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FUTURE READY IDENTITY 

As young people create a career and college going identity, agency is a core theme. In the 

social sciences, agency is defined as the capacity of individuals to act independently and to 

make their own free choices. While it is not developmentally appropriate to leave middle school 

aged youth completely to their own devices, the reality is that for many young people, access to 

both formal and informal guidance about future choices is uneven. Young people often are left 

to navigate complex choices without a robust network of support. Therefore, a goal of these 

lessons is to scaffold the process by offering a framework—three lenses young people can use 

to view their current options and future opportunities.   

To support young people as they consider their future, we have adopted the metaphor of the 

map and compass. As students navigate their way, the three lenses offer triangulation points to 

set their personal compass; these points are not only vital to locating their current position, but 

also critical in charting a path forward. This nuanced approach to a future-ready identity 

supports young people, in collaboration with their families, in making more nuanced decisions 

about college and career.   

The three lenses are: self, society, and security.   

 

                         

Self

SecuritySociety
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Self 

Students learn to evaluate future career and college options through the criteria of their own 

interests, talents, culture, and values. With emphasis on an exploration mindset, young people 

identify their current sparks and also explore new interests.  

Additional lessons focusing on the Self Lens and intersecting identities will be an on-going 

component of Skills for Success; the Self Lens will also be integrated in lessons of collaboration 

and communication.   

 

Security 

Young people often lack a schema for the practical elements of future ready thinking; cost-of-

living, salary, and student loans are vague concepts. This practical lens uses simulations and 

experiences to help young people build background knowledge to prepare them for future 

decisions and financial realities. The Security Lens guides young people to evaluate educational 

and career options (with a view towards college costs, permeability, high demand fields, future 

earning, and careers that have potential for advancement). This understanding supports young 

people as they make practical and informed decisions about their desired lifestyle—and the 

choices that can move them from dreaming big to achieving their goals.     

 

Society 

Students view career, college, and civic life through the lens of contribution; noting the often 

complex ways that a diversity of fields and careers contribute solutions to local and global 

problems. Each young person has a unique profile to bring to the challenges of their generation 

while finding work that feels important and contributes to career and personal satisfaction. The 

Society Lens asks: What are the problems that face your generation and how will your talents 

help solve these pressing challenges?   
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SELF: KNOW YOUR SPARK 

 

Essential Question: Why Is It Important to Know Your Spark?  

Learning Targets: 

Students will: 

 Effectively engage in collaborative discussions with their peers.  

 Demonstrate active listening skills. 

 Identify the importance of sparks. 

Lesson Overview 

In this lesson, students reflect on their personal spark. Research by the Search Institute 

highlights the importance of having and knowing one’s sparks; there is a myriad of benefits for 

youth. Exploring sparks is the first step in learning about the lens of Self, and the YPs will think 

about their own sparks as well as learn about the sparks of their peers through a peer interview.  
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Lesson Agenda 

Opening (15 min) 
 Sharing a Spark: Realia (10 min) 

 Popcorn Read: The Importance of Sparks (5 min) 

Work Time  
 Spark Survey (10 min) 

 Spark Share (5 min) 

 Spark Interviews (30 min) 

Closure (5 min)  Exit Ticket  

Materials 
 

 Artifacts/realia for Sharing a Spark activity 

 Notecards for Popcorn Read 

 Young Professional student packet 

 Exit ticket 

 Young Professionals Portfolio 

 

FACILITATION NOTES 

Sparks. Sparks inspire passion, joy, and flow. They stem from our interests and inspire us to 

engage deeply. Sparks, as identified by Dr. Peter Benson of the Search Institute, are: 

o Skills, passions, or talents that go deeper than activities (playing video games, watching 

movies, shopping). A spark is something that engages, inspires, and invigorates. 

o Originated from within; they are not imposed upon by parents, school, or community. 

o A source of intrinsic motivation, meaning, and self-direction. 

o When developed, sparks can contribute to the world.  

English Language Learners. If you have ELL learners whose English level may present a 

barrier during the interview, consider partnering students who speak the same home language 

and allow sharing in the native language. In general, ELL interaction with native speakers is a 

best practice, so this accommodation is specific to this introductory activity. ELLs can also be 

pre-taught the concept of sparks to support the survey and interview activities. Consider using a 

Venn diagram or word sort to model the definition of a spark, giving the student time to identify 

sparks before the pressure of in-class discussion.  

Step It Up to Thrive. This first lesson has been adapted from http://www.stepitup2thrive.org. 

