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When I was a child, I spent a great 
deal of time lying on my belly just a 
few feet from the large, walnut con-
sole RCA television in our living room. 
Situated by the staircase adjacent to 
the front door entrance, it was our 
most noticeable piece of furniture to most noticeable piece of furniture to 
any arriving visitor. The black and 
white images emitting from behind 
that television’s glass screen became 
my window into a world of possibil-
ities. My vivid imagination always 
served to supplement my limited child-
hood understanding of destinations hood understanding of destinations 
beyond the reach of a local bus or cab. 
The fantasies spurred by looking at 
picture books and magazines, listening 
to the little tan Zenith radio on our 
mantle, the black 78 RPM records my 
mother bought me at the local Good-
will store, and watching the mesmer-will store, and watching the mesmer-
izing images produced by the RCA 
console far exceeded anything my 
imagination alone could conjure. 

Like most children of my era, I enjoyed 
Saturday morning television program-
ming. During the 1960s through the 
1980s, I was one of the approximately 1980s, I was one of the approximately 
20 million children in the United States 
visually glued to the television screen 
on Saturday morning watching shows 
and commercials that introduced us to 
the next must-have toys. It was five 
solid hours of cartoon delight! I would 
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roll on the floor laughing until my gut ached as I watched 
the Looney Tunes characters devise creative ways to blow 
each other up and drop enormous objects on one another. 
Although these cartoon scenes were unquestionably violent 
by today’s standard, I never knew any kids who didn’t 
understand that cartoons were only make believe. It wasn’t 
until live action shows were introduced to the children’s until live action shows were introduced to the children’s 
television lineup that I witnessed kids in my neighborhood, 
mostly boys, trying to emulate their favorite hero or villain 
by kicking the living daylight out of one another. 

Children’s television is nearly as old as the invention of 
commercial TV itself. In 1928, WRGB, in Schenectady, NY, 
became the world’s first television station. By 1946, only 
0.5% of U.S. households had a television. The legendary 0.5% of U.S. households had a television. The legendary 
children’s puppet program, Kukla, Fran, and Ollie, aired 
on television in 1947. As a kid, I remember seeing reruns 
of this program, wondering how kids of that era spent 
their mornings watching sock puppets pretend to talk. It 
was obvious to me that there was a guy behind the box 
talking. With that said, I am certain children today would 
find the children’s shows I enjoyed when I was a kid stupid-find the children’s shows I enjoyed when I was a kid stupid-
ly boring. 

As the number of television sets in U.S. households grew, 
so did the number of children’s programs and commercial 
advertisements. Parents quickly noted the enormous impact 
television had on children. In 1952, the first panel on vio-
lence and children’s television convened to address the 
commercialization of kid’s entertainment. However, it was commercialization of kid’s entertainment. However, it was 
not until 1969 that the Public Broadcasting Station (PBS) 
show Sesame Street became the first commercial-free 
children’s TV program. A decade later the U.S. Congress 
enacted the Children’s Television Act to garner greater 
parental involvement in network programming decisions; 
provide more educational content in programs; decrease 
the amount of violence seen on TV; and lessen the stereo-the amount of violence seen on TV; and lessen the stereo-
typical racial and gender biases previously displayed in 
children’s television media. 

By 1990, the number of children watching traditional 
commercial TV had dropped to around 2 million. Morning 
news and teen or adult entertainment features supplanted 
Saturday morning children’s programming. Over the 

ensuing decades, children had the option of watching 
cable networks, videocassette recorder (VCR) tapes, 
digital video discs (DVD), and digitally accessed 
media programs designed specifically for them. 

