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Purpose is defined as…
1. An overarching life goal beyond an incremental step, such as 

passing a test or applying for college.

2. A part in one’s personal search for meaning, but not entirely 
focused on the self. Instead, purpose looks at the world beyond the 
self.

3.	 The	“ultimate	concern.”	It	is	the	definition	of	“Why	do	I	care?”	It	is	a	
reasoning beyond immediate goals and motives.

Stages of Purpose
1.	 Childhood:	When	a	child	is	making	sense	of	the	world,	the more  

self-generated achievement and purpose-driven actions one 
takes, the more ability they have to amplify their actions.

2.	 Adolescence:	The	formative	period	of	purpose-finding,	where	 
soul-searching and experimentation should be encouraged.

3.	 Emerging	Adulthood:	When	one’s	path	to	purpose	begins	to	be	
realized. This path is delayed by cynicism, apathy, anxiety, and 
“directionless drift”, where young people aren’t really sure where  
to go next.

4.	 Adulthood:	When	purpose	is	continually	acted	upon,	or	delayed,	
rejected, and/or never found. Sometimes this may be seen as a 
“midlife crisis.”

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/book/10.1002/9780470147658
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/book/10.1002/9780470147658
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/book/10.1002/9780470147658
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/12/the-real-roots-of-midlife-crisis/382235/
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Overview
In 2006, Dr. William Damon led a groundbreaking study of 1,200 young 
people. This laid the groundwork for future research around purpose.  
Damon found the majority of young people lacked a greater calling.

→ Disengaged (25%)

 They express no purpose at all and are not active in any endeavor  
that may become purposeful, nor are they searching for these 
pursuits. They are apathetic, detached, and are not concerned 
about much beyond themselves.

→ Dreamers (25%)

 They talk about desiring a purpose, but have done little to actively 
achieve much. They want to do great things, but have little to no 
practical application.

→ Dabblers (31%)

 They have started to take on activities that may be purposeful, but 
show little awareness in seeing the bigger picture, nor committing  
to these ideas for extended periods of time. Sometimes, they may  
be involved in so many potential activities that they’re overwhelmed.

→ Purposeful (20%)

 They are grounded in purposeful activities, with a clear sense of 
what they are doing in the world and why. They have an overarching 
goal or cause that they’ve committed to, and they know the steps to 
achieve their next action.

The vast majority of young people lack direction or are not committed to  
a greater purpose.

*(101% due to rounding)

https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/The-Path-to-Purpose/William-Damon/9781416537243
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/The-Path-to-Purpose/William-Damon/9781416537243
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Anxiety, Cynicism, Apathy,  
and Directionless Drift
 » Depression and anxiety has increased over time.
 » Four out of ten high schoolers feel “engaged” at school.
 » One out of five high schoolers have contemplated dropping out.
 » Without purpose, adolescents are more likely to participate in risky  

behaviors.
 » Cynicism is linked to worse mental and physical health.

The good news? 
 » Teenagers are less likely to become pregnant.
 » Juvenile crime has plummeted.
 » Adolescent drug use has decreased (although vaping is causing a 

dramatic uptick.)
 » More students are completing college degrees (although there is 

serious work that needs to be done.)
 » Young people are much more likely to participate in extracurricular 

activities.

Identify Formation
Purpose-finding	led	to…
 » Better planned actions and understanding of the self.
 » Increased hope for the future.
 » Greater life satisfaction and a feeling of greater meaning.

https://www.cdc.gov/childrensmentalhealth/data.html
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/ed/17/01/bored-out-their-minds
https://www.livescience.com/1308-students-bored-school.html
http://psycnet.apa.org/record/1995-95006-064
http://psycnet.apa.org/record/1995-95006-064
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/why_cynicism_can_hold_you_back
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/08/02/why-is-the-teen-birth-rate-falling/
https://info.mstservices.com/blog/juvenile-crime-rates
https://teens.drugabuse.gov/blog/post/teens-drug-use-lower-ever-mostly
https://teens.drugabuse.gov/blog/post/teens-drug-use-lower-ever-mostly
https://www.npr.org/2019/03/13/681621047/college-completion-rates-are-up-but-the-numbers-will-still-surprise-you
https://www.npr.org/2019/03/13/681621047/college-completion-rates-are-up-but-the-numbers-will-still-surprise-you
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs95/web/95741.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs95/web/95741.asp
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/yd.426
https://maplab.nd.edu/assets/224127/bronk_hill_lapsley_talib_finch_purpose_hope_and_life_satisfaction_in_three_age_groups_j._positive_psychology.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232911663_Character_strengths_predict_subjective_well-being_during_adolescence
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/43062/10902_2004_Article_1278.pdf
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Community
Purpose-finding	led	to…
 » A sense of belonging to the world.
 » A meaningful life lends itself to a society  

that is fair and just for all.
 » Succeeding in spite of adversity.
 » More interconnectedness.

