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Peter H. Gibbon, a Harvard aducation researcher, 1aks 1o fifth graders at Toby Farms Elementary School about what a hero is. A hero has
characiar, is a role moded for others, is brave, and doss the right thing, somslimes even al 1he risk of deaih,” he sald,

Teaching children to discover heroes

An educator wants to bring back such role models so
students can find inspiration for their own lives.

liy Glorka A, Hollner
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CHESTEE. TOWHNSHIP = Jackis
Fobinson and Julia Koberts are
tath celebrities, but are they beth
alzo hieroes?

Ieter 0 Gibrbon, a Ilarvard educs
tion resenrcher, posed et question
te 123 fifih-prade sfudents st Toby
Farms Elementary School. Roberis
and Hobipson are both [amouws for
thelr snecess, he said, hut only ons
is 0 bero.

“Jackie Hohinson was noi only the
first - African American In major
league basehall and a great baschall
player, he &lse refused 10 react neg-
aniwely 0o recial crificksm,” Glhban
sald. -

“A hero has character, is & role
madel for athers, 15 brave, and does
ihe pight thing, sometimes even al
the risk of death.™

Conesrned over the decline of he

roes in American popuolar culture,
Gibbon, 8 former teacher and pri-
vote-school headmesier, Das irav
cled to more than 60 TS seheols in
the lasp two pears lecturing on he-
roes. A8 part of his research for &
hixile oo children ol lieroes, he
gpaile Just weulk witl sl udoniy ob s
eral local schools, including Inter-
bore High School, Episcopal Acad-
emy and tha Havarlord sehngl,

“This iz a welevision EE:]EEBHD[:-
PBS onnounces Julia Roberts” birth-
day, and children learn &bour 1he
Maws in grest Americans, (rom Lin
cin's  depression 1o Jefferson’s
slave misipess"” Gibban sald,

*It"s become coal b identily with
the antlihero; geodhess 5 boring.
Whal's been forgonen is, while he
roos are nol pecfect, they still have
much to ademire”

Jefferson waos a slave owner, Gib-
non said, but he was also B writer,

an toventor, 8 devoted father and &
stabesman.

Popularfculture hes turned Co-
lumbus from of eXploTer to & mar-
derer, he sald, and forgotten other
heroes of the age.

“Columbus was a visionary sailor
who did not have the foresight to
soe whal he was dodng to the native
people,” Gibbon said, “Las Casns
WS O migsienary priest who spenl
Il | flgltiog 1o free Anorkcon
slaves [rem Spenish prisons.”

Gibbon seid he believes that siw
dents should resd asbont heroes,
even fictional ones such as Jo from
Little Women, & inspiration for
e own Tives.

“Superman i OK becasse he
[fghts for froth, justice and The
American way,” Gibban szid. Dot he
suld he ig concerned thal one comie:
book publisher's olficial book of su-
par villains is thres times the sima of
the book on soper heroes

A survey found thot more [lth
graders Eoew Freddy Krueger fa
character tn the Nighlmgre on Elm
Sireet movies) than Abrabam Lin-

coln, he said.

This is mot true af Teby Farms, an
elementary school ln the Chester
Upland School District, where lead-

" grship is pert of the fifth-grade cur-

riculum, principal Joyes Wells said.

Gibbon said that, during his visis,
hie was plepsed to find students whi
knew the storfes of Harriet Tobman,
Meil Armsirong, Frederick Douglass
gl Buby Dridges, the Hile glel whe
sl lstansl Joers anad isolation in e
der o integrate a Now Urleons pul-
lic schopl in 1960

“Im the begioning of the year,
they say Spider-man is A hero”
teacher Ed Raper said. "As they
lesrn about reallife heroes, they
are psked: ‘Iz Michael Jordan tho
same kind of kero &s Mortin Luther
King Je.3'" :

Ginbon encouraged ® students 1o
laok for herpos im theic own back-
yard.

“Heroes can be mothers, {others,
coaches, teschars, bus drivers, bul o
Just anybody can be & hero,” Gibbon
sxid. “Heroes missl do someibing spec-
tacular that i & mode] for cthers”




