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Friends,

Almost nine years ago, I got married . Two years later,  

our first son was born; our youngest entered the world  

three years later . At the same time, my career grew  

and evolved, with more than a few challenges (and  

setbacks) along the way.

For me, the joyful transition to husband and father added complexities to my increasingly  

hectic life . Even though I have lots of friends and internet access, I yearned for a go-to resource 

for informed, quality advice on navigating my personal and professional responsibilities.

I wasn’t alone: Today, dads do twice as much housework and spend triple the amount of time  

caring for our children than our fathers and grandfathers. This is good for our families, but un-

charted territory for a lot of us. Struggling to juggle responsibilities at home and office has a 

growing number of men feeling anxious and burned out.

Studies show about 15 percent of fathers say balancing work, family and self-care is very difficult; 

roughly half say it is at least somewhat difficult. Not surprisingly, 46 percent of fathers say we  

aren’t spending enough time with our families. Too many of us find that improving our families’  

economic well-being while engaging with our wives and children leads us to put our own physical 

and mental health on the back burner.

That’s why I founded Thinking Good, an inspiring media and lifestyle community that helps us 

raise our game while looking after one another . Our mission is to engage and empower each  

other to be our better selves — not just for us, but also for our families and communities. I’m  

confident this is a space where you’ll find room to breathe, think, learn and grow.

Lean-in, lean-back and enjoy!

Thinking Good,

J . Jioni Palmer 

Founder & Publisher 

Thinking Good Media 

ThinkingGood.org

WELCOME TO  
THINKING GOOD!

“Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what  

makes you come alive, and go do it. Because what  

the world needs is people who have come alive.”

                                                                               
         — Howard Thurman

Photo by Jared Erondu

http://thinkinggood.org/


I N THE EARLY 2000s when Bobby Edwards 
was living just outside Boston, he knew that, as 
the middle child between his older brother and 

younger sister, that one day he’d have to pitch in to 
help care for his aging parents in Washington, DC . 

At times, caregiving for an elderly parent or loved 
one might start out with a little help with bills or 
grocery shopping . But for others, like Edwards, 56, 
it can be overwhelming.  

In 1995, he lost his sister, Yvette, 30, who contract-
ed AIDS from a boyfriend. Tragedy came again 
in 2006 when his older brother, Kenny, 50, died 
of a heart attack in their parents’ home . That’s 
when Edwards moved from Boston back home to 
Washington .

“When you grow up the middle of three children, 
you just don’t anticipate the experiences I’ve had 
to go through the last five years or so, caregiving 
for the two of them” by himself, Edwards said. With 
siblings, he said, “You  just assume, ‘We’ll share this. 
We’ll do this together .’ That wasn’t the case .”

Edwards isn’t alone. A recent report by AARP, 
“Breaking Stereotypes: Spotlight on Male Family 
Caregivers,” found that 40 percent of caregivers for 
aging adults are men . This represents some 16 million 
male caregivers nationwide . 

“There is a misconception that men are not doing 
this type of work,” said the report’s author Jean 
Accius, Vice President of the Long-Term Services 
& Supports and Livable Communities Group at 
AARP’s Public Policy Institute. 

While the data shows that there are 40 million 
family caregivers in the U .S ., most are women . But 

“what we’re noticing is that men are stepping up to 
the plate,” Accius said . 

For Edwards, it was in 2013 that the intensity of his 
responsibilities began to wear on him. 

His mother, Mary, then 91, suffered an esophageal 
tear after a piece of food lodged in her throat . 
Doctors successfully mended the tear, but then be-
gan another procedure to address toxic fluids that 
had escaped into her body cavity, which could lead 
to a potentially fatal case of septic shock .

While she recovered from both surgeries, 
Edwards took on the cooking, cleaning, and daily 
care for his father, Howard .  

When his mother returned home, Edwards coor-
dinated his parents’ care with the help of home 
health aides, which allowed him to continue his job 
as director of community inclusion and external re-

A HIDDEN ARMY OF MALE  
FAMILY CAREGIVERS RISES  
TO THE OCCASION
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lations at a K-12 private school in Potomac, Md . But 
his parents couldn’t be left alone at night. 

Since 2013, Edwards sleeps at his parents’ home, 
waits for the aide to arrive, then drives to his town-
house in Silver Spring, Md ., to prepare for work . 

In 2015, Edward’s father became a double ampu-
tee: a lifetime of smoking triggered the collapse 
of the veins in his legs, and doctors had to sever 
them below the knee. He died a short time later 
at age 86 . 

Edwards credits workplace flexibility for helping 
him juggle the demands of his job and his parents’ 
care . Accius’s report, however, notes that more 
than one-third of male employees don’t inform 
their employers about their caregiving responsibil-
ities . And, like Edwards, nearly half of male family 
caregivers have modified their work schedules to 
compensate for their growing responsibilities.

Continuing to look after his mother, Edwards still 
struggles to balance his personal, professional, and 
caregiving worlds . 

“I am not as together as people think I am,” he 
said. “There are more moments of vulnerability 
and sense of falling short than I care to own . I try 
my best. I do a lot of praying and my faith has been 
tested in ways untold .”

*****

In his work life, Doug Walker, 55, is a commu-
nications professional . But lately he’s taken on 
the delicate and difficult role of looking after 
his 84-year-old dad’s mental and spiritual well-
being. Walker cared for both of his parents un-
til his mother, Sarah, 82, passed in a skilled 
nursing facility near his home in Beltsville, Md . 

Walker’s father, Billy, lost his wife about a year ago, 
three weeks after the couple’s 60th wedding anni-
versary . For the past two years, the elder Walker 
has lived  in a complex after transitioning  from inde-
pendent to assisted living, leaving the house in which 
he’s lived for 35 years .

The confluence of these events has taken an emo-
tional toll on Billy Walker. In the beginning of May 
he broke his wrist and hip in a fall. Since then, his 
son has become a fixture at the hospital, keeping 
track of his father’s care . While the hip surgery was 
successful, Billy has been despondent.

“He’s definitely living with some level of depres-
sion,” Doug Walker said . “I spend a fair amount of 
time trying to keep his mental state up . I think of 
myself as an optimist, but each time I see him, I find 
myself somewhat depleted .”

