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Ordinary Inspiration: A project in motion

Governing Question:


What is it that motivates some people (but not others) to do things that positively impact the lives of others?  How can I teach or inspire that motivation in others?

Introduction: We Can All Do Something

It is the holiday season, a time for family, friends, gifts, parties, and for volunteering.  On Thanksgiving alone, hundreds, perhaps thousands of people will be flooding into soup kitchens across the country “to help those less fortunate”.  Volunteers will, in fact be turned away because there will simply be too many.  Then it will be the day after Thanksgiving, and many of those same soup kitchens and food pantries will be searching for enough volunteers.  The same kind and thoughtful people serving yesterday are, today, waiting in lines at their favorite stores for the perfect Christmas gift.  Little thought is now being given to the same people in need from the day before.  My intention here is in no way to diminish the giving nature of those people who want to volunteer on Thanksgiving but instead to pose the questions, “Why don’t more of us want, need, desire to volunteer more often?”  Why don’t we try and help other people every day and not just when it seems like the right time?    How do I convey the importance of helping others?  For the purpose of this project I have been trying to understand why people do good things for others and how people are inspired to do those same sorts of things.  It is my desire to learn how to better inspire others to change the world and in doing so take my own steps towards change.  
This project came about as a result of a week long trip to Louisiana and the conversations with people when I returned.  In February, 2006 I spent one week as part of a group working on the rebuilding efforts following the devastation left by Hurricanes Katrina and Rita.  We spent the week working with Habitat for Humanity in a small town just north of New Orleans.  During the trip I also had the opportunity to travel to the Gulf Coast of Mississippi as well as New Orleans to see the damage that occurred. To put it mildly, I was floored by what I saw.  This was sixth months after the storm and there were full neighborhoods with unlivable homes or no homes left at all.  Mattresses in the trees hung next to torn clothing and plastic bags that rustled in the wind.  One house was nothing more than steel I-beams and the concrete foundation.  However, hanging from one I-beam was a child’s stuffed animal.  The most amazing things that I saw on house frame after house frame was notes of encouragement left by the owners.  Spray painted signs reading “We’re all okay”, “God bless us all”, “We’ll be back soon”, and “Thank you”.  In addition to the signs many concrete foundations secured American flags blowing in the wind.  Individuals and families who had seemingly lost everything had taken the time to inspire themselves and others towards a better future.

Upon returning to Massachusetts I found myself hearing the same things over and over again: “Wow, you’re such a good person!” “How did you ever give up your vacation?” “I wish I could do something like that?” I found myself bothered by the praise and almost wanting to stop telling people where I had been.  The desire to raise awareness about the still deplorable conditions in the Gulf Coast was the only thing that kept me sharing with others.  I couldn’t understand why so many people seemed shocked by what I had done and did not believe that they could or would do the same thing.  We all have a role in the world and we all need to be active participants.  We can all do something.  It is becoming more and more clear to me that the key is lies in helping people find the ‘something’ that they feel good about doing.


This project has taken place over several months and I anticipate many more months of work ahead.  This paper will take the reader through important definitions and into explanations of books and articles that have been inspirational along my journey.  I have spent a great deal of time reading and researching and it is important that the reader of this report gains an understanding of what has motivated me.  The final section will include future plans and ideas that I hope to finalize and implement in the next several months.  It is my intention that the reader will find him/herself inspired to make a change by the time they conclude the reading of these pages.  Remember as you read that “We all can do something”.
From Exemplary Influencer to Ordinary Inspirer
A challenge to encouraging people towards inspiring others through choices and work is the notion that only a certain type of extraordinary person is capable of doing good work for others.  This is the idea of the Exemplary Influencer.  An Exemplary Influencer is a person who over time has developed the desire and ability to change the world or a situation by influencing other people.  These individuals often had similar traits as school children.  These traits include, but are not limited to, a gift for storytelling, an understanding of other people, a willingness to challenge authority, and not necessarily the student with the best grades.  Howard Gardner writes in his book Extraordinary Minds, “…most influencers are not particularly gifted in disciplinary study and do not like school.  They are seen as youths of talent and energy who lack a clear sense of where they are going to end up” (Gardner, 110).


