mrs. Singer recognized and cultivated my leadership potential. When I ran for senior class president, she and my father helped orchestrate my campaign. Mrs. Singer ran the school store and used the printing machine to make buttons (VOTE FOR TOM FOR A GREAT PROM) and T-shirts promoting my candidacy. My father made papier-mâché flowers, each featuring a different one of my “Thomas’s Promises.” And I easily defeated the guy who had been class president our junior year.

		Somehow, though, I knew that the goal wasn’t to be popular. It wasn’t just to win friends and influence people. I didn’t fully understand what more there was, but I knew my popularity—that precious foundation that provided stability for my fragile self-confidence—came with an equal measure of responsibility. “Ego biscuits” were nice, but there had to be more to living a life of purpose than just feeding my self-esteem.

		I began to learn that relationships led to influence, and it was what I did with that influence that mattered. It wasn’t just about winning an election; it was about getting things done that helped other people.

		When we wanted to hold a junior prom, I led the team that organized it. And when I realized our senior prom had grown too expensive for many of the students to attend, I went to the administration and pitched an idea for a fund-raiser—a competition pitting the top garage bands from our school against each other. Our vice-principal didn’t think the idea would work, but he gave us a green light to go ahead with it. And we raised more money than any fund-raiser in school history.

		When I didn’t find leadership opportunities, they seemed to find me. That’s how I ended up on the school’s football team in my senior year, and that’s how I found myself speaking at a tense school board meeting.

		I was an average soccer player at Suffern High; my position was left bench. The coach hardly ever put me in the game, and if he did, it was usually for the last two minutes in a lopsided victory. What mattered to our coach was how we performed as players—he wasn’t interested in our development as individuals.

		I didn’t realize what a disadvantage this was until I got to know Bob Veltidi, the Suffern varsity football coach. Coach Veltidi approached me in the hallway near the end of my junior year and asked me to come to his office. I didn’t know the football coach, had never played football, and didn’t know why he wanted to meet with me. When I arrived in his office, he asked me if I liked playing soccer. I respectfully said no. He asked me if I’d ever tried kicking a football. No, I told him. Then he asked me, “Would you like a chance to be a part of my football team?” I thought it over for a few minutes and said, “Sure. Why not?”

		Coach Veltidi gave me a bag of footballs and a kicking tee and told me to practice kicking field goals. He told me football tryouts were at the beginning of August, and he expected me to be there, ready to play. He told me he believed in me. I had never heard those words from a coach before—certainly not from the varsity football coach.

		That summer I went to the football field every day, seven days a week, rain or shine, and practiced kicking the football for hours. I kicked hundreds of footballs, and eventually I started kicking the ball through the goal posts—from fifteen yards, twenty yards, twenty-five yards, even thirty yards out.

		My little sister, Michele, often came to the field to catch or fetch the balls. One time she sprained her thumb while trying to catch a ball, and, to my embarrassment, I made her wait until I was finished kicking all two hundred field goals before we went home.

		When I showed up at tryouts in August, I was ready. I put on a football uniform for the first time, and some of the other players teased me a bit. But they shut up when they saw me kick a field goal from thirty yards out. Coach Veltidi was impressed enough to give me jersey number one and put me on the varsity team as Suffern High School’s starting field-goal kicker. It was the first time in my sporting career that I felt like I mattered.

		Coach Veltidi always asked about my activities before and after practice. Because he treated me like a leader on the team, I eventually became one. He always told us that being a football player was more about leadership off the field than on. I believed him, and I believed in him. And he believed in me.

		After working so hard all summer practicing to make the squad, I was excited about playing in our first game. There was just one problem: as the start of the fall term neared, a strike by the teachers’ union threatened to keep the school doors locked.

		Mrs. Singer encouraged me to attend a school board meeting just a few days before the scheduled start of classes. I was the incoming senior class president, but I also was a veteran of many summer school classes and I knew my 2.0 GPA wasn’t going to impress the board. But I went anyway—partly because I didn’t want us to forfeit our first home football game.

		I’d never been to a school board meeting before, but even I realized that this one was particularly tense. Teachers and employees of the school filled the auditorium, and they were pretty much at war with the twelve people on stage—the board of education. Anger and contention filled the air as each side argued its points and dismissed those of the other. It quickly became clear there wasn’t going to be an agreement that evening.

		At the end of the meeting, however, school board chairman Scott Vanderhoef asked if anyone had anything to say. I’m pretty sure I was the only student in the auditorium, and I know I was the only person to raise a hand. Standing in front of the microphone, I spoke for about twenty minutes about the fact that both of my parents were teachers, and how some of the greatest people in my life were the teachers at Suffern High School who believed in me. I told them we were about to start the new school year and play our first home football game, and that we needed a united school. We needed to get the contract done and put it behind us.

		My unrehearsed twenty-minute pep talk received a standing ovation. And after my speech, they reopened new business and approved a contract for the teachers. The next day’s newspaper even gave credit to me for inspiring the board to finish its work on the contract.

		My role in the events of that night made me proud, of course, but I also realized something bigger. You can make a real impact if you speak from the heart. I didn’t go up there with a grand strategy for changing minds and inspiring action. I just shared the feelings in my heart. And because I’d developed relationships of trust and respect—based on who I was as a person, not on how I performed in the classroom or on the athletic fields—the board took me seriously.

		We played and won that first home football game of the season. In fact, we had a great team that year. Danny Munoz was one of the best quarterbacks in school history, and we won the first seven games. Although I kicked a lot of extra points, I went the first three games without even attempting a field goal because Danny Munoz’s arm always put Suffern High in the end zone.

		Then came the Saturday afteroon showdown with the Clarkstown North Rams.

		Fans packed the Clarkstown North stadium, and, as expected, the game was a close one. Clarkstown North had a 21–19 lead with just twenty-two seconds left to play in the game. We had the ball at the Rams’ twenty-yard line, but it was fourth down. Coach Veltidi had to decide between a Hail Mary pass by all-star Danny Munoz and a thirty-seven-yard field-goal attempt by Tommy Spaulding—my first of the season.

		I nearly had a heart attack when he called the kicking crew onto the field. I went to Coach Veltidi and told him he should put Danny Munoz back on the field. I had never kicked a winning field goal before, and certainly had never kicked a thirty-seven-yarder. And I had missed an extra-point attempt earlier in the game. Then he whispered some of the most significant words I’ve ever heard in my life: “Spaulding, I asked you to be on this team because I believed in who you were as a person, not just as a player. I saw that you were a leader. I saw that you had character. I saw that you had tenacity. Now go out there and kick that field goal and win this game for us. I believe in you, son!”

		As I walked onto the field to the roar of the mostly hostile home crowd, I could nearly taste the bile in my stomach. The Clarkstown North coach called time out to “ice” the kicker—me—and I stood in the middle of the field for a few more minutes, waiting for my big moment in front of a thousand people

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			Dedicated to my father, Tom Spaulding Sr.,
the greatest man I have ever known.

			In loving memory of Anthony D’Aquanni,
Tom France, Paul Gillett, Keli McGregor,
and Lori Nolan.
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