Emotions and Behavior
Purpose-finding	led	to…
 » Increased overall happiness.*
 » A feeling of relatedness with others.
 » Positive well-being.
 » Thriving across time.
 » Greater life satisfaction and less depressive symptoms.
 » Reduced destructive behaviors.
 » A movement of goals away from the individual toward  

the greater good.
 » A willingness to work hard to achieve goals.
 » More academic success.
 » Increased physical well-being.

*Many	purpose	studies	find	a	linkage	between	religiosity	and	
purpose, but further research indicates that religiosity is just one 
common	form	of	purpose-finding.	The	“path	to	purpose”	itself	is	
cause for increased life satisfaction.

Education
What	can	we	do	in	school	to	bolster	purpose-finding?
 » Promoting extracurricular activities leads to increased purpose.
 » Having purposeful work as a goal leads to increased meaning  

and motivation.
 » The earlier mentors and peers help someone begin their path to 

purpose, the better the outcome.
 » By simply asking students about purpose, we increase their aptitude 

toward it.
 » The act of discussing purpose, even with limited intervention, leads 

to greater purpose-finding.
 » Adult mentors outside the home are highly correlated to career and 

life purpose-finding.
 » Yet, when educators pay little attention to purpose-finding, or see 

their content superseding purpose-finding activities, students see no 
major shifts in their thinking.

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/yd.253
http://www.drpaulwong.com/documents/HQM2-chapter17.pdf
http://www.drpaulwong.com/documents/HQM2-chapter17.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ad8fe065b409b07609cb7ae/t/5bc0e1fbec212d165b1ad330/1539367420148/Machell%2Bet%2Bal%2B%282016%29%2Bpoverty%2Band%2Bpurpose%2Bin%2Blife.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.2202/1940-1639.1502
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2000-03596-001
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Flourish/Martin-E-P-Seligman/9781439190760
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1992-31202-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2010-18718-024
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/17439760.2010.536773
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15251869
https://wwnorton.com/books/Identity-and-the-Life-Cycle/
https://wwnorton.com/books/Identity-and-the-Life-Cycle/
https://wwnorton.com/books/Identity-and-the-Life-Cycle/
https://wwnorton.com/books/Identity-and-the-Life-Cycle/
https://wwnorton.com/books/Identity-and-the-Life-Cycle/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/yd.429
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ad8fe065b409b07609cb7ae/t/5bc0e2410d929751ee49b776/1539367490110/HillBurrowBronk2014.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/yd.429
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapsychiatry/fullarticle/2648692
https://www.nais.org/magazine/independent-school/fall-2008/education-and-the-path-to-purpose/
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-10146-002
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-10146-002
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0743558411412958
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0743558411412958
https://shows.acast.com/humrespro/episodes/5d546c3d766f9f4d723ffa67
https://shows.acast.com/humrespro/episodes/5d546c3d766f9f4d723ffa67
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22275281
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22275281
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/276173552_Purpose_and_Meaning_in_Career_Development_Applications
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/276173552_Purpose_and_Meaning_in_Career_Development_Applications
https://briches.weebly.com/uploads/8/3/7/9/83793848/cottonbronkk.pdf
https://briches.weebly.com/uploads/8/3/7/9/83793848/cottonbronkk.pdf
https://briches.weebly.com/uploads/8/3/7/9/83793848/cottonbronkk.pdf
https://briches.weebly.com/uploads/8/3/7/9/83793848/cottonbronkk.pdf
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ndall C

otton B
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What’s	familiar	in	this	research?	Does	it	affirm	what	you	already	know?	 
Does	this	research	match	up	to	your	experiences	in	the	classroom?

Do	you	see	yourself	as	being	purposeful?	Does	education	connect	to	your	
purpose?	If	so,	when	did	you	realize	that	this	was	your	path?