This site provides excellent follow up lessons for sites that have additional time.  

The Search Institute has developed additional curriculum to support the exploration of student 

“sparks.” Activities span grades 5-8: https://www.searchinstitutestore.org/product_p/0060-w.htm. 

http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/
https://www.searchinstitutestore.org/product_p/0060-w.htm
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IN ADVANCE 
 

 Read the following anchor paper on Sparks: 

http://stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/1-sparks/1.1-sparks-anchor-paper.pdf. 

 Prepare a bag with artifacts/realia that reflect your own sparks.  

 Prepare notecards.  

 One side says: Those who know and develop their spark... 

 The other has one of the following:  

 Have higher grades in school. 

 Have better social skills.  

 Have better physical health.  

 Have better school attendance rates.  

 Are more likely to volunteer to help others. 

 Are more likely to care for the earth and its resources. 

 Are more likely to have a sense of purpose. 

 Are more likely to say they are “on the road to a hopeful future”.  

 Are less likely to experience depression.  

 Are less likely to engage in acts of violence toward others. 

 Print Spark Ideas handouts:  

 http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1c_Spark_Ideas.pdf  

 http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1a_Interview_Explore

_Your_Spark.pdf 

 http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1b_Interview_Discove

r_Your_Spark.pdf  

Vocabulary 

Content Tier II 

sparks, interview interest, talent, passion, engagement 

 

 

 

 

 

http://stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/1-sparks/1.1-sparks-anchor-paper.pdf
http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1c_Spark_Ideas.pdf
http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1a_Interview_Explore_Your_Spark.pdf
http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1a_Interview_Explore_Your_Spark.pdf
http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1b_Interview_Discover_Your_Spark.pdf
http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1b_Interview_Discover_Your_Spark.pdf
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Opening (15 min) 

 

Sharing a Spark: Realia (10 min) 

 

Today you are carrying something with you—your spark. Sparks are special talents, skills, or 

passions that each person has inside of them. When you are engaged in your spark, you feel 

focused, energized, and engaged.  

 

Some people find their sparks early, while for many it may take more time. In fact, 

research has shown that over a third of young people do not know their sparks.  

 

Although I spend much of my time teaching, I have several of my own sparks. Today I 

will show you some clues. See if you can guess my sparks!  

1. From the bag of artifacts, slowly remove several clues to illustrate your 

passion or spark.  

2. Ask students to guess your spark.  

3. Repeat with a second spark.  

4. Ask students to turn and talk.  

 

o What is a spark? How do you know you have one?  

As students are sharing, pass out notecards with the Search Institute results.  

Popcorn Read: The Importance of Sparks (5 min) 

Say: New studies from Search Institute, in Minneapolis, MN, show that teenagers 

who know and develop at least one spark and have caring adults who support 

them with their spark are likely to have some great advantages and benefits. 

Ask the YPs who received a notecard to “popcorn” out on one of the benefits of 

knowing and developing their spark. The benefits of knowing and developing 

your spark are:  

o Higher grades in school. 

o Better social skills. 

o Better physical health.  

o Better school attendance rates.  

o More likely to volunteer to help others. 

o More likely to care for the earth and its resources. 

o More likely to have a sense of purpose. 

A third of young 

people do not know 

their sparks. It is 

important to normalize 

this, while establishing 

a culture of 

exploration. One does 

not have to be good at 

a spark.  

Modeling is powerful! Look 

for contrasting sparks to 

illustrate that people can 

have interests and talents 

that vary. Contrasting a 

concrete spark (soccer or 

travel) with an abstract 

spark (helping people, 

being creative) will assist 

students in their spark 

brainstorming. Highlighting 

sparks that contradict 

stereotypes is also helpful 

for this age group. 
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o More likely to say they are “on the road to a hopeful future”. 

o Less likely to experience depression. 

o Less likely to engage in acts of violence toward others. 

Research shows that knowing and nurturing your spark will help you be happier and more 

successful in life. The research also shows that 1/3 of youth (12 million teenagers) do not know 

or have not met their spark. Today, we are going to investigate sparks—either ones you have or 

possible interests. Sparks change over time. There may be sparks “you have not met yet” or 

your sparks today may be different than when you were younger and may change as you get 

older.  

Work Time 

Spark Survey (10 min) 

1. Ask students to highlight three categories that interest them. 

  

o Within those categories, ask students to think of specific things that 

interest them or that they like to do, or that they would like to try if they 

had the space, time, and support. 