The assisted living complex where the elder Walker 
resides not only meets his physical needs, it also 
gives residents access to activities, lectures, and 
exercise classes. His son constantly encourages 
him to get involved, but Billy has so far been re-
luctant . At the heart of his isolation is the loss of 
Walker’s mother — his wife.

“He absolutely misses her,” Walker said. “He talks 
about her quite a bit, and talks about joining her.”

Walker, like many caregivers, has had difficulty ad-
justing to the role reversal in the parent-child rela-
tionship. “It didn’t evolve, it just flipped,” he said, 
recalling a verbal tussle with his mom over eating 
dessert before veggies, and helping them dress 
and undress .

“We aren’t necessarily prepared for this,” Walker 
said . “But this is what you do for family .”
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*****

Elbert Upsey Jr. has been living with his wife, 
Kimberly Nunn-Upsey, in her childhood home in 
Philadelphia for more than a year since dementia 
began to affect the memory and behavior of her 
mother, Maxine Nunn. 

The couple initially planned to buy a new home, 
and have Maxine Nunn 84, live with them. But 
knowing how dementia can disorient people in un-
familiar places, they felt the familiarity of the family 
home was best for her needs.

A recent geriatric assessment found that the dis-
ease is progressing and degrades Maxine Nunn’s 
short-term memory. When Elbert Upsey first moved 
into the home with his wife, his mother-in-law felt 
she didn’t need his help and wanted him to leave . 
He didn’t take it personally .

The Upseys, both in their 50s, are uniquely suited 
for caregiving . They have worked in clinical settings 
that provide care to elderly patients suffering from 
mental and physical ailments .

On weekdays, Nunn attends an adult day care 
where the clients make crafts, visit the Dollar Store, 
and occasionally eat out at restaurants . The nurse 

on duty monitors Nunn’s blood pressure and en-
sures she attends physical therapy sessions .

“It’s very expensive for us, but that’s what we’re do-
ing now,” said Kimberly Nunn-Upsey. 

According to the American Elder Care Research 
Organization, in 2017, the average daily rate for 
adult day care in Pennsylvania is $43. Nationwide 
the average climbs to $70 per day. 

Nunn-Upsey said the day care program relieves 
some of the burden of daily caregiving. And, while 
she’s glad to provide care for her mother, those du-
ties rob her of quality time with her husband of 25 
years, and her grandchildren, ages six and one.

But her real hardship is the daily reminder that 
the woman she knew as her mother continues to 
slip away . 

Her husband describes himself as a natural care-
giver, having spent 30 years working in health care . 
Those experiences include a stint as a psychiatric 
technician in a mental health facility serving elder 
patients . He advises adult children not to take on 
the rigors of caregiving for aging parents if their 
hearts really aren’t in it .

“You can do more damage to the relationship, the 
individual, and yourself if you feel like you’re forced 
into doing it,” he said .

Upsey cared for both of his aging parents. Before 
his mother, Lula, passed in 2007, she was battling 
multiple sclerosis . 

“For many years she was on her back. That meant 
meals, baths, changing diapers, I did all of that,” 
he said . “So what we’re doing now is more men-
tal than physical. For me it’s easier… difficult…but 
easier because it doesn’t take a physical toll on 
your body.”

Marc Hopkins is a writer based in Washington, D.C. 
His work has appeared in The Atlantic, The Wall 
Street Journal, Jazz Times, and Black Enterprise.
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S OMEWHERE AROUND third or fourth 
session of the beginner’s improv class I teach 
at The Unified Scene Theater, a brick-and-

mortar improv space Washington, DC, I make the 
entire class stand up, raise their hands, and yell, as 
loud as they can:

“I FAILED! I FAILED AT IMPROV! I FAILED AT 
MAKING CRAP UP! HOORAY!”

Because, I tell them, they will . 

Failure is built into this me-
dium . Not everything is per-
fect the first time out. Even 
seasoned veterans have bad 
shows . The now syndicat-
ed show, “Whose Line Is It, 
Anyway?” airs for 22 minutes . 
But how long did it take to re-
cord the shows for the produc-
er and directors to cherry-pick 
those segments? Hours . Why? 
Because not everything works . 

People who have shared the 
stage for decades sometimes 
have miscues, moments that 
don’t always result in brilliance 
and magic . It’s the nature of 
the beast. The trick is to get 
back on the horse and try 
again . And again, and again .

Then I find out who the baseball fans are in the 
room, and ask if any of them know who the last 
person to hit .400 for a season was? The answer is, 
of course, Ted Williams . 

I’m no good at math (M.A., English Literature), but 

I’m almost certain what that means is that, out of 
every ten at-bats, Williams managed to hit safely 
only four of them. The other six times, he failed in 
his endeavor to get on base. But he’d step up to 
the plate and try again . And again . And the result 
was that amazing season .

If Williams had stopped playing baseball after that 
miracle season, he’d be in the Baseball Hall of Fame 
for that feat alone .

Stop Predicting, Start 
Experimenting

Let’s shift gears for a moment 
with a quick quiz: What do the 
following have in common?

•  Those Andy Samberg “The 
Lonely Island” digital shorts 
featured on “Saturday 
Night Live;”

•  A young woman’s decision 
to spend a year cooking 
every single recipe in Julia 
Child’s “The Art of French 
Cooking” and blog about 
the results -- a blog that be-
came a book, and then later 
a movie “Julie and Julia,” 
starring Meryl Streep; 

•  Burning Man, the annual music/art/culture festi-
val held in Black Rock Desert, Nevada; 

•  MTV’s “The Real World,” now in its 21st season;

•  Morgan Spurlock’s decision to spend a month 
eating every meal at McDonald’s, which led to 
the book and movie, “Super-Size Me;”

A LEADERSHIP MANTRA FOR 
MODERN TIMES: “I FAILED!”
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•  Web 2.0;

•  Fantasy Football.

The answer is that all of these phenomena origi-
nated as humble, low-level, low-overhead, low-en-
try, low-maintenance, unambitious experiments. 
Experiments with no guarantee of success, ex-
periments that could have just as easily failed . 
Experiments that began by asking the question 
“what if,” but resulted in large-scale cultural recep-
tion and reverberation.