Over time Exemplary Influencers develop a mastery of their cause or topic of interest.  It is this mastery that affords the influencer the opportunity to amass a following.  They believe in their cause wholeheartedly and this belief and passion is evident to people around the influencer.  In this time Exemplary Influencers will develop their own story and begin to tell it.  “Individuals are prompted to change when they identify with an inspirational figure and an inspirational message; for human beings, compelling narratives are most likely to stimulate such identification” (Gardner, 108).  


It is important to note the Exemplary Influencers have a following.  They may begin as ordinary people but as time passes they become celebrity types with large numbers of people actively inspired and influenced by them.  Howard Gardner uses Mahatma Gandhi as a great example of an Exemplary Influencer.  Gandhi began his adult career life as an unknown lawyer in South Africa, but over time he developed into a hero for first his native country, India and then the world.  

When I began this project I felt certain that I wanted to become an Exemplary Influencer.  I was sure that this would be the best approach to leading other people to make changes in the world. Today, I see positive reasons to develop into this role; however, I also see a great many reasons to be an Ordinary Inspirer.  Over the last few months I have read about inspiration, motivation, influences, and making changes (both big and small) in the world.  Through all of this I have begun to gain a much stronger understanding of my own interests and how they can best be used.  As I said earlier I originally thought that I should strive to become an Exemplary Influencer by developing and enhancing the traits that I have that fit Gardner’s definition.  Recently, however, through free writing and discussion it has become clear to me that there is a distinction between Exemplary Influencer and Ordinary Inspirer.  The label Ordinary Inspirer more closely suits my needs and desires.


An Ordinary Inspirer is a ‘regular’ person who through his or her actions and choices quietly inspires other people.  This person does not strive for recognition or a following.  Instead this person makes choices because they are the right choices to make.  The Ordinary Inspirer influences others through their passion but not because they seek out people to influence.  They inspire, in great part, because they are not trying to inspire.  In my journey to understand the Exemplary Influencer and to develop the idea of the Ordinary Inspirer I have done a great deal of reading and reflecting.  The following section is a description of many of the resources that I have encountered and been inspired by.  It is my hope that this section of the paper will cause the reader to perhaps read something new or reread a book with new insights.
Resources and Influences
Over the course of this project I have read numerous books and articles as well as watched movies all with a similar theme: ordinary people doing great things for other people and the world.  The next section of this paper is devoted to highlighting some of the great resources that I have used to explore my governing question; what is it that motivates some people (but not others) to do things that positively impact the lives of others?  How can I teach or inspire that motivation in others?  When choosing which of my resources to highlight here, I tried to select the ones that were about ordinary individuals that I found inspiring.  I have listed each resource in alphabetical order with a description and explanation for why I found it inspirational.
Brown, Jack. “Anonymous acts of kindness catch on.” The Seattle Times. 11 July 2006.


This first resource is a newspaper article from the Seattle Times.  The article highlighted individuals who have either been the recipient of a so-called random act of kindness or the giver of the kindness.  The author, Jack Brown, describes incidents like the following: one woman found that her restaurant bill had been paid in full by a stranger, while a man spent his day off from work giving out water, juice, and ice at the park because it was particularly hot.  The following is a quote from the article that I feel sums up the central focus of the article.  Jack Brown writes, “Doing something good for a stranger is a refreshing change from the way people usually connect in society, said William Talbot, philosophy professor at the University of Washington.  “In the modern world, we have a lot of relationships that provide reciprocal benefits: I’ll scratch your back and you scratch mine…those sorts of contractual relationships.”  Although those relationships are fine – society couldn’t function without them – people who do anonymous good deeds show us we’re not limited to self interested relationships with one another” (p.1).

Chadha, Yogesh. Gandhi: A Life. New York: John Wiley & Sons Inc., 1997.


