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Phenomenal Under 40

Willow

Sweeney Flaherty:
Cultivating Kindness

Passion, energy, fun, and
kindness are just a few words
that come to mind after seeing
Willow Sweeney Flaherty inspire
a large crowd. And after a
follow-up interview, it doesn’t
take long for the 38-year-old
to tell me that her goal, and
that of her colleagues, is to
transform American education.
The Madison, Wisconsin native
and University of St. Thomas (UST)
graduate is co-founder of Top 20
Training, a company that focuses
on making positive change in
the lives of educators, parents,
and students by providing live
trainings and products that
teach social and emotional skills.

Getting started

Her story begins in April 1999
when reflecting upon the tragic
Columbine school shooting. As a
young social studies teacher at
Cretin-Derham Hall (CDH) in St.
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Paul, Willow began examining
the nation’s school system and
how we treat one another.
“What I started thinking about is
that we should be purposefully
kind to one another. That you
need to go out of your way to
do kind things for one another,
in order to build a positive
community,” says Willow.

2015 Top 20 Training
Happening Locally

That renewed awareness
motivated Willow to teach a
45-minute class to her students
about purposefully being kind. “It
seems like the kind of thing you
wouldn’t have to teach to kids,
but it made a huge impact,”
adds Willow.
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About Top
20 Training
Its mission is to help people
develop their potential by
providing highly effective
training and materials as
part of a unique character
development and emotional
intelligence program. It
provides students, teachers,
and parents with a common
language, easily understood
concepts, and practical tools
for dealing with everyday
situations and problems. To
learn more, visit top20training.
com.
By email at:
info@top20training.com
By phone at:
(651) 308-4876
By postal mail at:
Top 20 Training
1873 Stanford Ave.
Saint Paul, MN 55105
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Willow at a speaking engagment.

kindness, he asked her to join him
as a co-teacher. Paul Bernebei,
a fellow Twin Cities’ teacher,
had been a guest speaker in the
class, and the three teamed up
to create a program for students.
“And Top 20 was born then. We
wrote books together. We wrote
curriculum together. We’ve been
at this for about 14, [almost] 15
years,” says Willow.
With the initial intent to sell the
curriculum to other schools
to develop students, Willow,
Tom, and Paul, along with their
two business partners, quickly
recognized that teachers could
also benefit from the social and
emotional training material.
“And that’s when it rolled into a
program for kids and adults.”
Today, the company is run by
Willow Sweeney Flaherty, Tom
Cody, and Paul Bernebei. They
provide training and materials
on social and emotional
intelligence, and they’ve worked

with about 400,000 people
across the country and Canada.

Live trainings

Attending a live training by
Willow is very different from
most professional development
sessions. Willow uses personal
stories, dramatizations, and
improv to make the content
come alive. The sessions are
engaging and use humor to
get the point across. “Many
people in my industry either
have good content, or are
really entertaining. I think a
good professional development
experience must have both,”
says Willow.
Willow and her team train
on about eighteen different
topics, but the most popular is
the foundational piece called
“Above and Below the Line.” It’s
about becoming aware of our
thinking. It invites the crowd to
identify those times when their
thinking is positive and healthy

energy into good relationships.
That’s it.”

Finding joy

When asked what excites her
about her work, Willow responds,
“I connect strongly with human
energy, and whenever that
combines with the best interest
of other humans or themselves, I
get really excited by that.”
She adds, “What really excites
me about it is that people keep
saying over and over and over,
‘I’m going to use this,’ or ‘This is
going to change things for me.’
And then, when we hear back
from them over time, it has.”

Overcoming challenges
Willow connecting with others.

(Above the Line), and when it is
negative and unhealthy (Below
the Line).

The path to success

Since marrying Brian Flaherty, a
St. Cloud native, and moving to
the area in the mid-2000s, Willow
has become entrenched in all
things central Minnesota. But her
foundation for success started
long before that. Growing up in
Madison, Wisconsin, Willow often
spent time with family, enjoyed
the sense of community that
Madison offers, and had strong
role models, including teachers.
Later, Willow attended UST where
she received the education that
helped land her dream job -teaching at CDH.

While she’s always had a natural
knack for being in front of
people, Willow has had to hone
her skills, and says she’s leaps
and bounds better than when
she first started.
“That was really one of my
breakthroughs. To really, truly
stop having such a huge
connection to what the crowds’
opinion of me was,” says Willow.
“As soon as I got to that point,
my potential in speaking just kind
of exploded.”
Willow also notes that work travel
is difficult while raising young
children, sons Cooper, 9, and
Barrett, 5. Her mother moved
to St. Cloud in 2007 to be closer
to Willow and her family, and
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Willow acknowledges, “The only
way I am able to do what I do
is because my husband and my
mom handle everything for me
at home while I’m on the road.”

Just for fun

Willow values connecting with
people outside of work, too, and
says that, socially, the activities
she is most involved with have
been women’s golf league and
the theatre.
“I golf at the St. Cloud Country
Club. It’s really such a socially
beneficial place because it’s
so much more than golf. It’s
community; it’s family.”
Willow adds that GREAT
Theatre offers a similar sense of
community.
“GREAT Theatre is the most
incredible thing I’ve ever been
a part of in my adult life. It
allows people to come together
and make something. In most
areas of life, there isn’t a lot
of opportunity for that kind of
thing.”

Future plans

When asked about her fiveyear plan, Willow responds, “I
would like to be a household
name in social and emotional
intelligence.” And after recently
expanding their company by
adding 11 new national trainers,
it seems Top 20 Training is on its
way to being just that. f

And that teaching experience
not only led her to her current
work, it also led her to her
mentors, Tom and Paul. “They
gave me a great key. I opened
the door with it, and I’ve been
running ever since. But nothing
would have happened for me
without those two.
“For me, almost all of my success
has been based on when I put
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