It’s a phenomenon cultural anthropologist Grant 
McCracken describes as “Culturematics,” the title 
of his most recent book of the same name.

The Next Big Idea … Isn’t.

What is a Culturematic, and how do you identify one? 
“A Culturematic,” McCracken says, “is a little machine 
for making culture . It is designed to do three things: 
test the world, discover meaning, and unleash value .”

Why are Culturematics important? The problem, as 
McCracken sees it, is that our various corporate, 
entrepreneurial and artistic institutions have an “all-
or-nothing” approach when it comes to finding the 
next “edge,” a “one-thing-and-take-it-or-leave-it” 
mentality when it comes the next big idea, service, 
product, or campaign . And, more importantly, they 
want these big ideas to be foolproof, to come ac-
companied with guarantee of success—and as well 
they should, since these organizations spend a lot 
of time and money vetting them to ensure success .

And yet, McCracken says, despite our efforts to 
know the future and how we should respond to it, 
we are in essence flying blind. Our world is now 
so culturally un-centered and inscrutable, with so 
much of the technology and the media channels 
they house vying for attention, that locating a cen-
tral “culture” from which we can accurately predict 
“the next big thing” is nearly impossible.

The Courage to Lead Begins with a Choice.

Improv scenes work the same way: operating from 
a center informed by training, experience, and tal-
ent, we step forward and make a choice to begin, 
hoping for successful scenes . But there’s no guar-
antee they will be. There never is.

But that doesn’t stop all of us—improvisors, artists, 
entrepreneurs, organizations and businesses—from 
operating in a winner-take-all mentality when it comes

to the next big thing. We think in campaigns, grand 
gestures, large, wholesale efforts for products or 
services or works of art . And yet too often that isn’t 
the way we operate at all: ironically, we often arrive 
at these “big ideas” by throwing a lot of micro- 
Culturematics at brainstorming sessions or when 
we’re trying to solve a challenge, just to see what fits. 

The result is that we’ll ignore or even throw away a 
lot of good “small ideas” because they don’t seem 
to fit. In our efforts to build mansions, we tear 
down a lot of them because we don’t have enough 
furniture to fill the rooms.

To echo the “Culturematic” model: What if we kept 
the furniture? And what if mansions resulted from it? 
The world isn’t behaving like those legacy cultural 
institutions, organizations and companies (nor the 
cottage industries bent on predicting how it will be 
behave) want it to.

McCracken’s answer is for those industries and in-
stitutions to instead behave like the world: “Don’t 
look for big ideas. Seek small ideas that can grow.” 
And if and when these small ideas fail, “fail fast . 
Fail often .”

In improv scenes, in work, and in life: never stop trying .

Shawn Westfall is Artistic Director, The Unified 
Scene Theater, Washington, DC 

“In improv scenes, in work, and  
in life: never stop trying.”
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DR. SPEIGHTS: Many of us wake up every morn-
ing and we turn over the control of our day to out-
side forces, be it people, events that we feel we 
have no control over, or institutions and structures 
in our lives. Seldom do we step out of bed, put 

both feet on the floor, step into the present and 
say to ourselves that, “I’m in control of my day . I 
have an agenda, a plan for this day . I’m going to 
make sure that I focus 100 percent on that agen-
da, that plan . I’m not going to let anything inter-
fere with that . Anything that attempts or seems 
like it’s going to interfere with that I’m going to 
contain it and control it from the outset .” 

Many of us live our lives by prescription, meaning 
that other people tell us how we should live, how 
we should worship, how we should love, how we 

should vote, where we should go to school, where 
we should live . Just in general, we don’t control 
our lives, they’re all prescribed to us by other peo-
ple, and more importantly, how we respond and 
react to them as well .

SUITE TALK: My day starts, sometimes with the 
alarm, sometimes not, but within an hour, maybe 
an hour and a half from the time I wake up, I got to 
be out the door, on my way to work, usually drop-
ping off the kids. But before I can even get in the 
car, turn the ignition on, I got to get myself ready 
for the day, got to get the kids ready for the day, 
have some conversations with my wife, before I 
walk out . What are some good ways to approach 
those realities that many of us in the Thinking 
Good community are dealing with?

DR. SPEIGHTS: Well, the best and only and high-
est way to approach it is to step out of bed and 
thank God for the day . Step into the present, 
make sure nothing’s lingering from the day be-
fore, don’t fast-forward to the agenda of the day, 
the 9 o’clock meeting, the 9:30 meeting, the email 
you have to get out. Step on the floor and into the 
present, thank the Lord for that day . 

And then, I would look out the window and see 
what type of day it is . Sunshine is great, snowy 
and rain is great . You’re still alive . Thank God for 
that, and just take the day in . And then calm and 
balance yourself by saying something that fos-
ters a serenity within . I just take a couple of deep 
breaths and clear my mind and don’t think of any-
thing and sit there for a minute . 

SUITE TALK: 
CONDUCT YOUR OWN SYMPHONY
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And then I think about my loved ones, after I pray 
of course, and how I want them to meet them with 
the best and highest person or persona that I can 
present to them, which is not a hurried person . I 
often say that this fast-paced, digitized, hurried, 
noise-polluted, forever connected world, it’s dif-
ficult to combat. And that’s what most of us jump 
into each day: checking the email, the loud blaring 
alarm, thinking about the meeting that we have to 
go to … we think of all those things . Many of us 
that have kids see that as a chore in the morning 
…That’s not the way to approach it . 

[Say] I have to go and greet my kids and let them 
know I love them, and take their love in and thank 
God for them . Thank God for this other person in 
my life, this significant other, my wife, my mate, 
my life partner . She may have done something at 
dinner last night that was perceived as negative; 
that may be lingering in your mind. Purge that out 
of your mind, don’t let that come into the new day . 
Put it in a place where it’s contained, that’s not 
affecting your current state . 

That’s the important thing, you seldom present 
your higher and best self to the world because we 
carry the baggage from the previous day into the 
present, and we either hop out of bed, step in the 
past, hop out of bed, step into the future, worry-
ing about a meeting, an email. So, we’re rushing 
through those important interactions with those 
closest to us, to get to this thing, this event, this 
other interaction. That really spoils your day be-
cause it pollutes you with a mindset where you’re 
not your highest and best self. 

