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Diann Jeppson
________________________________________________________________________________________

The Inspiring Parent

When it comes to influencing our children’s

engagement with learning, parents have lots of

options! We can invite, coax, strongly suggest,

bribe, beg, threaten or just wait quietly and hope

they decide to learn something. Or we can choose to

think in an entirely new way – a way that in the

beginning evokes a level of uncertainty that is as

deep as our culture. We can inspire. At the outset,

inspiring children sounds like a monumental feat –

best left to highly trained experts. But the truth is that

any parent can become an inspiring parent.

The Inspiring Parent’s Purpose

The purpose of creating an inspiring environment is to

increase the likelihood and frequency of your

children’s engagement in wholesome learning

activities.

The Art of Variety

A major stage of a young child’s life is his awakening

to the knowledge of his power to make choices. This

elicits a keen enthusiasm to exercise that power as

often as possible! The art of variety harnesses this

enthusiasm. It is based on the simple principle that

children are more likely to engage when presented

with a variety of choices. This can include books,

resources, things to see, hear and touch, places to

visit and people to meet.

The Art of Exposure

The art of exposure is simply about creating an

environment in which children can engage on their

own terms and in their own time. It’s about gently

and consistently exposing your children to new ideas,

people, activities, books, music, art, etc.; then

waiting patiently for sparks of interest to manifest.

The Art of the Dance

This is the art of the dance – parents inspiring children

to choose a learning activity, and then supporting

them as their interests grow. There are times for

being direct, but opportunities are sometimes lost

when we ask a direct question too soon or in the

wrong way.

Let’s consider the example of spelling in the context

of the art of the dance…a dance that will happily

engage children in learning to spell.

Dance Step #1: Noticing Spelling

It’s important for children to notice the existence of

correct and incorrect spelling, and what that

communicates. A simple way to do this dance step is

to watch for signs or any examples of incorrectly

spelled words. A construction site with this sign:

“Rooferers Needed.” “Geeses For Sale.” Take

pictures with your phone to create a family photo

journal of misspelled words.
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Dance Step #2: A Writing Kit

Create a writing kit for your children – a simple

plastic case with a hard surface for writing; colorful

pads of stationary paper; fancy pens; a little address

book. Give it to them with no strings attached.

Dance Step #3: Letters Arriving in the Mail

Ask friends and family members to write to your

child. It’s so exciting to get a letter in the mail and

naturally your child will want to reply. And they

already have a writing kit. So then, you can say to

them, “If you need any help writing your letter, I’ll be

happy to help you! If you need any help spelling the

words, I’m here for you.”

Dance Step # 4: Creating a Word Treasury

Buy a good speller—maybe a mini notebook. When

you notice your child repeatedly asking for help

spelling, mention the speller. “The way to create a

word treasury is by regular practice with spelling

words correctly. You use a special book called a

speller. I have one here (show them the speller). This

speller is full of little tricks to help you learn to spell

words correctly. It also has lists of words to practice.

Let’s see if you already know some of the words in

the first part of the speller.”

The Art of Being Inspired

The inspiring parent develops his own love for

learning, and shares that love with his children. A

simple way of sharing your interests with your

children is to invite them with you to work, or

whenever you are engaged in a meaningful project.

Don't let your personal study times remain hidden

from your children. Show and tell! If you keep a

notebook, share with them some of your insights and

epiphanies. Narrate interesting parts of the books

you are reading. Let your children see the connection

between learning and application in your own life.

The Inspiring Parent and
The Freedom Agreement

You have the freedom to nurture relationships, create

inspiring environments and respond effectively. Your

children have the freedom to engage in learning

activities and take the education that is offered to

them. The Freedom Agreement, of course, includes

the inherent risk that they may not engage. Entering

into the Freedom Agreement means you understand

and accept the boundaries of each participant’s

areas of free choice, and commit to honor those

boundaries.

The Responsive Parent

The third job of the parent-mentor is to effectively

respond when your children exhibit a desire to learn.

When we successfully engage our first two jobs, we

will enjoy the enthusiasm of children who are excited

and ready to learn. Now it’s time for us to get to

work and effectively respond! The arts of responding

are unique ways of thinking and behaving when we

identify a spark of interest from our child.

The Art of Continuing the Dance

All too frequently, when a child has become inspired,

parents may discontinue efforts to re-inspire or

respond, thinking that the child will just keep going
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like a perpetual motion machine. And occasionally,

they do. Or perhaps they are finished learning about

a particular topic and are ready for something new.

However, if it feels right to support your child in a

certain area of their studies, then continue the dance

that inspired them in the first place.

The Art of Engagement

Engagement is the art of responding when a child

exhibits an initial interest. Even the simplest spark can

ignite an exciting adventure of discovery.

The responsive parent watches the children for

sparks of interest, and engages with these sparks.

You will find it quite interesting to watch for

something your child has shown an interest in lately.

The Art of Preparation

The Art of Preparation is like designing a webpage.

The webmaster does a significant amount of backend

work to create a webpage that is attractive and easy

to navigate on the front end. In other words, he

prepares well to receive interested visitors. With

some careful preparation, we can be ready to

respond when our children are ready to learn.

Whether it means to acquire some great resources

ahead of time, or to simply plan the next day, our

preparations are an invaluable way to capture and

nurture the sparks of our children’s interests.

The Art of Integrity

The Art of Integrity is simply about keeping our

agreements. When we fail to keep a commitment to

assist a child with learning, it communicates

something to the child about the value of that topic of

interest, and their own value as well. Integrity also

means sticking to our own plans, such as calling the

family together each evening, because of our

decision to maintain a consistent tradition of family

reading. Integrity is about supporting and building

habits of learning.

Being a consistently responsive parent will

significantly enhance your ability to discern your

children’s needs and enhance your capacity to

nurture and provide for them. Children thrive in an

environment where they are understood and

encouraged to explore and develop their unique

interests.