Through the screen of our television set, I watched 
cartoons, cowboys, clowns, cops and robbers, com-
edies, and heroes. Watching TV led me to draw my edies, and heroes. Watching TV led me to draw my 
own conclusions about the vast world I had yet to 
discover. Supplemented by the value systems my 
adult guardians granted me, I learned how to recog-
nize society's stereotypical definitions of good people 
and bad people by watching TV. The villains always 
wore black and the heroes wore white. The evil doers 
never smiled like the toothy-grin good guys. The bad never smiled like the toothy-grin good guys. The bad 
dudes were usually fairly dumb, spoke poor English, 
and/or had darker skin than their heroic counter 
parts. As a child, I never wondered why so few 
ethnic or “colored” characters appeared in the child-
ren’s movies or cartoons I watched on TV. While it 
was not important to me as a five-year-old, the 
stereotypes undoubtedly imprinted a subliminal stereotypes undoubtedly imprinted a subliminal 
message on my developing subconscious brain. The 
first black characters I vaguely recall seeing on TV 
were a comedy duo named Amos and Andy. Although 
they were hilarious in their depictions of urban life, 
they did not remind me of any colored families I knew.  
From my vantage point as a preschool child, I thought 
when I saw actors on TV that I was looking at scenes when I saw actors on TV that I was looking at scenes 
of people who were real. Cartoon characters, on the 
other hand, were make-believe. I eventually realized 
a significant number of non-minority adults viewing 
these shows had a slightly similar impression. Some 
see early television shows depicting ethnic groups in 
stereotypical roles as a genuine 20th century equiv-
alent to our 21alent to our 21st century network “reality shows,” 
only with a laugh track. Unfortunately, a significant 
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number of Americans continue to view the exploits seen on 
today’s “reality shows” (which production experts have 
appropriately edited to give the appearance of being actual 
reality) as emblematic of certain acceptable lifestyles. These 
factitious episodes validate stereotypes of how certain people, 
rich or poor, conduct themselves in society. 

As I grew older, I realized that I was not actually looking As I grew older, I realized that I was not actually looking 
into the homes of real people through the lens of our TV. 
These were actors playing roles to demonstrate how most 
good, God fearing, “normal people” live their lives in 
America. Lying prone with my head propped up on a 
pillow in the middle of the living room floor, I saw the 
characters on TV residing in beautiful homes, driving long, 
luxurious cars, living the American dream. The limited luxurious cars, living the American dream. The limited 
minorities I saw on TV in the 1960s fell into a few broad 
stereotypical categories. Asians were mysterious and 
devious. Colored people and Africans were domestics 
(i.e. maids and butlers), childlike background characters, 
overweight, and obedient. Mexicans were lazy gun sling-
ing desperados. Eastern Indians were man servants, safari 
guides, or mystical genies. Native American Indians were guides, or mystical genies. Native American Indians were 
always trying to steal the cowboy’s land. Despite seldom 
seeing anyone like me on television, I internalized qualities 
I most admired in each television or movie character. I 
wanted to be someone’s hero. I was particularly attracted 
to the TV character Superman. Not only was he invincible, 
he had super strength, could run faster than a speeding 
bullet, could see through solid walls, and he could fly. bullet, could see through solid walls, and he could fly. 
Superman stood for truth, justice, and the American way. 
I decided at an early age that I wanted to grow up to be 
Superman. 

I was the little kid running around the backyard with a 
cape, (towel) tied around my neck. After having gotten to 
the apex of my capability on the Riverview Park swing set, 
I would close my eyes and lean back to enjoy the sensation I would close my eyes and lean back to enjoy the sensation 
of gravity pulling me back to earth causing the wind to 
whistle by my ears. My imagination told me this is what it 
must feel like to fly at super speed. At some point when no 
adults were watching, I would summon the courage to 
jump off the swing at the apex of its forward pitch to see 
how far I could fly. I was extremely fortunate to have never 
injured myself during these attempts to defy gravity, but injured myself during these attempts to defy gravity, but 
for a brief moment, I always had the hope of discovering 

my hidden super power of flight. 

As I grew older, I realized my career aspirations of 
becoming a super hero, without any detectable super 
powers, were limited. However, I did acquire the 
ability to read. At some point in my young life I dis-
covered comic books. Thrilled to learn that my hero 
Superman had his own comic book, I used money Superman had his own comic book, I used money 
earned from my paper route to buy comic books each 
week. Throughout most of my adolescent years, I 
followed the life and adventures of superheroes by 
reading comic books. My ferocious appetite for read-
ing comic books greatly improved my vocabulary. 
I recall my third-grade teacher, Mrs. Hensley, being 
perplexed at how I knew certain words uncharacter-perplexed at how I knew certain words uncharacter-
istic of a child my age. These comic books also peaked 
my interest in science and social politics, and ignited 
my interest in reading about actual flesh and blood 
social heroes. 
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With time, I became increasingly interested in world hist-
ory. I loved to read about historical figures, who without 
the benefit of superhuman powers, became catalysts in 
igniting historic social change in the era in which they 
lived. 