In my book, I call them demonic forces, because 
we let them grow to shapes and sizes and dimen-
sions that they just become much larger and big-
ger than they should be. 

SUITE TALK: Appreciate that you have another 
day . Appreciate your wife . Appreciate your kids . 
Think about those things that are most important; 
reflect on them before you engage in all of those 
other external factors.

DR. SPEIGHTS: You have to front-load it with 
thanking God for the day .

SUITE TALK: Exactly.

DR. SPEIGHTS: I take that a step further and I 

intone my angels. In the ancient Jewish book, the 
Talmud. It says, “Every blade of grass has an angel 
that kneels over it and whispers and prays, ‘Grow, 
grow, grow .’” So, I call them my angels as well and 
ask them to travel with me throughout the day, 
and alert me to when I am going wrong, when my 
thought process is shifting to the negative . You’d 
be surprised what a difference that makes. 

SUITE TALK: In your article, you set the scene in 
Miami Beach at sunrise -- you’re looking at the sun 
coming over the horizon and the beginning of a 
new day, and reflecting. You have this quote: “The 
sunrise of each new day brings with it a new invita-
tion from the Creator, to live life and walk down an 
enlightened path to my destiny .” That’s powerful 
because it talks about destiny, both in the sense 
that it’s this broad, big, grand, in-the-future kind 
of thing but it’s also a “today” moment.

DR. SPEIGHTS: Yes .

SUITE TALK: So, talk a little bit about how you 
bring those two together. 

DR. SPEIGHTS: Well, the best way to live today is 
to, as impossible as it sounds, to black out yester-
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day . You can’t let yesterday drive today . 

When I stood on that beach and I looked at the 
sunrise, I went out there with an agenda . It was my 
first outing after my divorce, and I was reassess-
ing my life . And there I am looking around and 
looking for other things and people, and ignoring 
this glorious sunrise on the Eastern horizon . It did 
seem like an invitation from God -- that here I am, 
face to face with this celestial event, and I have 
all these other thoughts racing through my head 
instead of just stopping and being present in that 
one moment, and hear the voice of God speaking 
to me: “I’m giving you this day, what are you going 
to do with it?” 

I was thinking about all these other negative things 
from the past, dark thoughts, things that were 
looming in the future that I really couldn’t control . 
And when you think about it, us urban-dwellers 
seldom have the opportunity to really see an awe-
some sunrise. I’m just coming back from Amelia 
Island, Florida, and I woke up every morning and 
caught the sunrise and filmed it. I think I went live 
on Facebook with it.

SUITE TALK: Yeah, I know, I saw it . My wife and I 
have a goal to watch the sun rise and set over all 
of the world’s oceans . 

DR. SPEIGHTS: That’s an awesome goal . But a 
more awesome goal right now is just to embrace 
each and every one for right now, as you see it, 
each and every day . And that’s why I say, “Look out 
the window . Take something from nature .” That’s 
the way to start a day, is stepping into the present . 

Most people wake up after that alarm: “Oh, my 
wife made me angry, had this argument with my 
kids, my boss, my board of directors are getting 
on my nerves .” What that does is that sets in a 
motion a toxic process, where then you start call-
ing and summoning up all these negativities . I call 
them demonic forces within you -- the things that 
prevent you from being and presenting your high-
er self. Then when you step out of bed, and say 
your wife is down in the kitchen or preparing for 

work, you don’t prevent your higher self to her, 
and Lord knows, you’re not giving it to your chil-
dren Those children can perceive your mood, just 
like pets do . 

Children are creatures of instinct because they 
don’t have the logic and hardness of the world in 
their hearts or minds yet. They see and take in ex-
actly what’s before them. You need to just step 
into the day without all those negative thoughts . 
Now, some of those things have to be dealt with, 
but you have to put them in a place where you can 
handle them and not them ruin your day, not let 
them set the tone and pace of your day . By going 
to your kids, going to your wife, interacting with 
her, saying, “Good morning” -- kids always have 
something funny to say in the morning . At least 
mine do .

SUITE TALK: Always .

DR. SPEIGHTS: After you pray, you’re fortified with 
the spirit of the Lord within you, and then you’re 
fortified with the love, the connectedness to your 
family . That’s the way to go out into the world, 
instead of rushing out with all the angry thoughts 
of yesterday and the tension of the things that you 
have to do today, on that given day . Most of us 
conduct a cacophony, not a symphony .

Rev. Dr. Jay Speights, 
is an awarding-winning 
author chaplain, spir-
itual coach and Vice 
President of the New 
Seminary. He holds 
an MA in Public Policy 
and is an inter-faith 
minister, and he occu-

pies a very interesting space in our society at the 
intersections of the secular and sacred worlds.

To listen to the full conversation with Dr. Speights 
click here .
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I  N SOME OF OUR COMMUNITIES, beating 
children is a cultural thing, as common and nat-
ural as sweet potato pie. We brag about it. We 

joke about it. We gather at family events telling war 
stories about past whup-
pings — one-upping each 
other with tales of more bru-
tal and inventive episodes 
of corporal punishment . 

Invariably an older adult in 
the neighboring room — 
clearly not minding their 
own business — will inter-
ject: “Well, you all turned 
out alright, didn’t you?” 

This generally spurs the 
most awkward three sec-
onds of any family gather-
ing, as jocular young’uns ask 
themselves a simple ques-
tion: Did I? 

Having engaged in several versions of this conver-
sation, I am fascinated by the idea that this ques-
tion requires examination. Did we turn out okay be-
cause we were spanked? And will the generation of 
children we are raising?

You’ve been reading too many books.

In Solomon Northup’s 1853 autobiography Twelve 
Years a Slave, he recounts a mother’s anguish as 
her only son is sold into bondage. The mother fran-
tically pleads with the man buying her son to pur-
chase the entire family, to keep them all together . 
Her lamentations nearly jeopardize her own captor’s 

sale, prompting him to direct his ire toward her .

“[U]nless she ceased … He would soon give her 
something to cry about,” Northrup wrote.

