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Pied Piper Principle #10

Cultivate Dreams


Why do we see it as our duty to stomp all over a child’s dreams?  Somebody’s got to grow up to be a movie star. Why not this kid?


People who are tremendously successful almost always speak of passionate pursuit of a lifelong dream as their motivating force. And it’s not at all unusual for that dream to have emerged as a very young child. The rich and famous often talk of the total commitment it took to achieve their dream. Typically, they add how lucky they were to be blessed by one or two people who believed in them. That person is often a teacher. The kind of support required to spark a dream to life can come from anywhere .


A small private school in South Carolina has a huge banner hanging right above the front door: 

· If not you – who? 

· If not now – when? 

That poster set the tone for the entire school – students and faculty alike. Hat’s off to an inspired and inspiring principal. When administrators encourage children to strive toward their dreams, they help the students get organized and focused. Working to reach a powerful goal instills a strong sense of purpose in a child’s life. This leads to motivation, self-discipline, and a high probability of success in every area.


It’s easy to tell youngsters to follow their dreams. Actually putting that philosophy into practice often takes a great deal of courage. 

Rebecca’s musical talent was obvious at a very early age.  Her musically gifted parents provided her with every possible opportunity to develop skills with all the instruments that captured her interest. As this lovely young lady got to highschool, she had many friends and made good grades, but she asked her parents to let her drop out of regular school so she could have time to focus on her music. The family shifted to homeschooling and the 15 year old embarked on a career as a composer and performer. Ten years later, this young woman had a full time job composing songs for a music publisher in Nashville. Several of her works have been recorded by well-known artists and became top selling hits. It took courage for Rebecca’s family to pull their daughter off the college bound track and let her pursue her dreams. So far it is paying off handsomely.


Helping young people work toward their dreams can be tricky. It seems foolish to let them focus all their energy in one direction. That approach runs counter to our standard belief that it’s just not wise to put all your eggs in one basket.  There’s also a strong tendency to see a child’s aspirations as just pie in the sky. 


At sixteen Suzanne announced her intention to work for Disney. It’s true she was in art school, but she didn’t look like she had nearly enough talent to attain such a lofty goal. Nonetheless, all those around her took her plan seriously and offered encouragement. When Suzanne got to college in a California film school, she managed to get a part time job at Disneyland. That did seem a fluky step in the right direction. After graduating and making TV commercials for a couple of years, this amazing young woman actually landed a job with the Disney Channel. By the time she retired to grow herbs and have a family, she had risen to Director of Original Production for The Disney Channel. That sure looks like a case of “dreams can come true.”  And they are more likely to do that if they are nourished by mentors who believe in cultivating dreams.


Henry David Thoreau understood the power of dreams. He wrote, “If one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours.”


We teachers seem to think we can recognize youngsters with serious promise as they sit there in our classrooms. Research has proven that is definitely not the case. In fact, educators rarely recognize future stars when they see them.  When asked about their experiences working with children who later grew up to be rich and famous, most teaches had not recollection of them at all. When asked, “What was little Marilyn or young Marlon like?” those who were remembered tended to have been perceived as poor students, misfits, troublemakers, or class clowns. Whatever talent they may have developed later, as far as their teachers could recall, very few of them showed any promise as a youngster. 


Since studies have clearly demonstrated that we teachers don’t to have much talent in recognizing special gifts or predicting future successes, it seems a good idea to nurture all students as they build and pursue their dreams. When we get to those pearly gates, St. Peter probably takes a pretty dim view of those who kill a child’s dreams – even when the damage is done unwittingly.  In dealing with the aspirations of a young person’s heart, a great deal of sensitivity is required. Even when the dream they choose to pursue is in direct opposition to the plans and wishes of parents, teachers, classmates, and friends, a beautiful outcome often develops.



Sam was the fourth child in a family full of Ph.Ds. He was a great kid, but had some learning problems that made school torture for him. He always did all his homework, maintained a pleasant attitude, stayed out of trouble, and participated actively in sports. All of Sam’s brothers and sisters went to college. The older ones were well on their way to earning their Doctorate degree. Naturally, it was assumed Sam would do the same. When he got to his senior year in high school, a couple of colleges accepted him. But the youth’s heart just wasn’t in it. For him, the idea of signing up to write more papers and take more tests had no appeal whatever. Getting to play college football wasn’t enough of a bonus to make the struggle worth it. This boy had other dreams.


Sam wororied over his decision for a while, then decided to follow his interests and his talents. Although his plan did not fulfill his parent’s expectations, they were relieved when he decided against going to any kind of college and enrolled in a two-year carpentry program at a good technical school. They figured that with his skill with numbers and his talent for building, he’d probably end up being a rich and successful contractor making more money than any of the rest of his family.


Sam and his parents had always viewed trade school as a realistic option. When encouraging their son to follow his dreams, they had wisely guided him in developing a back up plan and exploring non-traditional options.  Thinking far enough into a dream to explore a plan B can lead to some slick developments.


Leonard developed an unusually realistic plan. While in high school the boy combined his passionate interest in theater with his talent for art, and got deeply involved in set design. He definitely wanted to go into that field as a career. However, Leonard also loved to cook. He grew up in a large family and his mother gladly gave him lots of opportunities to take over kitchen responsibilities. When it came time to think about his college plans, Leonard debated between a design program in a drama school versus a school of culinary arts. Ultimately, he decided to do both. Leonard went to cooking school first on the theory that food service jobs were easy to get and he could use those skills to support himself when he followed up with a program in design and production. This boys pair of dreams put him into a win win situation.