 

2. Request that they list these specifics on the backside of the sheet.  

Modeling Expectations: Sharing Your Spark (5 min)  

1. Share a story about one of your personal sparks. This can be a talent you 

have developed, a skill you pursued, or an interest you discovered in an 

odd or interesting way.  

 

o As you present your spark, share how you developed it, obstacles you 

faced, and those people that guided or helped you.  

o Emphasize how you feel when you do your spark (engaged, willing to take on 

challenges, etc.). 

 

  

Modeling is a powerful 

scaffolding strategy—so 

you want to choose your 

spark story with care. Use 

this opportunity to share a 

story that highlights a 

spark, a growth mindset, 

and the feeling of having a 

spark. Instead of stating “I 

was good at it”, explore the 

feelings of excitement, 

challenge, or contentment 

you have while pursuing 

your spark.  
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Colleague to Colleague Spark Interviews (30 min) 

Collaborating with others is an important professional skill. You will interview a colleague about 

their sparks. For this interview, you will want to:  

o Give your colleague your full attention.  

o Be supportive and non-judgmental.  

o Show interest, even if your colleague has very different sparks than yours.  

Check for understanding: 

What does it mean to give someone your full attention? What does it look and sound like to be 

non-judgmental? How will your partner know if you are showing interest?  

Say (or show the statement, question, and letter responses on an overhead): 

o A spark is a special interest or talent that gives you energy, joy, or fulfillment. It is 

something you are passionate about, that you love to do, and can even feel like an 

important part of who you are. You might not be awesome at it, but it is something that 

you enjoy. Do you have a special talent or interest like this? 

 

1. Ask the YPs to choose from these answers, and write down the appropriate letter: 

 A – Yes, definitely. 

 B – I think so. 

 C – Maybe. 

 D – No. 

2. Ask all students who answered A & B to raise their hands. Pass out 

<Explore Your Spark Peer Interview 1>. Ask all students who answered 

C & D to raise their hands. Pass out <Discover Your Spark Peer 

Interview 2>. 

3. Tell the YPs to write their names on the top of their survey. 

4. Explain: Take five minutes to interview your partner. You will ask the 

questions, listen to your partner’s answer, and record these answers on the 

graphic organizer. After the first round, you will switch roles.  

5. Normalize exploration and uncertainty. Say: If you do not know your 

sparks or are unsure, that is completely normal for someone your age. Use 

this time to talk through possible sparks with your partner: Things you might 

like to try, things that seem fun, things you know you do not like.  

6. Ask the students to pass their survey to their partner. Begin the timer.  

7. After five minutes, signal to the pairs it is time to wrap up their interview.  

 

o Offer a final minute for closure.  

Many young people do 

not know their sparks. It 

is important to support an 

exploratory mindset by 

confirming that this is 

normal. If a student 

seems to be stressed by 

this activity, take time to 

check in with them one-

on-one to help them 

explore without the 

additional pressures of 

peer engagement.  
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8. Switch partners and repeat.  

Closure (5 min)  
 

Exit Ticket  

1. Direct the YPs to the <Know Your Spark Exit Ticket> in their student 

packets. 

2. Ask: Why is it important to know your spark?  

3. Provide time for the YPs to answer the question independently.  

4. Collect all tickets before students leave the class.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

School to Home Connection  

Spark Interview  

Today you interviewed a peer to learn about their spark. Tonight you will choose a family or 

community member and interview them about their spark story. Make sure to explain what a 

spark is!  

 

Ask them to interview an adult at home or in their community. They should take notes on the 

spark and the spark story so they can report back after their mission.  

 

 

 

 

 

This technique of having 

students answer via an exit 

ticket provides them with a 

non-threatening way to 

respond without having to 

verbalize their thoughts to 

their peers. Having 

students write an exit ticket 

also provides a way for you 

to quickly assess the level 

of understanding of 

students in the class while 

letting them reflect on the 

day’s learning. 
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Name: 

Date: 

SELF: Why Is It Important to Know Your Spark? 

Today’s Learning Objectives: 

I can:  

 Effectively engage in collaborative discussions with my peers. (SL.1) 

 Demonstrate active listening skills 

 Identify the importance of sparks 

In this lesson, I will reflect on my personal sparks. Research by the Search institute highlights 

the importance of having and knowing one’s sparks; there are a myriad of benefits for youth. 

Exploring sparks is the first step in learning about the lens of Self, and I will think about my own 

sparks and well as learn about the sparks of my peers through a peer interview. 

