
Strengths-Based Parenting 

Stop Fixing Weaknesses, Start Building Strengths 

What it is, why it works, and how to find your child’s strengths 

Picture your child’s report card. Most of the marks are strong — and then there’s the one 

that isn’t. Where do your eyes go? 

If you’re honest, straight to the low one. You’re not a bad parent for that — you’re a normal 

human. We’re all wired to spot what’s wrong before what’s right. Hand someone a beautiful 

vase and they’ll find the one chip in the glaze. Walk into a clean room and notice the single 

sock on the floor. 

That instinct keeps us safe in some corners of life. In parenting, it quietly backfires. Because 

if you’re not careful, that one weak mark gets all your attention — the worry, the drilling, the 

dinner-table lectures — while the strong ones, the places your child is already gifted, get a 

nod and a “good job” before everyone moves on. 

There’s a better way. It’s called strengths-based parenting, and it may be the most hopeful 

idea in this whole field. 

What Strengths-Based Parenting Is 

It’s simple to say and surprisingly hard to do: guide your child toward their strengths 

instead of fixating on their weaknesses. 

First, what counts as a strength? The cleanest definition I know is this — a strength is 

anything your child does well, again and again, and enjoys doing. Both halves matter. Good 

at it but bored by it is just a skill they’ll drop the moment they can. Loves it but can’t do it is 

a hobby. Where the two overlap — real ability plus real enjoyment — that’s a strength. Those 

are the places a child will go furthest and give the most. 

Strengths-based parenting means you make those places the main event, not the 

afterthought. 

One honest clarification up front, because people hear “strengths-based” and panic: this 

does not mean ignoring weaknesses. Your child still has to learn to read, do their chores, 

and be kind even when the math is hard. You still manage the weak spots. You just stop 

letting them run the show. Manage the weaknesses; build on the strengths. 

 



Why It Beats Fixing Weaknesses 

Think about Michael Jordan — the greatest basketball player who ever lived. At the height of 

his fame he walked away to play professional baseball, and he was, by his own sky-high 

standards, ordinary. Same work ethic. Same drive. Same fire. Different wiring. All the effort 

in the world couldn’t turn a basketball genius into a baseball star. 

That’s the quiet truth under strengths-based parenting: effort can’t manufacture a gift that 

isn’t there. Most of us grew up on the comforting myth that a child can become anything 

they want if they just try hard enough. The research says something kinder and truer — 

every child has more potential in some areas than others, and the smartest thing you can do 

is build on who they already are. 

Here’s the part that should change how you parent. When you focus mostly on a child’s 

weaknesses, they lose confidence. It’s hard for anyone to feel good about themselves while 

staring at their worst subject all day. Flip the focus, and the payoff is real and measured. 

Children raised with a strengths focus tend to show lower stress, better coping, more grit, 

stronger engagement — and, down the road, better results even in their weaker subjects, 

because a confident kid sticks with hard things longer. 

Gallup, which has studied this for decades, found that students who believe their school is 

invested in their strengths — and who have at least one adult who makes them excited about 

the future — are far more engaged than students who don’t. Read that twice, because here’s 

the kicker: in a homeschool, you are that school, and you are that one adult. Both jobs, one 

person. That’s not pressure. That’s leverage. 

But What About the Weak Spots? 

This is the question every honest parent asks next: so do I just let the struggling subject 

slide? No. Strengths-based parenting isn’t a hall pass for skipping everything hard. You still 

address what needs addressing. The difference is in the goal — and in how you do it. 

With a strength, you’re aiming for excellence. With a weakness, you’re aiming for 

competent. Get the weak area up to “good enough to function well,” and then stop pouring 

out-of-proportion energy into it. Remember Jordan: hard work could make him a passable 

baseball player, never a great one. You can get your reluctant reader to solid. You probably 

won’t make reading their crown jewel — and that’s fine. That was never the goal. 