Through the progression of my research Gandhi came up numerous times.  I spent time with this biography (one of many that has been written) in order to better understand Gandhi the ordinary man.  Most of what we see and hear about Gandhi holds him up as a hero worthy of great praise and worship.  I do not mean to diminish all that Gandhi did for his fellow man I simply mean to point out that Gandhi began his journey as an ordinary man living a rather ordinary life.  Today in the news we often hear of celebrities using their celebrity status to 
fight for a particular cause.  Although these celebrities are indeed doing something great for the world my interest has continued to be in ordinary people doing good and kind things every day.  “Gandhi showed the world that the love of one’s people need not be inconsistent with the love of humanity.  He strove to free the downtrodden from the shackles of injustice, slavery, and deprivation.  But he was also obsessed with the future of the human race” (p.vii).   Although today Gandhi has been highly revered and praised it is my understanding from reading this book that his intentions were often rooted in the ordinary not the extraordinary.
Gardner, Howard. Extraordinary Minds. New York: Basic Books, 1997.


This book does not require much more description, as I have used it in my definition section to define Gardner’s own term “Exemplary Influencer”.  However, I feel that it is important to describe some of my reaction to this book when I was reading.  I found it incredible interesting and insightful and at first was certain I had found the key to my governing question.  It seemed to me that the idea of an Exemplary Influencer was perfect for my project.  It sounded like a positive and attainable goal that I could set for myself: “Over time I will strive to become an Exemplary Influencer in order to make a change in the world while inspiring others to also make changes in the world”.  This goal seemed perfect at first, especially as I realized that I already had some of the traits of an Exemplary Influencer and would only need to explore and develop some of the other traits.  


As I explained in my definitions section it became important to me to move away from the label Exemplary Influencer and move towards another term.  Howard Gardner’s label is effective for many people and situations but for me it was not quite right.  That being said, I found this book to be one of the most influential in this project.  It led me to further readings as wells as helping me to really focus my governing question.
Jampolsky, Gerald G. One Person Can Make A Difference: Ordinary People Doing Extraordinary Things. New York: Bantam Books, 1990.


I found this book title at my local library after a few weeks of research.  Before I had even opened the cover I found the book helpful in its own right.  The title was encouraging and inspirational.  It became clear to me that my research goals were important and although not new inspirational.  Within only a few minutes of actually reading this book I came across the following quote:  “Today it is my earnest belief that we can always find positive role models to identify with in our lives.  We may find these role models in people we have actually met or will meet; we may find them in people we have only read about; or we may find them in people who have died but whose lives continue to inspire us all” (p.6).  This book has become a symbol of a role model for me.  The people in it as well as its overall message have a significant place in my governing question and future goals.
Lama, Dalai XIV. Ethics for the New Millennium. New York: Riverhead Books, 
1999.


The Dalai Lama has written numerous books encouraging people to live more full and complete lives through simple steps and actions.  Ethics for the New Millennium is one of three or four of his books that I have spent time reading.  This book portrays a philosophy of life that in some way or another will change the lives of all who read it and all who are touched by those who have read it.  The following is a quote that seemed particularly fitting in regards to my governing question.  “The best way to ensure that when we approach death we do so without remorse is to ensure that in the present moment we conduct ourselves responsibly and with compassion for others.  Actually, this is in our own interest, and not just because it will benefit us in the future.  As we have seen, compassion is one of the principal things that make our lives meaningful.  It is the source of all happiness and joy.  And it is the foundation of a good heart, the heart of one who acts out of a desire to help others” (pp.233-234).  Of all of the resources that I spent time with I believe that this is the one I would most often recommend to others.  The inspiring words of the Dalai Lama are easy to read and understand and strike a chord with the common sense side of all of us.  This book gives concrete ways in which we can and should make changes in our own lives and in the world around us.
Parish, Colin. "'Ordinary People can make a Difference'." Nursing Standard 20.14-16 (2005): 17-.
Claire Bertschinger was faced with impossible decisions in her job as a nurse in Ethiopia.  Her choices during her time in Africa resulted in life or death for her patients.  It goes without saying her position on Ethiopia is entirely unenviable and for most of us completely unfathomable.  However, Bertschinger’s choices and appearances in the news were a turning point in international awareness.  Without her voice and story it is difficult to know how long it may have taken for international assistance to reach Ethiopia.  Claire Bertschinger is a great example of an Ordinary Inspirer.  She made her choices because she felt they were the right choices to make.  She did not seek the spotlight and even when she probably could have reveled in it she chose to keep quiet and simply do her work.  Colin Parish writes in this article, “It took Claire Bertschinger 20 years to tell the full story of the horrors she faced during the 1984 war and famine in Ethiopia.  In all those years only her family knew she was the young nurse who had appeared in the BBC news item that became the catalyst for the LiveAid phenomenon”(p.17).


