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T.A. (Tom) Barron was born in Boston, but grew up in Colorado where he 
currently lives. In between, he was a Rhodes Scholar and a business leader, but he 
changed careers to become a full-time writer and conservationist. He has authored 
several fantasy novels that blend nature and ecology in mythical and fantasy 
settings, including multiple stories in series such as the “Lost Years of Merlin,” the 
“Great Tree of Avalon,” and the “Adventures of Kate” series. He has also 
published nonfiction for children with a focus on enjoying and preserving the 
natural world. His work has garnered many statewide book awards, as well as 
honors from the American Library Association and the International Reading 
Association. Here, he writes about a unique award that he himself founded to 
honor the contributions of outstanding young people. 
 

Heroes, Not Celebrities 
By T.A. Barron 

 
Our children need heroes in their lives—now more than ever.  Not because heroes 

are perfect, people to be idolized.  No, just the opposite:  Heroes are flawed, like the rest of 
us.  And yet, in a time of need, they reach down inside of themselves and find something 
truly extraordinary.  Their examples give us all hope—as well as a sense of our own 
heroic potential.  

But when it comes to knowing the difference between a hero and a celebrity, our 
society is confused.  Profoundly confused.  Heroes are about lasting qualities of character; 
celebrities are about transient qualities of fame.  Our world needs the former—qualities 
such as courage, compassion, perseverance, humility, integrity, and generosity.  And yet, 
in our media-obsessed culture, we spend far more time discussing the latest celebrity 
scandal than the crucial values and events that shape our lives.  We hear more about the 
future of “American Idol” than about the future of our precious children, our troubled 
schools, our elders, our communities, or our beleaguered planet. 

The truth is, on this grand hike that we all take, called “Life,” our heroes are our 
trail guides.  They remind us just how far we’ve come; they show us how much higher we 
can climb.  Best of all, heroes come in all ages, genders, colors, cultures, and economic 
conditions.  And every single one of us—including every child—has a potential hero 
down inside. 

But many kids today don’t know that.  A new national survey of American 
teenagers revealed a startling truth:  Only half of the kids questioned had a hero at all.  
And of those who did respond that they had a well-known hero, more than three quarters 
chose a movie star, musician, or athlete.  More than twice as many kids cited Spiderman 
as their hero than cited Abraham Lincoln, Gandhi, Mother Teresa, or Martin Luther 
King, Jr.   

This is why, about five years ago, I did two things that I hoped might make a 
small difference.  First, I took a break from writing novels and picture books about 
fictional heroes—who range from the young wizard Merlin to a brave teenage girl named 
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Kate—to write a nonfiction book called The Hero’s Trail.  This slim volume is packed 
with true stories of heroic young people.  Second, I founded a national award for public-
spirited kids: the Gloria Barron Prize for Young Heroes.  Each year, this prize (which I 
named after my mother, who was a hero in my eyes) recognizes ten amazing kids from 
diverse backgrounds who have helped their communities and the environment.  Their 
passion, energy, and creativity is truly inspiring. 

Recent winners of the Barron Prize include:  Barbara Brown, who organizes 
crude oil recycling in Texas; Ryan Hreljac, who promotes clean drinking water in Africa; 
Ellie Wen, who helps thousands of people learn to speak English; and Gina Gallant, who 
designs ecologically better roadways.  (For more examples, visit my Web site 
www.tabarron.com and go to the “Young Heroes” pages.)   

My greatest hope is that the examples of these young people—these true heroes—
will inspire more young people to do the same.  For we need heroes—in our stories, in our 
songs, and most of all, in our world. 
 
 