When you do correct, keep it clean: name the thing, not the child. “That paragraph lost me 

— let’s fix it” builds a writer. “You’re a terrible writer” builds a wound. Address the behavior; 

protect the person. 



Then keep it short and move on. Don’t let one weak subject eat the whole morning — or, 

worse, the whole relationship. A child takes correction far better when they’re hearing much 

more about what’s right with them than what’s wrong. 

And here’s a trick worth its weight in gold: where you can, lean a strength against the 

weakness. The child who loves to talk can practice spelling out loud. The one who builds for 

hours can do fractions with Legos. Use the gift to carry the chore. 

How to Find Your Child’s Strengths 

Good news: you don’t need a test or a degree. You need to become a good noticer. Here’s 

how. 

• Let them sample widely — especially when they’re young. Little kids try on 

hobbies like hats. Trumpet on Monday, dinosaurs on Tuesday, drawing horses by 

Friday. That’s not flakiness; it’s design. In childhood the brain massively overproduces 

connections, then spends the teen years pruning away what isn’t used and 

strengthening what is. So early childhood is for broad sampling, and adolescence is for 

narrowing to a few real strengths. Let the young ones explore. Help the older ones 

commit. 

• Watch what they do when no one’s making them. The truest clue to a strength 

is what a child reaches for unprompted — in free play, on a lazy afternoon, when the 

screen is off and they’re left to their own devices. Chores reveal how obedient they are. 

Free time reveals how they’re wired. 

• Look for unusual focus. Young children can’t sit still for long — a few minutes is 

normal for the little ones. So when a child locks onto one thing far longer than their 

age would predict, pay close attention. Strengths researcher Lea Waters tells of a 

restless, distractible three-year-old who was handed a box of Legos and then vanished 

into them for hours, silent and absorbed. That kind of focus is no accident. It’s a 

strength waving a flag — in his case, spatial reasoning and creativity. When you see 

that deep absorption, you’re watching a strength at work. 

• Ask, then actually listen. Children often know their strengths better than we do. 

Ask open questions — not “did you have fun?” (that earns a grunt) but “what was the 

best part?” and “why that part?” When they answer, reflect it back: “So you liked being 

the one who figured out the puzzle.” You’re not just gathering information. You’re 

helping them see themselves. 

• Keep a simple list. You won’t remember it all. Jot a running note on your phone: 

When did your child light up? What held their attention? When were they kind, or 

funny, or determined? After a few weeks, patterns show up that you’d never catch day 

to day. 



One more layer worth knowing: a lot of a child’s strengths flow from their natural style — 

whether they’re bold, social, steady, or careful by temperament. Reading that style makes 

the strengths easier to spot and easier to grow. (That’s a whole topic of its own, and one I’ve 

written about separately.) 

From Judge to Gardener 

The real shift strengths-based parenting asks of you is a shift in posture — from judge to 

gardener. A judge hunts for what’s wrong and rules on it. A gardener looks at a seedling, 

works out what it’s meant to become, and gives it the right light and water to get there. You 

don’t scold a tomato plant for failing to be a rose. You find out what it is, and you help it 

flourish. 

There’s an old line of wisdom often quoted to parents: “Train up a child in the way he 

should go.” We tend to hear “the way he should go” as “the way I’ve decided he should go.” 

But one older reading is closer to “according to his own bent” — train a child according to 

the way he’s already wired. That’s strengths-based parenting in a single ancient sentence. 

Three thousand years later, the science is just catching up. 

So this week, try one thing. Catch your child doing something they’re naturally good at — 

and instead of a quick “good job,” tell them what you actually saw: “You don’t give up when 

something’s hard. That’s real grit, and it’s going to take you a long way.” 

Then watch what grows. 

 

If it’s helpful, I’ve also written companion pieces — one on building your child’s self-image 

and one on understanding your child’s natural style — that pair closely with this one. 

Happy to share them. 

Dr. Alfred E. Smith 
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