The six references highlighted here are in no way all that is out there on the topic of helping others and making change in the world.  However, they were the six that have so far influenced me the most as I have explored my governing question.  From Jack Brown’s description of ordinary people participating in random acts of kindness to Claire Berschinger’s efforts in war torn Ethiopia, I have discovered countless examples of ordinary people doing the extraordinary.  What has been most important to me is that these ordinary people remain ordinary even as they make great changes in the world.  As I have said and repeated “We can all do something” and this is the key.
Where will I go from here?  


As I said early on in this report, although this project, so far, has only encompassed a few months I anticipate the future of this project to extend for a great many more months.  Throughout this report I have used the phrase “we all can do something” numerous times.  I believe that part of what we all are capable of doing is inspiring someone else through our own story.  I have come to understand that the best way to convey passion and inspire or motivate another person is to share my own experience.  This sharing is not for the purpose of gaining recognition or receiving praise it is instead for the purpose of showing other people that they too can make a difference in the world.  I believe that this form of story sharing results in two types of inspiration.  The first is that it causes the story teller to reflect on his or her own experience and as a result become inspired by their own story.  The second type is the inspiration that the listener feels.  Each type of inspiration is important in its own right and I hope to put together a program of sorts that does both “teller inspiration” and “listener inspiration”.

In addition to the many books and articles that I have read this semester I have also become very familiar with two programs on National Public Radio (NPR) that seem to inspire both the listener and the teller.  The first program is a series of audio essays that have been written and read by both famous and quite ordinary people.  This I Believe is a national project that encourages people to share their beliefs and values with NPR listeners.  Each essay is approximately three minutes long and these essays are aired on NPR throughout the week.  This particular project was originally created by Edward R. Murrow in the 1950’s and was recently brought back to NPR by a radio producer named by the name of Jay Allison.  Over the last few years I have heard several of these essays and found each one to be inspirational in its own way.  Additionally, I have heard essays by famous and familiar people such as Tony Hawk the X-Games athlete as well as essays by ordinary people from ordinary towns doing and believing in ordinary things.  One of the things that I find so unique about this program is the ability to find the ordinary actions and beliefs of anyone to be inspirational.

The second program from National Public Radio that I have found to be inspirational is the StoryCorps project.  StoryCorps is a nation wide program that encourages and enables people to share a piece of their own story as they are interviewed by a friend or a loved one.  StoryCorps is essentially a series of oral histories created by ordinary and everyday people who might otherwise go unheard.  “To us, StoryCorps celebrates our shared humanity and collective identity. It captures and defines the stories that bond us. We've found that the process of interviewing a friend, neighbor, or family member can have a profound impact on both the interviewer and interviewee. We've seen people change, friendships grow, families walk away feeling closer, understanding each other better. Listening, after all, is an act of love” (storycorps.com).   The beauty of StoryCorps is that it encourages ordinary individuals to reflect on their lives and become ordinary inspirers by simply sharing a part of their own story and history.


Over the course of the semester I have been developing an idea that I believe encompasses parts of both This I Believe and StoryCorps and if done right will cause both types of inspiration that I mentioned earlier.  In a moment I will begin to describe the way this project will look but first I would like to discuss the goals of the project.  This project will encourage ordinary individuals to reflect on things that they have done for other people.  These reflections will become a short essay to be read allowed and shared with other individuals.  As I have stated previously it is my understanding that these reflections will act to inspire both the writer/teller as well as the listener.

