
 

 

THE WITNESS, MONDAY MAY 19, 2008 

NURTURING NON-CONFORMISTS 

“She always has to be different.”  “He never does anything in the way he’s asked to do 
it.”  “It’s as if challenging me is his favourite pastime.”  “We just clash all the time…….” 
Words spoken by parents and teachers of children and young people who are ‘less 
conforming’.  Parenting or  teaching non-conformists is not easy, especially if our own 
style tends to be ‘more conforming’.  

Non-conformity is one of the most misunderstood learning style strengths.  Strengths? 
Yes, I did say strengths. Research on learning and working styles has shown that one’s 
tendency to be ‘more conforming’ or ‘less conforming’, plays an important role in how 
one begins, carries out and completes tasks whether in school, at work or in one’s 
personal life.  

‘More conforming’ people tend to take cautious risks and function best when they can 
follow boundaries that have been set out by others. That is therefore, their strength.  
“Less conforming’ people, risk takers who often challenge the status quo,  function best 
when they are given the challenge of finding solutions without being told what to do and 
how to do it - when they can use their own ideas. They often complete them in ways 
that are seen as different. That is their strength.  

Because the strength of conformity is so much easier to understand and manage than 
non-conformity  we adults  are inclined to applaud conformists and try to ‘change’ our 
non-conformists rather than nurture this strength. This often happens when it  is not 
identified or understood and the child is seen by  us, their authority figures, as being 
rebellious and a threat to our authority. This results in continuous clashes, closes the 
door to new ideas and decreases opportunities for open dialogue and the chance to 
teach the child about his strength and how to manage and develop it for the good of all. 
Because of this many ‘less conforming’ children and young people are at risk of either  
becoming rebellious or, alternatively, passive and demotivated. In both cases, they are 
unable to achieve their potential.    

Research has shown that when parents and teachers help non-conformists to 
understand,  manage and mature in this strength, the above can be avoided.    

Following are some suggestions on how to work with ‘less-conforming’ children and 
young people: 

• When they question something you want them to do or not do, explain why it is 
important to you. Try not to say “Because I say so” as that very often doesn’t 
make sense to them,  closes down dialogue and doesn’t teach them anything 
other than to feel frustrated, resentful or dismissed. 

• Always acknowledge their ideas and give them opportunities to use them 
whenever you can. When setting tasks or assignments give them options in what 
to do and how to complete them. Be flexible and ask yourself: is it absolutely 
essential that he or she does it my way?  If it is not  then let them do it their own 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
way. They are  likely to be far more motivated and focused,   produce better 
results and learn more. And they may have a better way of doing it. Give them 
choices as to how they can show you that what you requested has been 
completed. Once committed to a choice, non-conformists  very often follow 
through. 

• If it is absolutely essential that they do things in a specific way then, again, 
explain carefully, in a mutually respectful way, why it is important that they do it 
that way.  Avoid directive tones. Non-conformists always respond far better to a 
collegial approach than an authoritative one. 

• Teach them about this strength, what it is, how to manage it and why it is 
important to manage it. Encourage them, when they find themselves not wanting 
to conform, to ask themselves: do I really have a better idea or is it just because I 
am less conforming? Help them to advocate for themselves respectfully when 
they feel they do have a better way. 

• Explain to them that, throughout life, they will meet  authority figures who will not 
understand their strength and that, when their polite advocating is unsuccessful it 
is better to agree to disagree respectfully than have a bad attitude, clash and 
close down communication.  

 
 “Destroy a seed and you destroy a forest”, wrote Dr. Myles Munroe. This can so easily 
be the case with  non-conformists. These words are a challenge to us  to identify, 
understand and nurture these young people. 

Beryl Lourens is founder and director of The Centre For Life-Long Learning which 
specializes in learning and productivity styles, motivational gifts and careers.  Contact 
details: 033 3431 017; info@C4lifelonglearning.co.za; www.C4lifelonglearning.co.za. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