During my teenage years, I began listening attentively to 
the sweet medleys of the music coming out of the radio the sweet medleys of the music coming out of the radio 
perched on our living room fireplace mantle. I listened to 
the meaning of the poetic lyrics written by the urban music 
philosophers from the 1960s and 70s. I tried to imagine 
the situations or circumstances the songwriter must have 
personally encountered to motivate the songs of love, social 
struggle, coming of age, hope, revolution, and the dawning 
of a better future. A chosen-few of these artists had special of a better future. A chosen-few of these artists had special 
superpowers that allowed them to create and perform 
songs to inspire. The rhythm of their music opened young 
minds to the possibility of becoming better than the stereo-
typical norms propagated by previous generations. My 
classmates elected to sing some of those songs of hope at 
our eighth grade graduation. As we marched off the stage 
at Longfellow Elementary, I resigned myself to the fact that at Longfellow Elementary, I resigned myself to the fact that 
I would never defy earth’s physical gravity, but, at the very 
least, I could become a social hero of sort by defying the 
gravity of low expectations. 

“We need to teach our youth to become men and 
women of great character and how not to simply 
grow up to be characters.”

One afternoon at work, I recall having a conversation with One afternoon at work, I recall having a conversation with 
one of my co-workers. During our casual discussion, I 
mentioned that I grew up in Dayton, OH. This heightened 
her attention because she too had grown up in Dayton. She 
asked, “What elementary school did you attend?” I replied, 
“Longfellow Elementary.” She immediately displayed a 
puzzled look. After a brief moment of bewildered silence, 
she exclaimed, “I thought that was a school for gifted she exclaimed, “I thought that was a school for gifted 
children.” I didn’t miss a beat in replying, “So, what’s your 
point?” Our conversation screeched to an abrupt halt as 
she examined the smug little grin I intentionally arranged 
on my face. I knew she was thinking that this guy doesn’t 
look or act like a genius. I apparently did not conform to 
her stereotypical image of a genius. I have no idea where 
she got her notion of what a Longfellow alum was she got her notion of what a Longfellow alum was supposed 

to look like. I could only guess that a skinny six-foot 
tall African-American male did not fit her expect-
ations. I broke the silence by stating, “Well, it wasn’t 
for gifted kids when I went there.” I forced a laugh 
and moved on to another topic of conversation. 

Upon further reflection, I began to wonder what 
variables contribute to our intuitive expectations. variables contribute to our intuitive expectations. 
Humans routinely use stereotypical defaults to pre-
judge others based solely on an individual’s visible 
external characteristics. Each day we use our rapid 
intuitive reasoning and, if necessary, our slower de-
ductive reasoning, to mentally evaluate individuals 
we encounter. I may see a friend at the end of the 
day, slouched in a chair, and conclude it was an ex-day, slouched in a chair, and conclude it was an ex-
hausting day at work for him. I may also see an 
impeccably dressed stranger walk by on the street 
and conclude she is intellectually gifted and/or 
wealthy. Both observations, without the use of my 
slower deductive reasoning capabilities to further 
examine the situation, might be in error. As I recall, 
my friend has always had poor posture. When I my friend has always had poor posture. When I 
asked about his day, he indicated he skipped work 
to spend the day at the beach. Overall, it was a relax-
ing day. The stranger on the street borrowed a nice 
outfit from her girlfriend’s closet to go to a job inter-
view. She has been couch surfing with friends since 
losing her job and apartment four months ago. In 
both cases, my intuition failed to conform with reality.both cases, my intuition failed to conform with reality.

Often, examining superficial human characteristics 
predicates our perspective on what to expect. Social 
preprogramming alerts our biological fight or flight 
impulses. These impulses are strengthened by sur-
vival instructions provided to us by our parents or 
guardians, our personal life experiences, virtual 
input from social media, or even by an epiphany of input from social media, or even by an epiphany of 
spiritual origin. In previous chapters, we discussed 
some of these preprogrammed influences, so let’s 
focus our attention on the impact of mass media.  

