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This book is dedicated to the hundreds of strong and smart 
boys I’ve had the honor of knowing in my work.  

You are superheroes.
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My name is David,  and I’m a counselor who works with boys and 
their parents. I’ve been doing this work for twenty- five years. I have 
a yellow lab named Owen. He’s like many boys I meet with— he has 
a lot of energy, likes to be active, and loves people.

Owen is a therapy dog, which means he went to school for a long 
time to learn to be helpful when kids feel big feelings. He likes to 
celebrate when they feel happy about their birthday, winning a soc-
cer game, learning a new instrument, or building a Lego project. He 
wants to be supportive when kids feel sad about their grandparent 
dying, a family dog being sick, not getting picked for a team, or 
their parents getting a divorce. He hopes to be helpful when kids 

Hello
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feel angry about finishing screen time, annoying siblings, hurtful 
friends, or losing a baseball game.

Owen is loyal and loving. He’s a good listener and extremely 
patient. I learn a lot from him about how to be a supportive friend.

He’s helped me and boys I spend time with learn how to be a bet-
ter son, brother, and friend. He does have a bad habit of standing too 
close. He’s learning to give people more personal space. Sometimes 
he licks folks when they don’t want to be licked. He’s just trying to 
be friendly, but sometimes people want some alone time. These are 
hard lessons to learn, aren’t they?

Owen has helped a lot of boys learn how to work through big emo-
tions like sad, lonely, and angry. That’s an important thing to learn. 
This workbook is going to help you do that. If you’re reading this 
with your parent, my guess is that you’re already strong and smart, 
like the title of this workbook. You have good ideas. You’re a great 
problem- solver. Your teachers would call you an awesome student.

I bet you’re strong as well. You may be able to run fast, lift heavy 
things, and play challenging sports. I’m glad you can already do 
many things with your brain and body. I want to help you build 
strong and smart emotional muscles too.

Think about Superman. You know how strong he is. He can lift 
trains and planes. He’s also really smart. He knows when people 
are in danger and who the bad guys are. He doesn’t just have strong 
physical muscles, he has strong emotional muscles. He cares deeply 
for his friends and family. He cares about all of humanity, or he 
wouldn’t put himself in the way of danger. That’s what makes him 
heroic. That’s the kind of strong and smart we’re working toward. 

Becoming emotionally strong.
When we are emotionally strong and smart, 

we can work through frustrating moments 
with out yelling at people we love. We can be 
sad with our friends when they are hurting. 
We can become supportive to classmates who 
need a friend, because, like Superman, we can 
tell they are having a hard time.

Being emotionally strong and smart is like a 
superpower. You know how Spider- Man has a Spidey sense? He can 
sense danger, immediately makes a plan, and springs into action. 

Being emotionally 
strong and 

smart is like a 
superpower.
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God designed our bodies to signal us in the same way. If we learn 
to listen to those signals, they can be clues telling us what’s happen-
ing, and we can brainstorm what to do and then spring into action.

Batman is another superhero who can do amazing things. He has 
a signal that tells him when he’s needed. As long as he pays atten-
tion to the Bat- Signal, he can jump into the Batmobile and be ready 
to help. If Batman stopped paying attention to the Bat- Signal, or if 
Spider- Man ignored his Spidey sense, there would be more danger 
and less help.

The same is true for us. If we ignore the signs and signals inside 
of us, dangerous things can happen, like yelling and saying hurtful 
things, arguing and talking back, throwing things, and being dis-
respectful. There’s an old saying that “hurt people hurt people.” 
When we are hurting, it’s easy to be hurtful to others unless we 
learn to be strong and smart. Building emotional muscles helps us 
stop taking the hurt out on ourselves and other people.

I know grown- ups who are hurting and who keep hurting other 
people because they never learned to build emotional muscles so 
they could be strong and smart. It makes it hard to have healthy 
relationships when we keep hurting people because we are hurting. 
So let’s get strong and smart together. Let’s learn to notice our Bat- 
Signals and pay attention to our Spidey sense. Because the world 
needs more superheroes who are strong and smart, tough and tender, 
loyal and loving.
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Draw a picture of  yourself  as a superhero. What superpowers do 
you already have? What powers would you like to have?
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The Builder and the Fisherman

One of my grandfathers was a builder. He fought in World War 
II, came home to care for his family, and learned to build houses. I 
went to work for him one summer, and together, with his crew, we 
built a home on a large piece of land.

When I was five years old, he gave me my first toolbox. It was made 
of wood, and he carved my name on the side. He bought me my 
first tools, and I would carry them around the house in my toolbox, 
pretending to build and fix things. Then I learned to use my tools 
to really build things in my room, the garage, and the backyard.

When my own sons were five years old, I took them to a workshop 
for dads and sons at Home Depot. We built things out of wood, 
and I bought them each their first toolbox. As they were growing 
up, I added tools to their toolbox, hoping they’d have a full set by 
the time they left home to live on their own. They’ve helped me as-
semble and repair things over the years, so I’ve been able to teach 
them how to use different tools for different jobs.

Along the way, I wanted to help them gather tools for being strong 
and smart as well. I hoped that by the time they left home to live on 
their own they would have a full set of emotional tools to use when 
they felt sad or lonely, angry or afraid, hopeless or happy.

My other grandfather loved to fish. He gave me my first tackle 
box. It’s an old, rusty blue lunch box with compartments for bait, 
hooks, lures, bobbers, sinkers, and swivels. He taught me to use the 
items inside with patience and precision. He bought me my first 
pole, and I learned to bait the line, catch and release, watch and 
wait. I still have that tackle box in my office today. He wrote my 
name on the front, and although it’s faded after many decades, you 
can still see his handwriting.

_Thomas_StrongAndSmart_HA_sa.indd   13_Thomas_StrongAndSmart_HA_sa.indd   13 2/7/22   8:12 AM2/7/22   8:12 AM

Strong and Smart • David Thomas, LMSW 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 used by permission



14

A toolbox contains what you need for building. A tackle box 
contains the supplies you need for fishing. Just as a builder would 
never show up at a site without his tools, a fisherman would never 
head to open water without a tackle box.

I think it’s equally important to have the tools you need for life. 
Tools for handling conflict, frustration, transitions, and loss. These 
are the tools that make you strong and smart. These tools help you 
build emotional muscles. You need these tools right now as a son, 
brother, student, athlete, and friend. You’ll need these tools in the 
future as a husband, father, friend, and coworker.

Sadly, many boys and men don’t have the tools they need for 
life. They can’t name their feelings, and they don’t know what to 
do with them. They are like hikers lost in the woods. They are like 
pilots flying in circles, unsure where to land. They are like athletes 
who don’t know the plays of the game.

I want you to feel prepared and practiced. The more we practice 
with these tools, the stronger the emotional muscles get and the 
more prepared we are to face whatever comes our way.
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Ask your parents if  they will help you buy a toolbox or lunch box 
where you can start to collect strong and smart tools. Start thinking 
about and writing down things you might like to put inside your 
Strong and Smart Toolbox like stress balls, fidget spinners, a feelings 
chart, hand grips, thinking putty, a balloon, a notebook, et cetera. 
We’ll talk more about your toolbox and narrow down what to put 
in it later in this book. 
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