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Imagine being able to spend a substantial part of each workday doing things you are good
at and really enjoy. Imagine attending workshops and training sessions to get even better
at something that is already a strength, rather than constantly working on your innumer-
able weaknesses. Imagine that your organization’s culture focused on enhancement rather
than remediation. Imagine that being true not only for you but for everyone you know,
including your children.  

A (Too) Quiet Revolution
Marcus Buckingham, co-author of several of the books listed below, would be the first to
ruefully acknowledge that imagination is likely the only way you are viewing this idyllic
state. Only 17 percent of workers in the United States and 15 percent in the United King-
dom say that they use their strengths at work. Worse, those statistics, gathered this year,
are identical to the ones the Gallup organization gathered five years ago at the start of the
‘strengths-based revolution’.1 Is revolution the correct term when nothing happens?

It is depressing enough that people rarely get to spend time using their natural talents. It 
is worse still that the same Gallup polls indicated that of the people surveyed, only 41 
percent believed that focusing on their strengths was the key to success.2 Although 
statistics have not been gathered from educators, it is probably safe to assume that the
percentage of teachers who believe they should be focusing on enhancing student
strengths as much or more than they are remediating their weaknesses would be very 
low, perhaps a single digit.

Why We Focus on Weakness
Many teachers use a variety of learning profile assessments with their students at the
beginning of a year in order to determine individual preferences. However, classroom
activity changes very little as a result of this knowledge. What is going on?

It may be that learning profile thinking is simply difficult to operationalize. Perhaps we just
don’t know how to apply multiple intelligences theory, for example, to classroom work.3

Or maybe we don’t honestly believe that helping students identify and use their natural
preferences will make any difference to their performance when they go out to work. If that
is the case, Buckingham’s 30 years of Gallup data prove us wrong. Workplaces that
allowed individuals to work through their natural strengths were 56 percent more likely to
have higher-than-average customer loyalty, 38 percent more likely to have above-average
productivity, and 27 percent more likely to report higher profitability.4

Perhaps educators see students as blank slates, not yet possessing clear-cut strengths or
preferences, and needing to be introduced to everything before they are fully formed. That
may be true, up to a certain age, although almost everyone can think of at least one child
whose preferences seem to have been evident and unchanging since birth. 

It may be that as a society, we have simply bought into the lure of transformation – the
image of the beautiful butterfly emerging from the chrysalis, of the hero triumphing over
the hardships of a long and arduous journey. The multi-billion dollar self-help industry 
promotes the limitless potential of every human being by suggesting that “if you can
dream it, you can do it,” as long as you are willing to work at eradicating every weakness
of character and personality that might stand in your way. 

Or perhaps, as Buckingham suggests, the real problem in getting people in charge to help
others capitalize on their strengths is that the ones in charge have never had the experi-
ence of capitalizing on their own. Those with authority over others need to “put on their
own oxygen masks first” and experience the satisfactions of working in ways that reflect
their preferences and strengths. 

Next Steps
Buckingham suggests an experiment. For the next week, every
time you do an activity, record whether you found it enjoyable,
negative or neutral. Watch in particular for those activities you feel
drawn to, for the ones where you lose track of time, and for the
ones where you are able to learn new ideas or new skills very
quickly. Analyze the pattern of your responses and then slowly,
incrementally increase the frequency with which you engage in the
enjoyable activities.

This little experiment won’t change the world, but it may allow you
to imagine classrooms where all learners, including our most
reluctant and struggling ones, will someday see schools as places
that recognize, enhance and celebrate their strengths, not just
attempt to ‘fix’ their weaknesses. I
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