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This book is dedicated to our children Elizabeth, David and Michael. 

“We are truly blessed to have you as our children. 

The world is a better place because you are in it.” 

Dear Kids,

Our time with you as children is over. You are about to embark 
on that great adventure called adulthood. 

With the benefit of hindsight, we can say with certainty 
that you, like us, will face many challenges. Along with the 
challenges, there will be triumphs. It is a cliché, but life is like 
a roller coaster. Sometimes these ups and downs happen very 
fast, and we are reassured by the knowledge that you have a 
strong foundation and will be able to cope with them. 

We have watched you grow from toddlers – whose only job 
was to eat, sleep, and make Mommy and Daddy smile – to 
teenagers trying to figure out who you are. Every day with 
you has been a joy (some more than others). Every day we 
tried to forge a foundation that would help you become the 
best people you could possibly be. Every day brought a new 
lesson, either for you or for us.

As you now prepare to leave the comforts and security of 
home, we offer you something tangible to take on your 
journey. It is our book of life lessons. These are the pearls 
we have collected over the years the hard way – through 
experience. Our sincere hope is that this collection will help 
you with the ups, downs and curves of adulthood.

Just like in life, we encourage you to take these lessons one 
day at a time. Read one lesson each day. Learn from all of 
them. 

Your adventure is about to begin. Read well, live well, and 
always try to make the choices that are right for you and those 
you love.

With love,

Mom & Dad
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IntroductIon

This book includes many lessons we consider vital to helping graduates 

make it in the real world. High school and university textbooks provide the 

book smarts; we hope this will help with the “life smarts.” 

The idea for this book began as our oldest approached her high school gradu-

ation. We asked ourselves: as parents, have we done everything possible to 

help our daughter make it in the “real world”? Has she heard the messages 

we’ve tried to convey over the years? We knew that school had taught her the 

three Rs, but had she also learned our life lessons while growing up? Now, 

with two other soon-to-graduate teenagers, we decided we wanted to put 

together a “life after high school” reference book – sort of a guide to help 

our children navigate the complicated world they and their friends will face 

after graduation.

It’s one of the ironic twists of raising children that the effort expended by 

parents to pass on the pearls of wisdom that will help their children become 

successful adults occurs at a time when those young ears are not very recep-

tive to Mom and Dad telling them… well, anything. Yes, it’s the teenage 

years. There is the story of a high school principal who jokingly encourages 

her students to drop out of school when they are fifteen so that they can “go 

out and get a job now, while [they] know everything.” And we are reminded 

of Mark Twain, who commented that at sixteen years old he was embar-

rassed by how little his father knew, but was astounded by how much his 

father had learned by the time Mark had turned twenty!



In short, we wanted to give our kids something they could take away with 

them to refer to when they needed guidance. And, because in our view it is im-

portant to learn something new every day, we divided the book into 365 days 

of lessons. Each day’s lesson was kept short so that it could be read quickly 

over breakfast or during a break. We applied a theme to each day of the week. 

Monday’s theme happens to be motivational, because Mondays can be tough 

to face. Tuesday and Wednesday offer helpful hints for advancing careers. 

Thursday and Friday deal with general life lessons. Saturday offers help with 

the social aspects of life, while Sunday focuses on spiritual guidance taken 

from a cross-section of different religions and teachers.

Many of the anecdotes or quotes included in this book will no doubt seem 

familiar. Some are truisms and some are stories that have been circulating 

around cyberspace for years. We’ve included them because they help to im-

part and reinforce messages we believe are important. In cases where a source 

is unknown, we have taken the liberty of inserting ‘Grandpa Frank’ into the 

story. Grandpa Frank was a teacher and school principal who grew up on a 

farm on the Canadian Prairies during the Depression years. More importantly, 

he was Jane’s father. He passed away when she was 15 years old, not long 

before Jane herself graduated from high school.

We hope this book will help thousands of young graduates on their paths to 

success.

Jane and Jim Pratt

(aka Mom and Dad)
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	 1 a Journey Of 1,000 Miles  
Begins With a single step

— Lao Tzu, c. 604 BC

When faced with a job or task that at the outset seems daunting, the 

best thing to do is…  just get started. 

You cannot finish something if you do not start it. Even if your first step 

seems like an insignificant one, get going; that first step will put you 

one step closer to finishing.

	 2 Be very careful what you write 
in an email or post on a website

Remember that emails are a permanent written record and can be sent 

at the push of a button to hundreds of people. Before sending anything 

by email, visualize whatever you write as being posted on the company 

or school bulletin board. If you wouldn’t want it to be seen there, don’t 

write it in an email.