Mass media has grown exponentially since 1952 
when the first Panel on Violence and Children’s 
Television convened. Even during the dawn of tele-
vision programming for children, parent groups vision programming for children, parent groups 
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expressed their collective concerns about how the presence 
of television in the household could adversely affect the 
social development of children. Television has its merits 
and its demons. Educational programming can increase the 
vocabulary and intellectual growth of both children and 
adults. It can also induce the viewer to see a world beyond 
their closed social environment. This provides the viewer their closed social environment. This provides the viewer 
with an opportunity to appreciate the variability of human 
conditions different from their own. Media exposure to 
violence on television and video games, in social media, 
and at the movies is the subliminal demon lurking on 
screen that can desensitize the viewer to the value of a 
human life. A child exposed to such violence may become 
either fearful or clueless of genuine danger existing in the either fearful or clueless of genuine danger existing in the 
world around them. As I observed with my childhood 
colleagues who watched generous amounts of violence on 
TV and at the movies, many became more aggressive in 
their play as they attempted to duplicate the stunts done by 
their favorite action heroes. While my failed attempt to fly 
from the swing fortunately failed to result in injury, an 
unfortunate few of my childhood friends did suffer serious unfortunate few of my childhood friends did suffer serious 
injury. One actually died while attempting to jump from 
one rooftop to another. 

Adults are not immune to the demons of mass media. They 
can become fearful of adverse social outcomes. They may 
polarize themselves from certain groups of people because 
they choose to bathe themselves in a homogenous, opinion-
focused media source. In the battle for ratings, the lines focused media source. In the battle for ratings, the lines 
between reality and reality television entertainment blur by 
intent. Parents should offer their children a variety of edu-
cational mediums. Limiting daily screen time for children 
should not be a form of punishment. Just as it is customary 
for a parent to sit at the dinner table with their child to en-
sure they consume appropriate nutrients, it should be equal-
ly important for the parent to participate in screen time ly important for the parent to participate in screen time 
activities with their child. Take this time to answer the 
questions a curious child may have about consumed media 
content. Seek out opportunities for these conversations with 
our children – don’t shun them. 

As children come of age, they have an innate desire to dis-
cover the world on their own terms. Our parents and 
guardians provided us with the basic essentials for under-guardians provided us with the basic essentials for under-
standing the laws, social norms, and cultural traditions we 

require to survive the transition to adulthood. Our 
parents become the voice of our moral consciousness 
by providing us with their definitions of right and 
wrong. They were the initial little voice in our head 
speaking to us when we were about to do something 
wrong. During our adolescence years, we begin to 
witness inconsistencies in what our guardians taught witness inconsistencies in what our guardians taught 
us. This inconsistency between these teachings and 
the reality of what grownups actually do begins to 
concern us more during our teenage years. This re-
sults in what some call “teenage rebellion.” Just as we 
did as toddlers, the teenager ventures out of her/his 
established zone of social comfort to begin a process 
of self-verification. When established social dogma of self-verification. When established social dogma 
is inconsistent with what the teen has discovered 
through the process of self-verification, the youth 
may challenge their parent or guardian to prove the 
rule’s validity. 

We have dominion over our children for a relatively 
short span of time during their biological existence 
on this earth. Therefore, it is our duty to use this time on this earth. Therefore, it is our duty to use this time 
wisely. The imprinting of a child’s fundamental pers-
onality characteristics occurs in the first decade of a 
child’s life. The concept of role modeling for our 
children is vitally important before age 10. This tip-
ping point in their young life is where the child 
begins to discover life outside their immediate family 
unit. Their world begins expanding rapidly to include unit. Their world begins expanding rapidly to include 
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new friends and acquaintances who may not be as familiar 
with the child’s household norms. They begin to realize 
that not everyone in their newly discovered world lives in 
a manner consistent with their family unit. There are 
people who speak different languages, think differently, 
play differently, pray differently, have different definitions 
of a family unit, and have varying beliefs regarding the of a family unit, and have varying beliefs regarding the 
world in which we all reside. 