Those who find themselves taking purposeful actions often refer to an 
“epiphany.” A certain series of events leads them to a certain conclusion, 
completely altering their life goals and aligning toward a clear direction.

http://sirkenrobinson.com/product/the-element-how-finding-your-passion-changes-everything/
http://sirkenrobinson.com/product/the-element-how-finding-your-passion-changes-everything/


8

H O WT
H
E

The	primary	component	of	school	should	be	for	young	people	to	find	a	
path to purpose.

Purpose is discovered as a connection between three traits:

1. Understanding one’s abilities.

2. Seeing how these abilities can serve the world.

3. Feeling enjoyment by using these abilities in this way.

However, many young people lack the space to obtain the self-knowledge 
and understanding required to realize these points.

In	what	ways	may	young	people	be	distracted	from	finding	their	purpose	
in	life?	Further,	are	there	distractions	as	a	result	of	their	schooling?

Distractions

Social media, television, and the culture at large 
celebrates quick results and resulting achievement.
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School structures hurt our ability to foster purpose. How could each of the following limit a 
student’s	possibilities?	How	could	we	change	these	structures?

Practice Detriment Shift

Grades

Students become interested 
in marks rather than 
learning, and are less 
likely to take risks 
or hone in on their 
interests.

Support feedback-driven 
classrooms; allow for 
retakes; shift toward 
gradeless learning.

Competitive Games

Students increasingly 
focus on themselves 
and being better than 
others, instead of 
building positive communal 
relationships.

Focus on cooperative 
learning; co-create 
community norms; make 
competition optional.

Standardized 
Testing

A Lack of Student 
Voice

Mandated/Strict 
Curriculums

Homework

Colonized 
Curriculums

Biased Educators

Little Connection 
to the Community
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Shifting Toward Purpose

Matthew Taylor on The Power to Create (The RSA)

 These brillian
t students woul

d not be losing
 their 

motivation in c
ollege if they 

brought with th
em a 

better understa
nding of what t

hey wanted to a
ccomplish 

and why. If, du
ring the early 

years of strenu
ous 

effort and high
 achievement, t

hey had found p
urposes 

that went deepe
r than the grad

es and awards, 
they 

would have hit 
the ground runn

ing when they e
ntered 

college.”

       - Dr. William D
amon

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lZgjpuFGb_8
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Implementation
Developing a path to purpose is not an exact science, as the actual 
process	of	purpose-finding	is	unique	to	every	individual	and	developed	
over the course of many realizations. However, the simple act of talking 
and acting with purpose substantiates a path to purpose.

Our	goal	is	to	make	room	for	purpose-finding	within	our	classrooms,	in	
addition to pushing back against educational structures that hamper youth 
development (see above.)

We’ve assembled a 
collection of resources, 
materials, and activities 
that can help foster a 
sense of purpose.

Dr. Carol Dweck on How To Help Every Child Fulfill Their Potential  
(The RSA)

https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/49937/the-benefits-of-helping-teens-identify-purpose-in-life
https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/49937/the-benefits-of-helping-teens-identify-purpose-in-life
https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/49937/the-benefits-of-helping-teens-identify-purpose-in-life
https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/49937/the-benefits-of-helping-teens-identify-purpose-in-life
https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/49937/the-benefits-of-helping-teens-identify-purpose-in-life
https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/49937/the-benefits-of-helping-teens-identify-purpose-in-life
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1wxV06vtO0tCsxOIbq3Eq6V4y2UVg32Cn
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1wxV06vtO0tCsxOIbq3Eq6V4y2UVg32Cn
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1wxV06vtO0tCsxOIbq3Eq6V4y2UVg32Cn
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1wxV06vtO0tCsxOIbq3Eq6V4y2UVg32Cn
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1wxV06vtO0tCsxOIbq3Eq6V4y2UVg32Cn
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yl9TVbAal5s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yl9TVbAal5s
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Introduction
1.	 Tell	me	a	little	about	yourself.	What	kind	of	person	are	you?