Do not surf the web for non-business-related topics while at work. 

There are two reasons for this: first, during business hours your time 

should be dedicated to your employer, who pays your salary and there-

fore deserves your undivided attention; second, computers and/or net-

works retain a history of sites visited. You may be embarrassed if your 

employer sees some of the personal sites you visit.

	 3 Mistakes are a fact of life.  
It is the response to error that counts

— Nikki Giovanni (b. 1943)

Expect to make mistakes. Just be sure you don’t make the same mis-

take twice.

When a mistake is made, you need to do two things: first, learn from it; 
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and second, respond appropriately. If your mistake has hurt someone, 

apologize. If your mistake harms your company in some way, own up 

to it to your superior. If your mistake causes financial hardship, offer 

to make amends. 

Whether the mistake is big or small, you need to respond in an ap-

propriate manner. And that means you don’t try to hide it, but rather 

to correct it.

	 4 The measure of a man is what he would do  
if he knew he would never be found out

— Thomas Macaulay (1800–1859)

There are many temptations in life.

There is the temptation to take shortcuts at school, such as copying 

someone’s homework; there is the temptation to drive through a red 

light at two o’clock in the morning when no one is around to see; 

there is sexual temptation. Everyone faces temptation in their life. 

The challenge is to not give in, even if you know there is a good 

chance you won’t be caught.

Make sure that, when you decide to measure yourself, you’ll like the 

result.

	 5	 Drinking and Driving

Under no circumstances – ever – should you drink and drive. By 

“drink,” we mean alcohol in quantities that will impair your judg-

ment. Make sure you know your limit, and stay well below it if you 

have to drive. 

Equally important is not to get in a car with anyone who has been 

drinking alcohol. Ever. You don’t know their limit and you don’t 

know whether their judgment is impaired. If there is any doubt about 

you or your friend’s ability to drive, call another friend or a family 
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member for a ride, no matter what time of day or night it is. A friend 

or loved one would rather be awakened from a deep sleep to drive you 

home than to go identify you at the morgue.

The following poem has been around for a while now and sends a pow-

erful message.

Went to a Party, Mom
I went to a party, 

And remembered what you said. 
You told me not to drink, Mom 
So I had a Sprite instead.

I felt proud of myself, 
The way you said I would, 
That I didn’t drink and drive, 
Though some friends said I should.

I made a healthy choice, 
And your advice to me was right, 
The party finally ended, 
And the kids drove out of sight.

I got into my car, 
Sure to get home in one piece, 
I never knew what was coming, Mom 
Something I expected least.

Now I’m lying on the pavement, 
And I hear the policeman say, 
The kid that caused this wreck was drunk, 
Mom, his voice seems far away.

My own blood’s all around me, 
As I try hard not to cry. 
I can hear the paramedic say, 
This girl is going to die.

I’m sure the guy had no idea, 
While he was flying high, 
Because he chose to drink and drive, 
Now I would have to die.

So why do people do it, Mom 
Knowing that it ruins lives?
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  And now the pain is cutting me, 
Like a hundred stabbing knives.

Tell sister not to be afraid, Mom 
Tell Daddy to be brave, 
And when I go to heaven, 
Put “Mommy’s Girl” on my grave.

Someone should have taught him, 
That it’s wrong to drink and drive. 
Maybe if his parents had, 
I’d still be alive.

My breath is getting shorter, Mom 
I’m getting really scared. 
These are my final moments, 
And I’m so unprepared.

I wish that you could hold me, Mom, 
As I lie here and die. 
I wish that I could say, “I love you, Mom!” 

So I love you and… good-bye.

— Author Unknown

In most places, the legal amount of alcohol a driver is allowed to have 

in their blood stream is .08. On average, this works out to be about one 

drink per one hour time frame. Make sure you stay well below this.

Be very careful about how much you and your friends drink at uni-

versity parties. It is too easy to get caught up in the moment and drink 

more than you intended to. If you or your friends do drink, call a cab 

or a sober friend to drive you home. Please. 

	 6 What plate is mine?

When you attend a large social function or a business 

conference, there may be a sit-down meal. If so, you may 

find you are seated at a round table that is too small for 

the number of people, making it quite crowded. In these instances, 

keeping track of your own dishes may be difficult. You don’t want to 

use somebody else’s dinnerware, so keep in mind that your drinking 

Drink
Plate
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…the teacher
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glass is on your right and your bread plate is on your left. An easy way 

to remember this is to consider the first two letters of each word: drink, 

dr = drink right; and plate, pl = plate left.