Recognizing that these life transitions would eventually 
happen to my children, I decided to forewarn them of this 
inevitability in a somewhat novel way. I don’t know where 
I came up with the idea, but while my two daughters were 
still less than 10 years old, I decided to begin having char-
acter building conversations with each of them as they acter building conversations with each of them as they 
reached certain milestone ages. Even though I am a family 
physician, I left the menstrual cycle talk at age 10 to their 
mother. The conversation regarding religious choice occur-
red at age 12. At age 13, I took each of them on their first 
official date. Conversations about the importance of a 
college education, driving, dating, and permission to get 
ears pierced occurred at age 16. There was not a conver-ears pierced occurred at age 16. There was not a conver-
sation about body tattoos other than they could not have 
one until after their 18th birthday. You guessed it. I took 
each of them to get their driving permits and their ears 
pierced on their 16th birthday. They each got a tattoo when 
they were 18 – go figure. 

Although I did not do so with prescriptive intention, we 
laid the groundwork for future “conversations” by provid-laid the groundwork for future “conversations” by provid-
ing our children with character building guidelines to 
follow prior to having the formal discussions about why 
these experiences were essential. As an example, prior to 
having the conversation about religious choice at age 12, 
our children attended church on a regular basis. As they 
grew older, they began to ask questions about the sermons, 
rituals, and the songs sung. During our conversations about rituals, and the songs sung. During our conversations about 
religion, we told both that it was up to them to seek God 
based on their own personal experiences and not that of 
their parents. Our job was to make them aware of how to 
approach achieving spiritual wisdom in their life. It was 
not to make our children select a particular religious philo-
sophy prior to them understanding the significance of their 
action. I still remember seeing my youngest daughter, action. I still remember seeing my youngest daughter, Ciara, 

spontaneously tearing up after a sermon one Sunday 
morning. Without my prompting, she left her seat 
beside me and approached the altar to accept Jesus 
Christ as her Lord and personal savior. I smiled and 
said a silent prayer of gratitude. Baptized at age 12, 
Ciara had arrived at this choice by taking her own 
spiritual journey – not because I demanded it. spiritual journey – not because I demanded it. 

At age 13, I took each of my daughters on their first 
official date. We both dressed up in nice outfits. I 
selected a fashionable restaurant for dinner. From the 
very beginning of the dinner date, I explained how a 
real gentleman, one who truly cared about them, 
should treat them on a date. As they had always seen 
me do for their mother, I opened the car door for me do for their mother, I opened the car door for 
them. I opened the door to the restaurant for them. 
I pulled out their chair at the table. During dinner, 
we talked about the perilous journey they were about 
to begin as teenagers. I shared with them the fact that 
the IQ of their parents would seem to plummet to 
single digits as they progressed through their teenage 
years. During their teens, the perception of their per-years. During their teens, the perception of their per-
sonal IQ would subjectively go high into triple digits – 
as it pertained to how the world should operate. 
Of course, the parents’ IQ would somehow mirac-
ulous rebound back to normal by the time their teen-
age years are past. Each of them laughed out loud at 
my description. Eventually, the conversation turned 
to relationships, boyfriends, and the true meaning of to relationships, boyfriends, and the true meaning of 
being in love. I encouraged them to ask me any 
questions about the inconsistencies in life they were 
now observing. 

At the end of our date, my comment to each of them 
went something like this, “From the moment you 
were born and I first looked into your eyes, I knew 
you would never need us more than you needed us you would never need us more than you needed us 
on the day of your birth. I immediately fell in love 
with you, but I’ve had to let you go just a tiny bit each 
day since you were born as you began to discover a 
vast new world around you. That world consists of 
people other than your mother and me. I know the 
day will come when I will have to let you go on to 
live your life independent of us. But as long as I exist live your life independent of us. But as long as I exist 
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on this earth, remember I will always be there for you.” It 
was difficult to get those words out on both occasions. Our 
date would end by me giving them each a small golden 
ring for them to wear engraved with the words, “True love 
waits.” As each found their true loves, wedding rings 
replaced the rings I presented to them when they were 13.