2.	 What	kinds	of	things	do	you	really	care	about?	Why	do	you	care	
about	these	things?

3.	 What’s	most	important	to	you	in	your	life?	Why	is	that	important	 
to	you?”

4.	 Do	you	have	any	long-term	goals?	What	are	a	few	of	the	more	
important	ones?	Why	are	these	goals	important	to	you?

a.	 If	no,	That’s	interesting,	why	do	you	prefer	not	to	have	goals?	
What	does	it	mean	to	you	not	to	have	goals?

b. If yes, Are you doing anything now to achieve these goals or 
objectives?	If	yes,	What	are	you	doing?	If	no,	What	has	kept	
you	back	from	doing	something	to	meet	these	goals?

5.	 What	does	it	mean	to	have	a	good	life?

6.	 What	does	it	mean	to	be	a	good	person?

7.	 What	would	you	say	you	spend	most	of	your	energy	on	these	days?

8. If you were looking back on your life, how would you want to be 
remembered?	What	would	you	want	to	be	remembered	for?	Why?

Building Connections
9. Earlier you talked about [x] being important to you. Can you tell 

me	how	and	why	this	became	important?	When	did	it	become	
important	to	you?

10.	Why	did	you	get	involved	with	this	particular	objective	or	cause	
rather	than	with	a	different	one?

11.	Is	there	someone	who	helped	you	act	on	your	goal(s)	initially?

12.	Would	you	say	your	friends	and	family	are	concerned	with	the	
same	things?	Have	your	friends,	family	and	other	people	in	your	life	
generally	supported	or	opposed	your	efforts?

13.	Have	you	gotten	others	involved	in	your	efforts?	If	yes,	how	did	you	
do	this?

14.	Apart	from	particular	people,	were	there	other	things	that	influenced	
you	(books,	films,	particular	experiences,	or	other	things)?

The	following	interview	protocol,	used	by	Dr.	William	Damon	and	adapted	by	Dr.	Kendall	Cotton	
Bronk, was both used to identify purpose research as well as foster it. These questions, broken 
down	into	class	activities,	reflections,	and	prompts	could	be	instituted	into	any	classroom.
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Opportunities and Supports
15.	Do	you	look	up	to	anyone?

16.	Do	you	have	a	mentor?	Are	there	qualities	in	this	mentor,	or	in	
others,	that	you	admire?

Obstacles
17.	Has	it	been	hard	for	you	to	remain	dedicated	to	this	aim?	Will	it	be	

difficult	for	you	to	remain	committed	down	the	road?
a.	 If	yes,	What	were	the	obstacles?	How	did	you	overcome	

them?

Future Goals
18. Are there qualities that you possess that helped you in achieving 

the	goals	that	are	important	to	you?	Are	there	qualities	that	you	
possess	that	have	made	it	more	difficult?

19.	Picture	yourself	at,	say,	40	years	of	age.	What	will	you	be	doing?	
Who	will	be	in	your	life?	What	will	be	important	to	you?	What	will	be	
going	on	in	the	area	that	concerns	you?

20.	What	are	your	plans	in	the	immediate	future,	say	the	next	few	
years?
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Categorizing Purpose
21. Tell me about your friends and family.

22. How important are they to you relative to the other things in your 
life?	Why?

23.	Do	you	want	to	have	a	family	of	your	own	someday?	Why?	How	
important	is	that	to	you?	Why?

24. Do you do anything special to show your family or friends that they 
are	important	to	you?	If	yes,	what	do	you	do?	Why?

25.	(*If	religiously-based)	What	role	does	religion,	faith,	spirituality,	or	
God	play	in	your	life,	if	any?	Are	you	active	in	a	church	or	organized	
religion?	What	kinds	of	things	do	you	do	there?

26.	Is	your	community	important	to	you?	How	does	it	play	a	role	in	your	
life?	Do	you	do	anything	to	help	improve	your	community?	Do	you	
do	any	community	service?	If	yes,	what	do	you	do?	Why	do	you	do	
it?

27.	Are	you	an	x	(e.g.	American)	citizen?	What	does	it	mean	to	you	to	be	
a	citizen?	Is	it	important	to	you	to	be	a	citizen?	Why	or	why	not?

28.	When	you	get	older,	what	kind	of	work	would	you	like	to	do?	Why?	
Will	your	career	be	important	to	you?	Why?	How	important	will	it	
be?	Why?	Are	you	doing	anything	now	to	prepare	you	for	your	life’s	
work/career?

Closing
29.	We’re	coming	to	the	end	of	the	interview;	is	there	anything	you	

would like to add about what’s important to you or what you are 
trying	to	accomplish	in	life?