Northup wrote his book in 
1853 . We say that to our 
kids in 2018, likely because 
someone said it to us . 

We have weaponized the 
same menacing phrase 
against our children that 
slaveholders used against 
our ancestors . Which is just 
as well: we have also appro-
priated their use of leather 
straps to whip our children 
into compliance . 

Yet our complicated discus-
sions about beating chil-
dren often side-step a fun-

damental question: does it work? Does causing a 
child to experience pain from a switch, belt, paddle 
or other weapon cause him or her to become an 
upstanding citizen, and less likely to harm others  
or themselves? 

Does smacking her in the face for talking back 
make her more likely to vote, excel in school, and 
raise respectful children of her own? 

Does whipping him with an extension cord for 
not brushing his teeth make him more meticulous 
about his personal hygiene and appearance? And, 
in today’s era, does broadcasting the punishment 
on social media foster a generation of thoughtful 
and confident children?

TO SPANK OR NOT TO SPANK: 
WHAT DO WE REALLY LEARN 
FROM CORPORAL PUNISHMENT?
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I beat my kids so the streets won’t.

The risks that our young people face are real and 
too often can be fatal. While it is hard growing up 
as a young man or woman of color in a complex, 
dangerous world, raising them in such a world 
seems doubly difficult. So we beat our kids. 

Our reasons for doing so are complicated, of 
course. But, the narrative we use to justify beat-
ings is simple. We beat our kids to teach them 
respect, self-discipline, and to mind authority fig-
ures. We beat our kids to prevent the streets from 
beating them. 

But some experts say that we’re merely cutting 
in line to get in our licks first. The streets will get 
theirs . In fact, the statistics make clear that the 
streets are beating the hell out of our children. 

Dr . Stacey Patton, author of “Spare the Kids: Why 
Whupping Children Won’t Save Black America,” a 
child welfare advocate and survivor of child abuse 
in New Jersey’s foster care system, says corpo-
ral-punishment impulses are natural and admira-
ble, but ineffective. 

“Hitting a child is not going to save them from 
being beaten by the police, or killed, or even 
from jail,” Patton, who teaches at Morgan State 
University, said in a CNN interview . “The statistics 
and the names of the dead bear this out.”

I spank out of love and discipline.

Some parents cite a distinction between spanking, 
beating and whupping. But each punishment is in-
tended to cause pain . So what really is the difference? 

Perhaps we spank out of love. But because we “love” 
our children so much, we have created child-rearing 
pornography: YouTube videos starring parents whip-

ping their children and shaving their heads . Parents 
film these videos, presumably, to set an example. 
But what example are we setting when we publicly 
humiliate our children for Facebook likes?

The reality is far darker: black infants suffer three 
times the homicide rate of their white and Hispanic

 

peers. “Black children are mistreated and killed by 
their family members at significantly higher rates 
than children of any other group,” according to  
Dr . Patton .

For many black children, “I’m beating you because 
I love you” quickly escalates into “I’m killing you 
because I love you.” This “love,” however, looks 
eerily similar to the kind of verbal, physical, and 
sometimes, fatal abuse in the adult world that lead 
to criminal charges and prison time  . 

If love as a child involves pain, why wouldn’t love as 
an adult be equally painful? 

Uh-huh. Wait until she starts talking back.

This is always the response — or, at least, the impli-
cation -- to parents who insist they won’t beat their 
children. Those who have been beaten and those 
who beat — populations that inexorably merge 
over time — look askance at anyone opposed to 
spanking, as if merely raising the issue is implicitly 
disloyal to our people, our communities, and our 
families. Asking if beatings actually work is never 
part of Thanksgiving dinner-table discussions. But 
shouldn’t it be?

We never ask if it works because — if we’re honest 
— effectiveness is beside the point. 

Our mommas beat us and that’s just what you do: 
These kids think they’re grown and they’re gonna 
mind. We scoff at foreign  — which is to say, white 

11T O O L K I T

“If beatings were a prerequisite for success,  
black people would be ruling the world.”

 — Dr. Stacey Patton

http://www.theroot.com/whats-really-behind-black-child-abuse-stats-1790863270
http://sparethekids.com/
http://sparethekids.com/
https://www.childtrends.org/indicators/infant-homicide/
https://www.childtrends.org/indicators/infant-homicide/


progressive — concepts of “time-out chairs” and 
counting to ten before inflicting punishment. That 
stuff doesn’t work for us, we say . We mangle scrip-
ture to justify it — something about “sparing the 
rod .” The message is simple: Just wait . Your child 
will become so unruly that smacking the taste out 
her mouth will be your only recourse. But is that 
what we want for our kids?

I raise these questions without sanctimony or 
judgment, but with apprehension and uncertain-
ty . My daughter is just three 
years old, certainly not old 
enough to sass with any skill 
or impact. She clumsily rebels 
against authority, as all little 
ones do. She’s clever, but not 
slick. I can barely predict what 
age five, ten, or the teenage 
years will bring. And yet, while 
I am as intolerant of imperti-
nent, mouthy children as the 
next man, I want to be a source 
of discipline and structure for 
my daughter — not pain. This 
issue, though, is complicated . 

In truth, my instinct to spank 
her has arisen only under par-
ticular circumstances . Those 
circumstances did not involve my responsibility 
to groom her into a strong, confident woman, nor 
was it about modeling thoughtful, civil behavior. 
Honestly, I felt the urge to spank her because I was 
embarrassed, spurred by a desire to redeem my-
self, and the perception of my parenting skills, in 
the eyes of spectators who caught a glimpse of my 
three-year-old acting like, well, a three-year-old .

You can’t beat the hell out of someone — 
but you can beat it into them.

In early 2016, a Howard University professor of psy-
chology and divinity challenged congregants of a 
Virginia Baptist church about the Biblical, social, 
and psychological implications of beating children. 
He cited research and his experience training stu-
dents in pastoral care in explaining why hitting chil-
dren could produce unintended consequences .

Several audience members bristled: “My mom 
spanked me and I turned out okay,” one said . 

“That’s not for you to say,” he quipped . “The  
people who live with you can say if you turned 
out okay .”