In supporting a youngster who is pursuing a dream, it’s important to stay flexible. As often as not, the kid will swerve away from the original plan and head off in some other direction. As youngsters discover that they don’t have the talent or stamina they thought they had, they revise the goal to adjust it to the new situation. One of my girls wanted to be a professional volleyball player. She had the talent and the tenacity. She even got the scholarship. But she didn’t grow tall enough to have a chance to make it to the big time. In girls’ volleyball, six foot is not enough. On the other hand, one of my boys didn’t get the growth spurt he needed in order to remain competitive on his high school baseball team. One of my other pupils got too much of a growth spurt and outgrew his chances to be a pilot in the military. In flight school, anything over six foot is too much.


In order to guide students in appropriate career choices, stay positive, enthusiastic, and optimistic while remaining flexible. Life is full of quirky surprises. Some people adjust to them better than others.


Ken’s father devoted twelve solid years to developing his son’s interest and talent for basketball. The boy went to all the best camps and played for a long list of excellent coaches. When he was only in the ninth grade, Ken was recruited to play first string on the varsity team at a local private school. His talent had been well known before that, but at fourteen, this lithe, lanky teenager became a super star. Throughout high school, basketball dominated his life. He even transferred to different schools in order to play with the best teams and the best coaches. 


As college approached, Ken’s SAT scores were good enough to raise his hopes that he would get recruited at one of the three top basketball schools in the country. He applied to those universities and no others. Although one of them accepted him as a student, the only scholarships he was offered came from smaller schools in which he had no interest. When Ken finished out his final high school season, his dad encouraged him to consider a post graduate year at a boarding school where he could further hone his basketball skills and raise his SAT scores still higher. 


In making his decision, Ken came up with his own plan. He had always known that no matter how far he did or did not get in professional sports, at about the age of thirty he’d be looking for a second career that could support him comfortably for the rest of his working years. He was going to have to develop some career options other than basketball.  

 After careful deliberation, this eighteen year old made an extremely tough choice. Much to everybody’s surprise, he decided to go to the school he really wanted to attend and set aside his dream of playing pro basketball. He planned to use his facility with languages and math in bachelors and masters level programs that would prepare him for a lucrative and interesting career in international finance. 



Once Ken had made his choice, his parents did not try to dissuade him. But they were terribly disappointed. Ken’s dad never fully understood how his son could simply set basketball aside. But the choice made perfect sense to Ken. As the youth happily headed off to college, he said, “This’ll be the first year of my life when I haven’t been ‘in training.’ It sure is going to feel good not to have to shoot 300 – 500 baskets a day just to keep in practice.” Ken was really looking forward to being just one of the guys.

Pied Piper Principle # 11

Connect Current Actions to Long Term Goals


Young people are very reality based. They rarely see any connection between what they’re doing in school and the world around them unless it’s pointed out to them. In algebra, they protest, “I’ll never use this.” In English classes they complain, “I don’t need all those big fancy words. I already know how to talk.” 


Extraordinary teachers see themselves as a bridge. They know it’s not enough just to teach students skills or a body of information. They see it as part of their job to teach young people to carry over their new knowledge into their real world. Seeing how they can actually use a new skill or piece of information puts students in touch with a powerful source of motivation – particularly if they see that they can use it to gain status.


William was described to me as “a thug.” This mammoth fifteen-year-old had spent most of his early years in and out of juvenile detention centers. His academic deficiencies were viewed as the least of his problems. When he was enrolled in my school, he insisted that he be taught to read. The boy was just about totally illiterate. He hadn’t even learned how to write his name. 


On the theory that William was probably going to spend large portions of his life behind bars, teaching him to read would definitely enhance the quality of his life. We had to start with teaching him the alphabet, naming and recognizing the letters, and other basic word attack skills. As part of the process, we worked on writing in cursive. The boy was extremely enthusiastic about his reading lessons and made very rapid progress. He seemed to have some artistic talent and took great pride in his beautiful handwriting. Once he’d learned all the lower case letters, he launched eagerly into the capitals. 


The day when William mastered the last few capital letters was the last time he ever came for a lesson. Learning to read had proved to be too slow a process. But mastering cursive writing had given him a skill he very much wanted to have. As long as someone called out the correct spellings for him, William could write a gorgeous letter. He did not attain my goal for him and learn to read. But he did attain his own goal; he could write love notes to the ladies. That’s definitely a life skill he’d be able to use no matter where he ended up.


As long as students believe they can see a use for what’s being offered in the classroom, they’ll have no trouble with motivation. When they can’t relate their schoolwork to the reality of their lives, clever teachers figure out ways to point out the connection to them. Sometimes that’s extremely hard to do. Most fifth graders have a hard time seeing why they have to memorize all forty-three prepositions. Explaining that this list will be the key to their future success in learning grammar isn’t going to put a `spark of enthusiasm in their eyes. 


In such situations, it can be very helpful to shift to a scientifically based explanation of how we humans “grow brains.” Young people are fascinated by the human mind and how it works. They love to hear about rats and research and dendrite development. Getting the teacher sidetracked to talk about such stuff makes them feel that they won the perpetual contest to draw the lecturer off into a tangent. However, once students see that some odious activity is going to build new pathways in their brains, even the most tedious drills and work sheets become tolerable. This diversion into brain research only works when class members believe the work before them will lead them to attain one of their own goals. The idea of growing a big powerful brain and learning how to control it has great appeal to almost all learners. 