	 7 The confederate soldier 

I asked God for strength, that I might achieve; 
I was made weak that I might obey. 
I asked for health that I might do greater things; 
I was given infirmity that I might do better things. 
I asked for riches that I might be happy; 
I was given poverty that I might be wise.

I asked for power that I might have the praise of men; 
I was given weakness that I might feel the need of God.

I asked for all things that I might enjoy life; 
I was given life that I might enjoy all things.

I received nothing that I asked for, but all I had hoped for. 
My prayer was answered, I am most richly blessed.

— Written by an unknown Confederate soldier.

	 8 Genius is 1% inspiration and 99% perspiration 
and I start where the last man left off

— Thomas Edison (1847–1931)

Thomas Edison’s invention of the light bulb has to be considered one of 

the three or four most important inventions in history.

Apparently, it took him more than �,000 trials before he got the light 

bulb to work. This perseverance shows that he was not only a contender 

when it came to scientific smarts, but also in the persistence depart-

ment. How different would our lives be today if he had stopped after 

experiment number 50, or 500 or 1,999? Make sure that when you 

come up against an obstacle, you pull an Edison. That is, keep trying.
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	 9  loose lips sink ships
— from World War II posters

During the Second World War, instructions were given to the soldiers 

that they were not to talk about any aspect of the war when writing 

letters to home. The concern was that the enemy could intercept the 

letters, or that their loved ones could inadvertently and unknowingly 

disclose sensitive information to someone who could pass the infor-

mation to the enemy.

This same principle applies in business as well. The less you say about 

your business, the better. Never say anything about your company’s 

strategic plans or business capabilities unless instructed to do so by 

your superiors. The less your competitors know about you and your 

business, the better off you are.

P.S. “Loose lips sink ships” applies to your personal life as well. 

Don’t tell secrets. It could sink a friendship.

	 10  To be a great leader, you have to be PIcDD

There are five traits you need to possess to be an effective 

leader:

Passion: you must be very committed to your cause. 

Integrity: you must have a strong ethical foundation.  

Communication: you must be able to communicate      

effectively. 

Discipline: you must have the discipline to keep focused 

on your goal. 

Decisiveness: you must be able to make a decision. 
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	 11 It’s better to keep your mouth shut and appear 
stupid than to open it and remove all doubt

— Mark Twain (1835–1910)

If you don’t know something about a topic, don’t say anything. There 

may be times you feel compelled to comment on something you know 

nothing about. In those instances it is best not to say anything at all, or 

to say that you don’t know, rather than looking foolish by pretending 

that you do.

	 12 Think like a turtle on a fence post

When you reach a goal, always remember to think of your-

self as a turtle sitting on top of a fence post. Understand 

that you did not get there by yourself. Someone had to help 

you. Make sure you do something to reward others for helping you.

A turtle might use its fence post vantage point to survey the terrain 

ahead. But realize that the turtle needs others to help it get down and 

continue the journey. We all need others’ help in life.

	 13	 starting a conversation

If you need to start a conversation or if you need to make 

the conversation you are in more interesting, remember the  

A, E, I, O, Us of good conversation:

Association: Find something in common with the other person;

Elevate their mood: Try to make them laugh or make them feel better 

than before the two of you began the conversation;

Interest: Show actual interest in what they are saying; 

Open: Ask open-ended questions and have open body language (facing 

the person, slightly leaning in); and 

Try not to talk about you: Talk about topics other than yourself.
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	 14 God doesn’t make junk
— Ethel Waters (1896–1977)

There will be times in your life when you don’t feel very good about 

yourself. Times when your body image doesn’t meet your expecta-

tions (whose does!);  or when you have a string of bad luck at work or 

at school; or when you get dumped by someone. When you face those 

times and are feeling down, remember who made you.

Another lesson to take away from this quote is that every person is 

a creation of God. Every person has value as a human being, there-

fore every person has something you can learn from. There is some-

thing positive in everyone even though their actions might suggest 

otherwise.

If you find yourself in a position in which you must work with some-

one you don’t like, challenge yourself to find the good in that person. 

This approach will help you see their positive attributes, thus making 

it easier to do your job.
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JIM PRATT

Immediately after Jim graduated with a business degree from the Uni-

versity of Alberta in 198�, he and Jane moved to Europe, where Jim 

played professional basketball. Returning to Canada, Jim obtained an 

MBA from the Richard Ivey School of Business at the University of 
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dealer. In 199�, they left the security of a steady paycheck to invest in 
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A former Miss Teen Edmonton and first runner-up Miss Teen Canada, 

Jane married her high school sweetheart and was a fitness instructor, 
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of a chapter of Beta Sigma Phi, a philanthropic women’s organization; 

acted as president of a local chapter of Canadian Parents for French, 
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Jim and Jane Pratt set out to write a ‘how-to-succeed at life’ handbook for their 
kids who were about to graduate from high school. They did more than that – they 
in fact wrote an owner’s manual – important for every person who wants a shot at 
succeeding in life. 