Another participant invoked a television program 
from her youth, in which death-row inmates lament-
ed that they hadn’t been spanked. A social worker 
in attendance — who had worked both with death 

row inmates and schoolchildren 
— refuted that notion.

As audience members contin-
ued to tell their stories, howev-
er, something happened . The 
tone of the church meeting 
changed .

One by one, congregants 
shared their own war stories 
about beatings, including one 
woman whose foster mother 
beat her with an iron cord, a 
broomstick, and an actual iron. 
Not only did the beaten testi-
fy — so did the beaters. One 
woman tearfully described her 
sense of conviction upon hear-

ing her adult children joke — only partially — about 
spankings she dispensed. Another described hear-
ing the voice of the Holy Spirit imploring her not to 
beat her nephew, lest he grow up to hate women.

It was a conversation wholly distinct from the ones 
we typically have about beating children. Perhaps 
we need more of these .

As these church members told their stories, I 
wondered what story my daughter would tell . 
Decades later, how will she reflect upon her up-
bringing? Will she cite the usual tropes? Or will her 
testimony be different? 

For her sake and mine, I hope so .

Allyn Brooks-LaSure continues to stumble his way 
through fatherhood. He, his wife, and daughter re-
side in Northern Virginia.
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IPLANNED TO RIDE the metro. But the bus 
came along first. Settling into my seat, the quiet 
of the morning commute was interrupted when 

from the back a twenty-something-year-old man 
bellowed, “Your ass better be going to [expletive] 
school,” to a younger acquaintance .

As a veteran bus rider, I knew this could go a 
number of ways. This one ended up in a friendly 
embrace.

As fortune would have it, I yielded my usual seat 
near the driver to an elderly woman and relo-
cated to the back of the bus. A couple of seats 
away, the two guys were huddled over the older 
youth’s cell phone .

Their attention, according to the loud and vulgar 

banter, focused on pictures of his alleged sexual 
conquests . Sadly, it too often seems the norm for 
many young people to display a lack of decorum 
on public transportation. Even sadder, I was not 
alone, judging by the number of people glancing 
in their direction with a mixture of disgust, annoy-
ance and resignation—many quickly slipping on 
headphones .

This encounter brought to mind an earlier time 
when I was surrounded by high school kids at the 
back of a bus. But that time, the attitudes were 
different: Their display of mutual respect for them-
selves and of us around them was remarkable. As 
one boy stood to leave, his classmate bid him 
good-luck studying for an upcoming exam, clos-
ing with further encouragement: “You got this!”

I had to ask: “What school do you attend?”

“Duke Ellington School of the Arts,” they replied .

The following day, I called the school’s principal 
to share what I experienced, and that it was a de-
light to see students offering each other positive 
encouragement and reinforcement .

But at the back of the bus that day with the two 
crude youth, this would not be one of those 
experiences.

Tempting as it was to make a digital escape from 
my fellow travelers’ ignorance, I couldn’t . It was as-
tounding -- his raunchy and detailed storytelling, 
unabated despite the presence of young and old, 
men and women. Perplexed, I wondered how he 
could weave a tale so callously mocking his sexual 

KILLING HIM WILL KILL HER
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partners, their children, the fathers of those chil-
dren, all while simultaneously gushing so proudly 
about loving his own daughter so much.

Unable to run away from his lunacy, I was drawn 
closer to this young man . How could he? Why 
would he? 

“Knock it off!” I wanted to scream it! “Have 
some self-respect, if you can’t have any for folks 
around you .”

I wanted to know if how he’d feel if someone 
spoke about his daughter, his baby’s mother, or 
himself, that way? But I didn’t .

What good would it do? He obviously doesn’t care 
about himself, or else he wouldn’t behave this 
way . You can’t respect others if you don’t respect 
yourself . Love outward starts with loving inward . 
Self-hate and loathing eventually turns toward 
others . It was foolish to think he would consider 
us, perfect strangers, if he carried such animus for 
people he already knew, especially in the most in-
timate ways. Speaking up would be pointless.

But I said nothing, mostly because I was scared. 
From the moment I became aware of his being, 
he displayed nothing but antisocial behavior. Who 
knew how he would respond? I had a suit on, and 
wasn’t looking for a fistfight -- I use my mind. Plus, 
I had to get to work . I had schoolwork to com-
plete, kids to raise, a wife to love and a life worth 
living . Dealing with this man and his unpredict-
ability was not what I needed.

So, I just sat there: annoyed, offended, intrigued, 
all the while enduring the uncomfortable eye 
contact with my fellow commuters . Eventually his 

buddy exited the bus, but he continued overshar-
ing with the rest of us by making a phone call.

I learned a couple factoids about this young man, 
which shaped the biographical sketch developing 
in my mind .

He didn’t finish high school. He was on his way to 
work . He’s spent time in jail . His daughter, whom 
he adored, was 16 months old and the darling of 
his Facebook feed. He split with her mother less 

than amicably not long after birth; she received 
public assistance and was in an abusive relation-
ship that also threatened his daughter’s safety . 

I know people like him; I call some family; That life 
is foreign, yet sadly familiar .

On his last point regarding the safety of his daugh-
ter, the man described an incident the previous 
weekend with the “new boyfriend” that would 
have resulted in gunfire if his weapon was handy. 
A deadly confrontation, for which he was prepar-
ing, was inevitable. It would send him away “for 
the rest” of his life, but he wanted his daughter to 
know his side of the family before he acted.

Attempting to rationalize his decision, he argued 
there could be no choice, the other man had 
threatened his daughter and disrespected him . 
He had no option but to retaliate and would wait 
patiently for the opportunity to do so .

“Ain’t nothing you can tell me,” he said . “You’re a 
mom, I’m a dad . This is what we have to do, I got 
no choice .”

The dam of fear broke in me. I couldn’t hold back.
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“There’s something I can tell you,” I said .

“Oh yeah?” he responded. “Hold on — I got 
someone here on the bus who thinks they can 
school me . What you go to say?” He said it to me 
with a look of disdain .

I didn’t care . He had to know .

I spoke in a slow, respectful tone . 

