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Find your passion: Top ten sparks of teenagers





What is it about a young man like 19-year-old Joshua Allen, winner of last season’s “So You Think You Can Dance,” that so captures our hearts that tens 


of millions of viewers voted him their favorite?


Of course, a big reason is that he actually can dance—he’s a talented, versatile dancer, especially in the hip-hop style. But perhaps a bigger reason is that 


Joshua’s story of coming from a disadvantaged neighborhood tells us that, no matter what our background is, when we find our passion and work hard at it, 


we can find success.





What’s Yours?


A few people seem to know from the time they are children what they want to do—be a dancer, a doctor, a biologist, a musician. But most of us have a harder time figuring it out. That “it” is called a “spark” by Peter L. Benson, a social scientist at Search Institute in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Your spark is more than just a passing interest or a hobby. It’s what you’re passionate about, the activity that unleashes your energy and joy, one you can imagine doing for a long time, one that will allow you to make your own unique contribution to the world. 





If you don’t know your spark yet, why not start with a look at the list here of the top ten sparks of American teenagers ages 12–17, from Benson’s research in 2006–07. (The percentages add up to more than 100% because teens, on average, report 1.4 sparks.)


•	Creative arts (painting, writing, dance, music, acting) 54%


•	Athletics 25%


•	Learning a subject matter (like science or history) 18%


•	Reading 11%


•	Helping, serving, volunteering 10%


•	Being a leader 10%


•	Caring or advocating for animals, or protecting endangered species 8%


•	Living in a specific way (with joy, caring, tolerance, compassion) 7%


•	Nature, ecology, the environment 6%


•	Spirituality or religion 2%
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Like the idea of sparks? Share it with your parent, guardian, or another important adult by sending them to www.IgniteSparks.org.








Build Your Own Dream Team


Getting some support from caring adults to follow and develop your spark can be the difference between a dream and a dream-come-true. Lots of youth find their greatest encouragement and support from their family: parents, aunts and uncles, grandparents, and siblings. But not everyone has all the support they need from their family; they need to go after it. Luckily, you can find more support and encouragement, options and opportunities, from other adult mentors—if you just ask. If you’re ready to start building your “dream team” of supporters, try these ideas. You’ll be amazed at how quickly some adults will respond to your invitation to join.





Your Neighbors


Neighbors can be one of the most under-used resources in a community. Ask your parents whether they know any good neighbors who share your interest in engineering, or gardening, or animals.





Your Congregation


If your family belongs to a church, temple, synagogue, or mosque, that’s a great place to search for responsible, caring adults who could be mentors, teachers, coaches, or applauding fans of your abilities in gymnastics, cooking and baking, or chemistry.





Your School Community


Teachers, counselors, principals, coaches, social workers, and paraprofessionals spend their whole day hoping to help young people find themselves, their sparks, and their path. If you don’t have a strong connection with any adults at your school, ask around among your peers to find out who might have experience in community service or politics, or who might be willing to start a club for juggling or diving or playing chess.
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