Shortly before Thanksgiving this year I asked some of my middle school students to write a paragraph about a time that that did something nice for someone else.  Initially this assignment was met with some resistance but the end result was a group of reflection writings that were inspirational to both me as the reader and teacher and to the students as the writer and teller.  I have copied some of these paragraphs here in this report as positive examples of how this idea of ordinary inspiration can work.  (I have changed the names in each paragraph but none of the content, spelling or grammar has been changed).

Example #1:

John 8th Grade – 

This weekend I did something nice for someone.  On Saturday I went to a restaurant with my parents.  The waiter asked what I wanted, I ordered, and ten minutes later they gave me my food.  When we were finished my parents paid the bill and gave a tip.  When they were walking towards the door I gave an extra dollar.  It felt nice to be nice to the waiter.

Example #2:

David 7th Grade –


One thing I did for someone else is made supper when my parents were working.  Me and my sister were home alone that night and my sister wasn’t feeling good.  So I made some spaghetti and tomato sauce.  That is one thing I have done for someone else.

Example #3:

Kate 8th Grade –

I have done many nice things for many people, but here are a few examples.  One example of something that I did that was nice is helping my grandparents when they need me or when they are sick.  Another example is that whenever my neighbor needs me to baby-sit I am always there to help her, because her husband passed away last year.  Last of all, I am always helping my mom, dad, and my little sisters with whatever they need.  All in all, I would say I have done many nice things for a lot of people!
Example #4:

Brian 7th Grade –


I have accomplished many helpful things in my lifetime so far.  But the most helpful is probably baby-sitting my little sisters.  Even though I do this daily, every time I do it, it still helps my mom and dad.  The reason it helps them is because it gives them time to go shopping alone or do work without having to bring them along, and take more time.  So as you can see this is the nice thing that I have continued to do in my lifetime.

Example #5:

Todd 8th Grade –

One good thing that I have done for another person was when my mom needed support.  One day this summer we went to visit my uncle in Florida.  Everything was fine but when we got home off the plane we got a phone call and my uncle’s neighbor said that my uncle had cancer.  My mom panicked and started to worry.  She flew back down to Florida and that is when he died.  When she got home she needed a lot of support and I gave her it.  That is the nice thing that I have done for someone.

Example #6:

Sarah 7th Grade –


I’ve done many things to help out people.  One thing I did was help my mom watch my sister.  My mom was sick so I had to watch my sister all day.  It feels good to help someone out.

These examples of student work were in response to the question: “What is one thing that you have done that was nice for another person?”  Each student was thoughtful in their response and many students found they had trouble picking out one nice thing to write about.  Initially many of the students said that they couldn’t think of anything that they had ever done for another person, however through discussion with their classmates each student was able to think of at least one example to write about.  In all honesty I found watching them go through the process to be inspirational.  As each child wrote it was clear that they became more and more proud of their actions although they were still nervous about sharing in front of their peers.  I thought that this was the perfect example of doing something because it felt right and not because it would lead to praise and recognition.

The project that I would like to expand upon and develop would look quite a bit like the simple project that I did with my students this fall.  I would ask individuals to reflect and write about an instance in which they, as ordinary people, had done something for another person.  These short essays or writings would than be read aloud to others as a way to motivate and inspire actions and change in the world.
Conclusion: Finding the Ordinary Inspirer within


At the start of this semester I hoped to find a way to change the world around me and by so doing find a more fulfilling career path.  Over the last many months I have discovered that I already know what I need to do to change the world but what it is truly important to me is to help others find ways to change the world.  Going to New Orleans to help in the rebuilding efforts was more or less a no-brainer for me but it was clear to me that the same decision might not be so easy for others.  I do not mean to suggest in any way that I have done something extraordinary or better than someone else.  What has become clear to me is that I have the ability to help inspire and motivate other ordinary people to make choices that help other people.  I have discovered in the last few months that I do inspire other people through my interests and passions and it is important to continue to do that as well as to recognize that.  Too often in our society we are encouraged to downplay our abilities or accomplishments.  Through this project I have discovered that some of my abilities and accomplishments are worth mentioning, not to gain recognition or receive praise but to simply be an Ordinary Inspirer.
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