I informed each of them at their first date that attending I informed each of them at their first date that attending 
college was non-negotiable - they were going. Education is 
a self-created super power each of them was required to 
embrace. An education is an invaluable asset to avoid 
future traps of dependence on someone other than them-
selves for financial support. After completing college, I 
pledged to take each daughter on a trip to a location of 
their choice so we could have our first official father-adult their choice so we could have our first official father-adult 
daughter conversation. It was also my opportunity to verify 
to them that my IQ had returned to normal. 

In this age of 24/7 news cycles and being constantly plug-
ged into data, some young people have difficulty hearing 
wisdom through all the background noise. They struggle to 
take notice of how to develop their own unique character. 
Even mature adults have increasing difficulty in success-Even mature adults have increasing difficulty in success-
fully shaking off the constant media intrusions that invade 

our daily lives. Many of our youth, and even adults, 
see “characters” in the media and simply attempt to 
be like them. It may be hip to dress like the rock star 
you admire but it does not provide you with the 
strength of character to value the pursuit of truth. 
Seeking acceptance by sharing the political views of 
peers will not inspire you to value justice for all people peers will not inspire you to value justice for all people 
regardless of their opposing political perspective.
Becoming a “character” who does outrageous acts 
in public to garner attention may make people notice 
you for the moment, but it will be the unnoticed 
courageous acts you do that will make you a person 
of great character. 

As we venture out into a world of our own making, As we venture out into a world of our own making, 
we need to take time to have substantial conversations 
with as many people of interest as we possibly can. 
Experience life’s inconsistencies and learn how to 
reconcile them with joy by marching forward to-
ward truth not hearsay. Jumping from childhood to 
adulthood (or off the swing at its highest apex) can 
be a perilous vault if you do so expecting to fly like a be a perilous vault if you do so expecting to fly like a 
super hero. First, you need the impregnable chains 
of a well-developed character to defy the gravity of a 
fall from social grace. 

After arriving at adulthood, we must resist the gravi-
tational pulls of falsehoods, hatred, and injustices by 
exhibiting the strength of character to do the right 
thing instead of just acting like a character produced thing instead of just acting like a character produced 
for the purpose of entertainment in a falsely simula-
ted reality. Be a consistent role model for others. 
Do not allow the young people you mentor or influ-
ence to grow up with an ambition to imitate social
characters. Teach them instead to be persons of great 
character. 

When I reflect back to that child lying on his living When I reflect back to that child lying on his living 
room floor watching Superman on television, I now 
realize why Superman’s creators (Jerry Siegel and 
Joe Shuster) gave him a secret identity. I used to 
wonder why he didn’t want to be Superman all of the 
time. Being a full-time hero is challenging. When the 
world sees you as an invincible (perfect) individual, 
they assume you are also emotionally invincible. they assume you are also emotionally invincible. 
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Superman’s alter ego, the mild-mannered Clark Kent from rural Kansas, was 
able to reveal his human emotions and imperfections. As Mr. Kent, he could be 
like everyone else around him. People loved him as an ordinary human being, 
not because he had super powers (i.e. extreme wealth, fame, political influence, 
a position at the apex of the social hierarchy, etc.). The biographical histories of 
recognized social heroes often reveal a less than perfect life journey. Many fear 
the ever-present specter of failure and the loneliness of lacking love for reasonsthe ever-present specter of failure and the loneliness of lacking love for reasons
other than their social position. Even super heroes need the time to relax, exper-
ience love, and just be human. 

During conversations with the young people in your life, encourage them to 
become women and men of great character but do not demand they achieve 
perfection. Instead, teach your children to be loving human beings to all. Empha-
size the undeniable fact that because they originated from your essence, your love
for them is unconditional. Don’t predicate love on the child’s ability to follow the for them is unconditional. Don’t predicate love on the child’s ability to follow the 
“perfect life” we have prescribed for them.

The want of perfection is the kryptonite that can weaken or even vanquish the
spirit of those who have the strongest convictions to be full-time heroes and 
she-roes. Our Creator loves us not because we are perfect, but because we are
His most-perfect creation. 
 
 

“Change’ is like an ever-present life partner who I despise 
when it takes me from my comfort zone, but love when it 

reveals my potential to become a better person.”
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