
Introduction 

 

My brother and I served as administrators in the public school system for 

a number of years. Whether as teachers, mentors, disciplinarians, or simply 

friends, we saw reflections of ourselves in the students we supervised every day. 

As they walked the hallways or sat in our offices, we saw young men and women 

who were happy, confident, triumphant, alive. In equal measure, we also saw 

those who were discouraged, afraid, lost, and beaten. 

We were no different when we called school our home; we, too, walked on 

both sides of the emotional spectrum. We are no different now. Save that we are a 

little older, a little bit wiser, we still ride the same roller coaster created by our 

experiences in this life. Over the years, we have learned to sit back and enjoy the 

peaks and valleys of this ride because we know we only get to take part in it one 

time. Just as importantly, we have also learned to rely upon three eternal 

principles to guide us—faith, hope, and love. 

The foundation of this book and its lessons come from these three 

principles incubated in the hardships and heartaches of two Hispanic boys who, 

in the midst of their trials, always believed they would come out on top. It was 

this belief that we worked to instill in the young men and women we served as 

members of the school system, and it is this same belief that we wish to instill in 

others today. You see, our journey is not yet complete. There is still more for us to 

do, more mountains to climb, more summits to reach. This is why we decided to 

resign from our jobs as administrators and pursue our dreams of speaking and 

writing to men and women such as yourselves. Now our purpose is bigger . . . 

Our purpose is to reach the world. 

You may wonder what qualifies us for such an undertaking, and that 

would be a fair question to ask. Growing up we cussed out teachers and 

befriended the wrong kinds of people. We took the road most traveled because it 

was easy. We were foolish, and people rightly called us fools because of this. 

Alone, the decisions to do these things hardly grant us much credibility. 

However, despite having made such choices, my brother and I still emerged as 



college graduates, both receiving not only our Bachelor’s degrees, but our 

Master’s degrees as well. We evolved from students into teachers, and from 

teachers into principals. The trials of life weakened us at times, but because we 

weathered them, we were able to help encourage in others the same strength they 

imparted to us. Little did we know that two pint-sized hellraisers in school would 

one day become trailblazers, first in the lives of our students and today in the 

lives of so many others. 

But our greatest sense of accomplishment has never been in what we have 

attained. Rather, it has been in what we have overcome. One of our harshest 

memories is that of seeing our mother being verbally and physically abused. 

Anyone who has been forced to witness this in his or her own life knows how 

devastating such a sight can be. Despite this, however, great memories were also 

born, the memories of two young boys who would hop into their mother’s beat-up 

Corolla right after school and travel throughout Dallas to office buildings and 

daycare centers, sweeping and cleaning their way through life. It has been a life of 

hardships to be sure, one that is still playing itself out as we continue striving for 

greatness. But like the old saying goes, “Without struggle, there can be no 

progress.” 

We both would agree that while our shared moments of laughter have 

brought us closer together, it is the tears we have cried on one another’s 

shoulders that have bound us for life. In our seventy-eight combined years of 

living, we have been through many things. No two seasons have ever been the 

same. We have experienced the frigidity of loneliness in juxtaposition to the 

warmth of togetherness. We have survived the storms of uncertainty, but we have 

also lived through the peace of purpose. Family members and so-called friends 

have said they loved us one day only to curse us with their words and looks the 

next. Opportunities have been found, others taken for granted, and still others 

lost. But, through it all, we have learned to survive, to overcome, to rise above 

adversity. Through it all, even amidst the shadows of change, we have been like 

two trees planted along the riverbank, enduring the heat, overcoming the 

drought, and still bearing fruit. We have never surrendered the hope of fulfilling 

our dreams. 



Every person chases after something. So often those who are running are 

judged by where they are in the race or, sadly, by onlookers’ perceptions of where 

the finish line lies even while the contest continues. One lesson we have learned, 

however, is that how a person comes out of the gates when the gun goes off is less 

important than if he or she finishes the race. Along the way, we all will do foolish 

things that will cause us to stumble, and many people will want to dismiss our 

participation outright because of this. Life will occasionally weaken us to the 

point that we will want to give up on all that we have set our hearts and minds to 

do. Failures will humble us, perhaps so much that we will feel as though we are 

nobodies. But like the song we sang back in Sunday school says, “Nobody’s a 

nobody. Everybody is somebody.” 

Especially you. 

Because of faith, hope, and love we have committed ourselves to staying 

loyal to who we are and what we have set out to do. The lessons you are about to 

read are the truths we have discovered along our path toward finding success and 

purpose in our own lives. They have set us free. May they do the same for you. 

Eternal 3. 

A.C. and Axel Cristales 

  



 

Orientation 

 

Congratulations! 

You have been selected for admission into a school of higher learning, a 

school unlike any other you have attended or even heard of in the past. 

Enrollment here is not contingent upon entrance exams, an application process, 

or even tuition, but rather your desire to grow beyond the man or woman you are 

and to experience life in a richer and more meaningful way. Our professors do 

not care who you are, how much money and power you may have, or how much 

you may lack. Here, every heart and mind will have the opportunity to expand, 

every learner will be granted the same degree of respect and held to the same 

standards and expectations. In our classrooms and lecture halls, you will sit 

alongside both the young and old. Throughout our hallways, you will rub elbows 

with people from all over the world and from all walks of life. Some of you will 

crawl while others may run, but ultimately you will all work toward the same 

goal—maturity and freedom gained through an honest evaluation of your 

experiences, failures and victories alike. 

You must enter this school knowing that you will never again be the same. 

Your preconceived notions of what is true and what is false will be stripped away. 

If you are proud, you will be humbled; if you are humble, you will be made 

powerful. If you are dedicated, you will thrive; if you grow faint, you may need to 

repeat your courses or risk being left behind. You will graduate only once you 

have learned to become greater than your challenges, so prepare yourself now. 

Welcome to the School of Hard-Knocks. 

 