“Right now you 
have the choice 
to positively con-
tribute to your 
daughter’s life,” 
I told him . “You 
are in control 
of your actions, 
your future and 
the direction of 
your daughter’s 
future . What you 
do or do not do 
will affect the 
outcome of her 
life . You seem 
to love and care 
about her, you seem interested in her future 
well-being, regardless of your relationship with 
her mom . You are in control, and if you do what 
you say you’re going to do, your daughter’s fu-
ture will diminish greatly .”

He started to interrupt me . I interrupted him .

“I and everyone on this bus have been listening 
to you for the last 20 minutes — give me a cou-
ple more .”

Continuing, I told him that if he pulled that trigger 
not only would he take another life and waste his 
in a jail cell, but he would also kill any hope his 
daughter has for brighter future.

He accepted my words and thanked me for of-

fering them several times before exiting the bus. 
Before he left I gave him my number and asked 
him to call if he wanted to talk .

I don’t know his name or know if he will accept my 
offer . I hope he does .

In the end, I spoke because a life, literally, was at 
stake . I could not in good conscience let this pass 
without doing what I could to prevent a homicide . 

Whether he was 
blustering, or 
lusting for blood, 
I was obligated 
to at least say 
something .

However, his 
reckless behavior 
warranted a re-
sponse, long be-
fore the moment 
of me open-
ing my mouth . 
Disappointed with 
myself, the fellow 
riders and the 
bus driver, some-

one could and should have spoken up the first time 
he uttered a foul word . Yet, no one did .

I will continue to wrestle with this experience for a 
while, but one take-away is that we live in commu-
nities with norms that we collectively set, accept, 
tolerate or ignore .

There is too much to unpack in a single piece, but 
I trust that we are building a fellowship and ongo-
ing conversation that will allow us to be better for 
ourselves and each other .

For much of the past decade, Jioni has worked 
for members of Congress and the Obama 
Administration as a communications strategist 
and coalition builder. He lives in Washington DC 
with his wife, two sons and their two cats.
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SUITE TALK: At the start of the new year, you sent 
an email asking, “What are your goals, what are 
your plans, what will you do to succeed?” But then 
you quickly pivot to talk about the differences be-
tween management and leadership . I thought that 
was interesting and a good way to introduce you, 
your thinking and the work you do . 

MATT CROSS: I work with several people who are 
in what I call the “rising leader” status . They are 
managers in organizations who are taking on great-
er responsibility and trying really hard to lead peo-
ple rather than manage them . I realized this is just 
a huge challenge for people in organizations, but, 
as I thought about it, that it’s a challenge for all of 
us in life as well . 

People need to be both leaders and managers in 
both organizations and in our lives, but that’s really 
hard to do because people don’t understand the 
distinction . I think when we put those two things 
together and treat them as one we cause some 
problems into organizations. 

SUITE TALK: Let’s dive in here to this chart . There 
are 17 different characteristics that differentiate a 
manager from a leader and, as you said, often or-
ganizations conflate the two and instead of giving 
a person leadership development skills, they’re re-
ally just teaching them to be a manager. 

One of the ones that stood out to me [is] they talk-
ed about [how] a manager approves: “You did your 
job well and on time.” But a leader motivates: “You 
know I’ve never had to worry about you doing your 
job and doing it well,” right? One key difference is

that a manager approves work and a leader actu-
ally motivates . 

MATT CROSS: Why did that stand out to you?

SUITE TALK: Because I think a leader is someone 
who inspires people to do their best, to not just to 
do it because they were told to do it. I think that 
if you’re doing something that you’re told to do, 
you may do a good job at it, but if you’re inspired, 
motivated to do a task, you’re likely to tap into 
some sort of deeper reservoir inside of yourself 
and you’re going to create something much better.

I see it with my kids. My five-year-old, Middleton, 
he’s taking piano . I learned very early that I can’t 
call it practice . I have to call it play . So, go play pi-
ano and he says, “I don’t want to do the exercises 
that the teacher gave [me]” — do-re-mi-fa-so-la-.  

SUITE TALK: HOW TO THINK  
AND ACT LIKE A LEADER IN  
ALL ASPECTS OF YOUR LIFE
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I say, “Well you don’t have to do it like that — you 
could do, do-re-do-fa-mi-do — whatever.” Then I 
saw a light bulb went off on his head and he’s much 
more expressive on the piano. 

MATT CROSS: What a great story . I mean, orga-
nizations can kind of completely implode if they 
aren’t leading . As parents if we’re managing all the

time, there’s undertones of control, there’s under-
tones of discipline and really those things don’t 
produce the best outcomes all the time. I mean, 
you’re certainly going to have to discipline your 
child and provide them with structure and help 
them . But really if all you did was managed your 
kids, you’re going to raise kids who can’t think for 
themselves . You’re going to raise kids who are fol-
lowers, not leaders .

SUITE TALK: That reminds me of another one of 
these traits here — “A manager relies on control: 
‘My workers know the consequences if they get out 
of line .’” A leader inspires trust: “My workers know 
I trust them to be the best they can be.”

You really want to inspire trust in people and them 
knowing that you trust them but that they in turn 
trust your wisdom and your leadership . I think 
that once that’s established you can have a much 
more of a collaborative partnership. That’s where 
you begin to excel, beyond just meeting particular 
deadlines or benchmarks.

MATT CROSS: Yeah, absolutely. I think the man-
ager is a little bit obsessed with control without a 
doubt. We’ve all been there as managers and lead-
ers — if there’s something that goes really wrong, it 
has serious implications, so you have to be cautious 
and you have to set up systems of control . 

Maybe the next renaissance is more leadership. We 

need this from people that are in leadership roles 
or management roles or even individual contribu-
tors . We need our parents to lead, we need our 
kids to lead, we need our politicians to lead, and 
unfortunately what we’re seeing is a lot of those 
people are falling back and trying to control. I think 
one of the things that was on this list that stood out 
to me was that a manager minimizes risk and the

 leader takes risks .

Do you have any good stories about taking a risk 
and leading because of it? 

SUITE TALK: A couple of months ago a guy 
who was in our Executive Development Program 
reached out to me for an interview . We were having 
a conversation and he made the observation that I 
am more tolerant of risk in the workplace and more 
uncertainty in the workplace than many of the other 
executives he interviewed and wanted to know why. 

