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Children and the Enneagram


To be able to help beings, whose needs and
dispositions are so varied, it is necessary 
to resort to numerous and diverse methods.

THE DALAI LAMA



Do you indulge your child or use the drill sergeant’s approach? Or do you flail around without a clue as to how to be a parent? If you want to get parenthood off to the best start, or if you want to make a change but don’t know how, the wisdom of the Enneagram will help you. People often worry that their kids won’t turn out the way they want them to. Since we don’t get to choose our kids’ personalities, we often try to force them into one. We must learn to adjust to our particular children and encourage them along their own paths.

Before I had children, I thought about what a good mother I’d try to be. I believed that because of my love and dedication my children would be compatible with me in almost every way. At that time, people seemed to think a child’s personality unfolded from the parents rather than from inside of the child. Though culture and home environment play important roles in the overall shaping of a person, we have learned that children have an inborn tendency to be either introverted or extroverted, sensitive or insensitive, adventurous or timid, passive or aggressive. They are even born with a tendency toward being either neat or disorganized; it’s not just the result of how well their parents trained them.

Adults use the Enneagram for understanding others and for self-growth. The Enneagram also can be applied to children, if used very carefully, by helping parents learn how to nurture a sensitive, artistic type, for instance, differently from a rough-and-tumble, conquer-the-world type. Mothers and fathers have been misled or wounded by being told there’s one right way to parent and the other ways are wrong.

The Enneagram acknowledges that each of us is unique, yet it identifies certain distinctive patterns of behavior. This intriguing and complex personality system analyzes how we relate to one another according to our differences and similarities. By learning to perceive others more accurately, we will see doors open to greater compassion and acceptance. Parents and teachers learn to


	understand children who are different from them


	appreciate that no type is “better” or “worse” than another


	help children attain a greater sense of confidence and well-being by showing them how to draw on the assets of all nine styles


	show children how to discern and appreciate their own and others’ gifts (“David may get better grades on his schoolwork, but you know how to be original. You just have different strengths.”)


	ease the minds of those who feel a sense of failure when their child doesn’t behave according to their expectations
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Children’s Nine Styles of Behavior

I grew up in the style of a Five-Observer and was motivated by the drive to know. I needed my family and a few playmates, but 1 tended to feel less stressed when alone. Most of my friends and classmates had different motivations and styles from mine:


	The One-Perfectionist wanted to get things right.


	The Two-Helper wanted to be liked.


	The Three-Achiever was driven to perform well.


	The Four-Romantic was focused on feelings, concerned with suffering and beauty.


	The Five-Observer was curious and wanted to understand everything.


	The Six-Questioner looked for security.


	The Seven-Adventurer went after newness and fun.


	The Eight-Asserter was strong and energetic.


	The Nine-Peacemaker wanted to be content and to avoid conflict.




Normally, adults see life through the filter of one of these personalities and have trouble understanding the other eight. However, even though children have certain predispositions, they are constantly changing and trying out new ways of behaving. Some of my classmates had taken on a different style or coloring by the time their personalities became fixed in early adulthood. These personalities would in time govern which of their children’s traits they’d pay attention to or overlook. Among other qualities, for example, Perfectionist parents would value goodness and neatness, Helper parents would value kindness, Achiever parents would value the ability to work well and compete. Hopefully, they learned to perceive and respect their children’s special talents and support their interests whether they shared them or not.

History of the Enneagram

The Enneagram (pronounced ANY-a-gram, meaning a figure with nine points) has its roots in the ancient Middle East. It was adapted as a personality typology by Oscar Ichazo and Claudio Naranjo in the 1970s. Information about the types is based on people communicating their experiences to one another. This was first done orally and now is done through writing as well. Interest in the Enneagram has spread rapidly in recent years in the United States and abroad, where it’s used as a tool in psychotherapy, in family therapy, in the business world, and for spiritual growth. Focusing on personality differences can benefit society as well as individuals. The Enneagram has great potential for use in schools, for example, by shifting attention away from ethnic, national, and racial differences and toward the personality differences all people share. Classes in the Enneagram are now offered privately and through universities, and one can read books about the Enneagram from varied disciplines on many levels of complexity.

Enneagram Theory

According to the Enneagram, each of us possesses elements of all nine types but in varying degrees. One type is primary, though it might not jell until maturity. We become proficient at viewing the world from one angle, but we can learn to become more flexible and balanced by emulating positive qualities of the other eight types. We begin the continual journey around the Enneagram by focusing on the four types we have the greatest connection to, our “wings” and “arrows.”
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Wings are the neighbors on each side of our Enneagram number.
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Arrows are the types at the end of the two lines that radiate out from each number.
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Leaning unconsciously toward our wings and moving along the arrows accounts for many of the variations within each type. For instance, a Four-Romantic who leans more toward her Five-Observer wing may be introverted, while a Four-Romantic who leans more toward her Three-Achiever wing may be extroverted. We can also move intentionally toward our wings and arrows to strengthen certain traits and abilities. This helps to broaden our experience and to be able to respond appropriately to the circumstances we find ourselves in.

By observing our own personality traits, we can learn to understand them as outgrowths of a certain personality type. Stereotyping, however, has dangers: it’s possible to respond to someone as though he or she were the label, not the person. The purpose of using the Enneagram with children is just the opposite: to help us experience children’s essential selves or spirits by expanding our awareness of possible types and traits. We learn to be more accepting of styles different from our own and we learn to constantly remind ourselves that children are far more than all the categories we place them in, including the Enneagram.
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Since we need to respect children’s natural process of growth and their need to change, 1 refer to certain outward traits exhibited by kids as Enneagram “styles” in this book rather than as “types.” While it’s useful for parents and teachers to notice and understand these styles, children’s true types can’t be determined until they grow up and identify them for themselves.

The Enneagram will become especially alive to you if you figure out your type. Enneagram types in adults are self-identified constellations of internal attitudes, feelings, thoughts, values, and motivations. We can easily be mistaken if we try to guess another’s type. For instance, a fearful Six-Questioner may try to camouflage his fear and appear happy-go-lucky (using his Seven-Adventurer wing) or calm (using his Nine-Peacemaker arrow). Therefore, please don’t try to assign types to people; only make working hypotheses that you keep to yourself.

About This Book

The ability to parent well depends on accurate observation. The Enneagram helps parents see children more in alignment with how the children experience themselves. The first half of each of the nine style chapters is primarily description. The second half of these chapters is called “Approaching Ten Common Problems,” and there I present ideas on how to treat the different styles of kids in real-life situations. If you’re concerned about a particular problem, such as study habits, I suggest you read the “Study Habits” sections in all nine chapters. In “Twenty Additional Problem Areas,” a separate chapter, you will find information about other specific subjects. The Enneagram helps parents open up and ask themselves all kinds of questions about their children and themselves, then accept the answers they find in order to nurture each child in the most appropriate way. If you have serious doubts about something concerning your child or family, I suggest you seek professional help.

Since kids (and adults) don’t usually confine their behavior to only one Enneagram style, please read the entire book. Often, two styles share a certain characteristic. I may address it in only one chapter to prevent repetition. Some of my comments pertain to ail children, not only to children who have the style of a particular chapter. See if you recognize yourself as a child and as a parent in the chapter called “Parents and the Enneagram.”

A Word from the Author
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