30.	Summing	up,	what	do	you	think	matters	most	to	you	at	this	time?	
Will	that	still	matter	most	to	you	as	you	get	older?	Why/Why	not?

  For this reason, adults who wish to help young people find 
their purposes are in a somewhat awkward position. We cannot present 
a ready-made purpose to a young person and expect that it will suit 
her comfortably. We can and should, however, introduce inspiring 
ideas, and sources of ideas—people, books, religious or secular 
organizations—that may provide young people with the inspirations 
that will get them on their way. We also can create conditions that 
facilitate their own efforts to fashion purposes.” 

- Dr. William Damon
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In	structuring	purpose	finding	activities,	we	can	look	to	research	on	how	to	
best plan our course. The following is how young people tend to connect 
to their purpose:

1. Finding mentors or peers that inspire and motivate.

2. Connecting and observing these mentors or peers at work or doing 
what they love.

3. Having a “relevationary moment” on something that can be con-
nected or improved.

4. Having a second “relevationary moment” where one realizes they 
can	make	a	difference.

5. Starting to identify a purpose, along with how to accomplish it.

6. Obtaining support from family and friends.

7.	 Expanding	efforts	to	pursue	one’s	purpose	in	new	ways.

8. Acquiring new skills connected with this pursuit.

9. Becoming better at these new skills.

10.	Enhancing	one’s	optimism	and	self-confidence.

11. Following long-term commitment to this purpose.

12. Transferring these skills and character strengths as a result of this 
purpose to other areas of life.

  
Don’t worry about what the world 

needs. Ask what makes you come alive and 

do that, because what the world needs is 

people who have come alive.” 

- Howard Thurman
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Spreading the Idea
How can we take these ideas back to your school for more educators to 
understand?

What	purposeful	activities	can	we	connect	to	any	classroom?

How	can	we	connect	“traditional”	subjects	to	purpose-finding?

Mathematics

Science

Language 
Arts

Social 
Studies

The Arts
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Resources
Below we’ve compiled a short list of materials to arm yourself with more 
tools to help form a path to purpose. None of these would be required to 
start	the	practice,	but	may	prove	useful	for	further	fortitude	or	influencing	
peers:

Books
 » Where You Go Is Not Who You’ll Be: An Antidote to the College 

Admissions Mania by Frank Bruni, 2015.
 » Purpose in Life: A Critical Component of Optimal Youth Development  
by	Kendall	Cotton	Bronk.	2014.

 » Noble Purpose: The Joy of Living a Meaningful Life by	William	Damon.	
2003.

 » The Path to Purpose: Helping Our Children Find Their Calling in Life  
by	William	Damon.	2008.

 » Excellent Sheep	by	William	Deresiewicz.	2015.
 » Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope. bell hooks. 2003.
 » Man’s Search for Meaning by	Victor	E	Frankl	&	Harold	S	Kushner.	2006.
 » Age of Opportunity by Laurence Steinberg. 2014.
 » The Top Five Regrets of the Dying	by	Bronnie	Ware.	2011.
 » Brother West: Living and Loving Out Loud, A Memoir	by	Cornel	West	 

and David Ritz. 2009.

Articles
 » People Age Better If They Have a Purpose In Life. TIME. Amanda 

Macmillian. 2017.
 » Seven Ways to Help High Schoolers Find Purpose. Greater Good. 
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L E A R N I N G
J O U R N E Y

 
M
Y

This is my “why.” I went into education because of this. And it’s not just my 
idea, there’s research to support it.

Here’s what’s holding me back. I may be able to mitigate these problems 
by...

These	elements	of	purpose-finding	are	more	than	possible	within	my	
classroom:
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This will have such a positive impact on my classroom. Here’s how I’ll
convince students to join in:

I’m pumped up and ready for change. Here’s what I’m going to do:
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Appreciate this work?
Human Restoration Project is a 501(c)3 determined to create a human-centered 
education system. All of our work is supported by individual contributions from 
people like you.

If you learned from and valued this work, please consider a donation to produce our 
future resources. And, be sure to check out our website for podcasts, coursework, 
research, and more (all free!)

Support Us

Thank you for 
your support!

http://humanrestorationproject.org
https://www.humanrestorationproject.org/donate
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