Parent Communication #2
Help Your Kids Discover and Identify Their Sparks
Students at our school are learning this year about their “sparks.” A spark is what people are really passionate about doing, an activity that unleashes their energy and joy, one they can imagine doing for a long time, one that may allow them to make their own positive contribution to the world. It might be anything from playing a musical instrument to rebuilding an antique car, from leading their student senate to caring for animals at a nearby shelter.
Each of us, young or old or in-between, has or can have at least one spark. A few people seem to know a strong spark from an early age, while many people have different sparks during their lifetimes. Most of us discover our sparks over time, through multiple opportunities and experiences, and we often need the help of caring, observant adults to point them out to us. 
Why is it important for kids to know their sparks? Research from Search Institute shows that when young people know their sparks and have adult support in nurturing them, they are more likely to have a sense of purpose, to be socially competent, physically healthy, and to do better in school.
Want to help your children with their sparks? Here are some quick tips to get you started.
1.  Focus on their unique interests
Check in with children to make sure they are spending their structured out-of-school time in areas of interest to them. It’s easy to fall into arranging your kids’ out-of-school time activities by what you have done in the past, activities their friends are doing, or by what works with adult needs and schedules. Commit to arranging for each child the opportunity to choose at least one activity to explore.
2.  Observe them
Ask yourself these questions as you look for clues about your children’s sparks: What is the activity you have to make them stop doing to get them to eat or go to sleep? What activity are they doing when they seem most engaged and alive? When they get to choose what to do on a free afternoon, what activity do they choose? What did they really love to do when they were 3 years old, 5 years old?
3.  Ask, then listen, listen, listen
Start some “spark conversations” with your children. Talk about what a spark is, then ask whether they have one and what it is—you might be surprised at the answers. And notice especially if there is something new they would like to try; many of us learn and grow into our sparks or move from one spark to another. Be ready to share what your sparks are, too. To keep the conversation going, ask what they most enjoy about the sparks they name. 
4.  Provide opportunities to explore
Whether your kids already know at least one spark or not, exploring possibilities leads to a richer life of involvement in multiple activities. Check out after-school activities, community education classes, museums, local park and recreation offerings, and city or town websites to find new options for your kids—and you—to try, from circus acrobatics to baking holiday treats. For low-cost, easy options, see if friends or neighbors would like to take turns offering interesting activities for kids, or check your local library to see if they offer free passes to area museums and events.
5.  Support and connect them
As a parent or caregiver, you have great influence on helping your children be confident in their identity and strengths. Encourage them intentionally with words that praise their interests and efforts; don’t focus only on success or “winning.” Remember, too, that connecting a child with other caring adults, especially those who are experienced in their areas of interest, can open for them new worlds of opportunity and learning.
6. Watch the Spark.A.Vision video that your child develops
Encourage your child to dream big and frequently re-watch the video. Encourage other family members to watch this Spark.A.Vision video as well. Catching sparks can be contagious!
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