I thought about that for a little bit and I was like, 
“Well, I spent probably about half of my profes-
sional career outside of government, on the Hill or 
Capitol Hill or working as a newspaper reporter, 
where every day you write a story and the story 
is published. You got to make sure that you got it 
right but you also have to trust your sources and ev-
erything like that . I guess I didn’t necessarily have 
the best answer for why I’m willing to take more 
risks but the thought occurred to me that not tak-
ing action comes with its own set of risks .

MATT CROSS: If you don’t stick your neck out a 
little bit you’re not going to have reward. I think 
we’re all being called to take risks and to grow and 
to learn throughout our lives . I’ve always felt like 
the main reason I’m here is just to learn .

SUITE TALK: What are some tips or some thoughts 
you have on living in a world of constant disruption? 
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MATT CROSS: The thing I’ve been thinking a lot on 
is the fact that I need to be more centered. I need to 
be grounded in my mission, my mindset and really 
practicing mindfulness . I actually have taken up med-
itation because I find it helps tremendously, to kind of 
look at yourself and look within at what you’re think-
ing and feeling and be able to kind of regulate that.

I know personally I’ve been working on this idea 
of how to stay centered in our very chaotic world . 
How do I stay grounded and balanced? I’ve ex-
plored it myself — you know, it’s physical health, 
mental health, emotional health . What am I doing 
to be intentional about that?

Good leaders go out into the world with the inten-
tion, they actually manage themselves into leader-
ship. They say, “I’m not going to worry about the 

details today. I’m going to worry about the big pic-
ture . I’m going to make that choice .” I think that’s 
very important in helping people actually make the 
shift from manager to leader — helping them learn 
that it’s ultimately something they need to do . 

Matt Cross is the founder of Performance Applied, 
which provides executive coaching for rising lead-
ers. Matt’s mission is to help you perform at a high-

er level by keeping you 
out of the weeds and 
focused on what mat-
ters most!

To listen to the full 
conversation with Matt 
click here .

I like to say that “being a father is the best job I’ve 
ever had, despite the low pay and long hours .”

Actually, being a father is nothing like having a job. 
With a job, you can show up late, call in sick or take 
vacation. You can quit, get fired and collect unem-
ployment insurance until you do find a new job. If 
you’re lucky you can eventually retire, collect Social 
Security, draw down an annuity and spend time 
perfecting your smoked brisket. With a job, once 

you’re done that’s it  — your responsibilities cease.

However, even if you walk away from your responsi-
bilities as a father, they still exist. What one does or 
doesn’t do as a father has impact . As parents, we 
teach our children what to do and not to do by the 
examples we set. The path you and your children 
walk together sets the course for their individual 
journeys in life .
                                                    — Jioni
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IWOULD DEFINITELY encourage you not to 
follow the advice I was given as a young profes-
sional: “Fake it ’til you make it!”

 When I was venturing off into the professional 
world 15 years ago, folks older than me were giv-
ing that advice out like affluent neighborhoods 
give out the good candy — Snickers bars, bags 
of Skittles and Peanut M&Ms on Halloween . And 
I’m not talking about the fun size versions, either. 

At every turn I heard, “Fake ’til you make it!”

And apparently I wasn’t the only one . That is 
evident by the number of articles written about 
coaches and business executives falsifying infor-
mation on their resumes. (Google it!)

Let me provide two valuable pieces of information 
as it relates to being prepared for your first job 
interview. Follow my advice and you will be guar-
anteed to make a splash and be talked about for 
years to come .

1. Show up drunk. 

Now, I know what you are thinking: “This is the 
WORST advice ever!” But wait — I’m not talking 
about getting frat-boy-wasted drunk. I’m simply 
saying, get a little buzz before your appointment. 
Of course, don’t drink and drive. Take an Uber.

Trust me, the benefits of buzzed interviewing are 
remarkable. You will be more engaging and gre-
garious. Think of it like an exclusive cocktail par-
ty for a party of one — you! You will be amazed 
at how the time will just fly by and, before you 

know it, it’s over! Once the interview is complete, 
I’m certain you will have made an unforgettable 
impression .

2. Wear a tuxedo. 

Nothing makes a potential candidate stand out 
more than the correct suit and tie combination. 
But if you want to swing for the fences, show up in 
the Rolls Royce of suits: A tuxedo! I would tell you 
to don a top hat and a cane, but that would be a 
wee bit over the top. Just a wee bit. 

Can you imagine the number of boring, unmem-
orable interviews the hiring committee has to sit 
through? The number is probably mind-numbing! 
Candidates just droning on and on, about why this 
company should employ them . But you will have 
an entire leg up in the evaluation .

Why, you ask? Because you will be the sharpest 
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dressed candidate in the history of the company’s 
interview process. And you know what you will be 
displaying to your potential employers? Moxie! 

And if you are going to be ultra-successful in busi-
ness, you better show up with a truckload of mox-
ie, young man!

But seriously, don’t do either of the tips I just 
shared if you are really looking to land the gig . I 
would simply say: Be prepared for the interview . 

You should be seated in the waiting area at least 
15 minutes before your appointment, and bring 
something to read other than your phone . Do your 
research on the organization and come with two 
or three questions to ask .

Lastly, turn off your phone or leave it in your car . 
Nothing says, “I really don’t need a job” like a 
potential candidate with the hotline bling phone: 

“Oh, we didn’t know we were interviewing the US 
Ambassador to the great country of Zamunda!”

Good luck . Shine your shoes and rock a sweet 
bow tie/cummerbund combo if you are really feel-
ing adventurous . 

I’m kidding . Kinda…

Considered “one of the brightest young minds 
in comedy,” Mike 
Goodwin has a heart 
to bring strength and 
healing through joy. 
That’s why he’s ded-
icated his comedic 
gift and wit to a style 
and delivery that is as 
clean as his bowtie.

T O O L K I T

“But seriously, don’t do either of the tips  
I just shared if you are really looking  
to land the gig. I would simply say:  

Be prepared for the interview. 

Like what you see here? Be sure to visit 

ThinkingGood.org for more inspiring  

and empowering articles, interviews, videos  

and podcasts to help you get the most out  

of life . Also, please like us on Facebook 

and follow us on Twitter and Instagram .
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