Today’s Activities: 
 

 Sharing a Spark 

 Popcorn Read 

 Spark Survey, Share, and Interview 

 Exit Ticket: Know Your Spark 

 School to Home Connection: Spark Interview 
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Know Your Spark Exit Ticket  
  

Directions. Using what you learned today, discuss three reasons why it is important to know 

your spark. 

1.   

 

2.   

 

 

 

3.  
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School to Home Connection 
  

Directions. Interview an adult at home or in your community about their spark. Take notes so 

you can report this information later.  

 

Who:  

 

 

Describe their spark. 

 

 

 

 

How did they discover their spark? How did they develop it? 
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Facilitator Documents: 

 

Spark Ideas Handouts 

 http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1c_Spark_Ideas.pdf  

 http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1a_Interview_Explore_Your_

Spark.pdf 

 http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1b_Interview_Discover_Your

_Spark.pdf  

 

  

http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1c_Spark_Ideas.pdf
http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1a_Interview_Explore_Your_Spark.pdf
http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1a_Interview_Explore_Your_Spark.pdf
http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1b_Interview_Discover_Your_Spark.pdf
http://www.stepitup2thrive.org/downloads/lessons/sparks/S1b_Interview_Discover_Your_Spark.pdf
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1

Spar k I deas

Step-It-Up-2-Thrive

Finding Your Spark
Everyone has, or can have, a spark, or two or three. You 

recently filled out a questionnaire about sparks; do you 

remember what you said there about your sparks?

Whether you know any of your sparks now or not, itôs 

definitely worthwhile to explore, identify, and develop one, 

or two, or three.

Why?
Because new studies from Search Institute, in Minneapolis, 

MN, show that teenagers who know and develop at least 

one spark and have three or more caring adults who help 

them with their spark are likely to have some great 

advantages and benefits:

Higher grades in school

Better social skills

Better physical health

Better school attendance rates

More likely to volunteer to help others

More likely to care for the earth and its resources

More likely to have a sense of purpose

More likely to say they are ñon the road to a 

hopeful future

Those are all good things to have, and things that can lead 

you to success in school and in the future.

But thatôs not all. Teenagers who have a spark and the 

ñspark championsò who help you develop it also are:

Less likely to experience depression

Less likely to engage in acts of violence toward 

others.

So, more good stuff. Now letôs get to the exploring! On the 

other side of this sheet is a listing of many categories of 

sparks. Your goal is to read through them, choose up to 

three categories, and then name three individual sparks 

(you could have more than one spark in a category). These 

can be sparks you have already discovered and are working 

on, or they can be sparks that you are interested in 

exploring or trying, or a mix of both. 

A Spark is more than just a passing interest or a talent. Itõs what youõre passionate 

about. Itõs what unleashes your energy and joy, gives your l ife purpose and focus, 

and allows you to make your own unique contr ibution to the worl d.

òEveryone has a sparkðð

whether  you know any of 

your sparks now or not, 

itõs definitel y 

worthwhi le for you to 

explore,  identify , and 

develop one,  or two, or 

three.ó
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2

Step-It-Up-2-Thrive

Music: Instrumental  (guitar, piano, tubaé)Nature, Ecology, Environment  (protecting wildlifeé)

Music: Conducting/Directing  (leading an orchestraé)Animals  (raising, training)

Music: Composition  (writing song lyricsé)Computers  (web page designé)

Music: Performance  (choir, playing in bandé)Comedy  (telling jokes, imprové)

Visual Art  (painting, drawingé) Speech  (debate, news anchoré)

Writing  (poetry, stories, playsé)Spirituality  (studying sacred booksé)

Dance/Movement  (ballet, modern, karateé)Drama, Theater  (acting, directingé)

Other Creative Arts  (cooking, fashioné)Photography/Film  (video, animationé)

Building & Design  (architecture, draftingé)Living in a Specific Way  (with joy, caringé)

Leadership  (student governmenté)Reading  (novels, biographiesé)

Entrepreneurship  (starting a businessé)Advocacy  (for children, justiceé)

Sports/Athletics  (soccer, swimmingé)Family  (ancestors, being...)

Learning  (math, science, historyé)Outdoor Life  (fishing, campingé)

Teaching/Coaching  (a sport, a languageé)Journalism  (radio and TV productioné)

Relationships  (being supportiveé) Mechanical, Engineering  (electronics, repairé)

Serving, Helping, Volunteering  (tutoring, counselingé)Solving Social Problems  (poverty, homelessnessé)

Sparks Categor ies 
(wit h just a few example s for each; there are many more sparks in each category)
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