—Dr. David Twist, B.Sc., M.D., FRCPC, Chief of Anaesthesiology,  
Surrey Memorial Hospital, and Clinical Instructor, University of British Columbia

A succinct, much-needed book that every young person should read. Turtle on a 
Fence Post is a concise, readable, how-to-live guide that high school graduates 
can use in everyday life, every day of the year, to make a successful transition to a 
meaningful adult life.

—Steve Campbell, author, Third & Long: Men’s Playbook for Solving Marital/Relationship 
Troubles and Building a Winning Team

Competing internationally as a part of Team Canada Beach Volleyball for 5 years, 
I have dealt with the excitement and also the many pressures and disappointments 
that befall a professional athlete. Often, a poignant thought, poem or ‘kick in the 
butt’ is all that is necessary to ‘get back on the horse’ after a week or month of let-
downs. This book provides the reader with just that.

For a daily dose of quality life lessons provided from a collection of highly suc-
cessful individuals who have ‘been there’, I recommend this book. It’s a great 
guide – a unique dynamic of spiritual and social lessons.

—Rich Van Huizen, Canadian National Beach Volleyball Team member, professional beach 
volleyball player on FIVB tour from 2003 to present

Call it the student’s compass to the galaxy. In today’s fast-changing world, Turtle 
on a Fence Post provides valuable lessons to navigate everything from academ-
ics to careers to social events to relationships. Whether uplifting affirmations or 
etiquette tips, the authors point you in the right direction. The Pratts have set high 
standards… to see youth strive to fulfill their own individual goals.

—Brent Jang, Globe and Mail reporter, a National Newspaper Award winner,  
former editor-in-chief of U of Alberta’s The Gateway

This book belongs on the bookshelf of every high school graduate, and anyone 
who wants a jumpstart on success – young or old. It’s a quick read, but don’t let 
that fool you – it’s packed full of hints and lessons that will help any reader achieve 
their goals.

—Dr. Terry Zachary, inventor of the Handmaster Plus™, former touring golf professional 
and author of The Power of Golf

Praise for Turtle on a Fencepost



Mr. and Mrs. Pratt have done such a fine job in offering perhaps the best gift to 
their children. Turtle on a Fence Post is one of the best self-help books I have ever 
read due to its simplicity yet extreme practicality based on the authors’ best experi-
ences and observations in life as accomplished business persons and parents.

I will certainly recommend it to my two young children as they are growing up, 
and will share it with my students and colleagues.

—Dr. Jacqueline Shan, Ph.D., D.Sc., ICD.D, Co-founder, President and  
Chief Scientific Officer, CV Technologies Inc., and co-inventor of COLD-FX™

What an insightful daily manual for living a well-rounded and healthy life! I sure 
wish I had had this ‘manual’ when I left home. I can’t wait to give a copy to my 
daughter when she’s old enough!

—Brian Scudamore, Founder and CEO of 1-800-GOT-JUNK?, 2007 International 
Franchise Association Entrepreneur of the Year, Fortune Small Business Best Boss Award 
winner and a five-time Ernst & Young’s Entrepreneur of the Year finalist

A helpful and informative guide that inspires and guides the graduate as he/she 
embarks on the rest of life’s journey. Turtle on a Fence Post would be beneficial 
(maybe essential) to any high school graduate.

—Don Horwood, Retired University Basketball Coach, three time CIS National Champion,  
15 national tournament appearances, three-time CIS coach of the year

 

Jim and Jane have not only focused on issues that high school graduates deal with, 
they have also courageously addressed the struggles which everyone faces regard-
less of age – vocations, relationships, entertainment, sexuality, ethics, morality, and 
also spirituality. Well done, Jim and Jane!

—Pastor Paul Fast and Betty Fast, his beloved wife of 50 years

Our children have so many distractions and many live in a culture where values 
have become warped. Turtle on a Fence Post is a must-read for young people about 
to embark on their independent lives. Over the ensuing years, they will learn many 
life lessons, but Turtle’s 365 life lessons will accelerate that learning dramatically, 
save them time and, in some cases, embarrassment. Brilliant in its simplicity and 
powerful in its content – this is a sure bet.

—John Rothwell, Managing Director, Executive Vice President, and  
Head of Private Client Services, Canaccord Capital

Praise for Turtle on a Fencepost




