
AWP 2022 Event Outline 
 
EVENT TITLE: Nice Moms, Dark Hearts: Using Art to Challenge Expectations 
of Motherhood 
 
Event Description: Panelists will discuss the experience of writing and publishing 
a book as mothers of young children, focusing particularly on the specific angst 
that comes with sharing a private part of oneself that might not perfectly align with 
what society expects of mothers. The conversation will also include an 
examination of what constitutes “acceptable motherhood” and how art can subvert 
and challenge those expectations 
 
EVENT CATEGORY: Artistic and Professional Development 
 
Event Organizer and Moderator 
Alison Wisdom: Alison Wisdom is the author of the novels We Can Only Save 
Ourselves and The Burning Season, which will be published by Harper Perennial 
on July 5th, 2022. 
 
Event Participants 
Nefertiti Austin: Nefertiti Austin writes about the erasure of diverse voices in 
motherhood in Motherhood So White: A Memoir of Race, Gender and Parenting in 
America. Her work can be found in The New York Times, Washington Post, 
MUTHA, The Nation, etc. She has appeared on the 3rd Hour of The Today Show, 
1A, NPR and numerous podcasts. 
 
Jessamine Chan: Jessamine Chan’s short stories have appeared in Tin House and 
Epoch. A former reviews editor at Publishers Weekly, she holds an MFA from 
Columbia University. The School for Good Mothers is her first novel. 
 
Katie Gutierrez: Katie Gutierrez's writing has appeared in the Washington Post, 
Harper's Bazaar, Texas Monthly, and more. Her debut novel, More Than You’ll 
Ever Know, will be published by William Morrow in 2022. 
 
Panelist Introduction 
Panelists will introduce themselves and give a quick overview about their 
work/book. 
 
Moderator Questions 



1. This panel actually came from something I tweeted as a joke, which was 
something along the lines of “Who wants to be on my AWP panel about 
being a nice mom revealing her dark heart to the world when her novel 
comes out?” It was something I was genuinely worried about as I prepared 
for the publication of my debut We Can Only Save Ourselves, but I hadn’t 
really expected that it was a fear a lot of mother-writers had! But then a lot 
of other mothers replied, like YES. My debut deals with a cult, and there’s 
sex and drugs and violence, and at the time, we sold it, I was the room mom 
for my daughter’s pre-school, and when I started to describe it other people, 
I could see them reevaluating me, not just as a person in general, but as a 
mother. Nefertiti debuted in 2019, Rachel in 2021, Jessamine in January, and 
Katie’s debut is coming out this summer, so she’s in the thick of the 
escalating angst that comes with publishing—can y’all talk a little about 
your experiences with your debut, particularly what it’s been like to share a 
little of your dark heart with the world? Were you worried about what 
people might think about you when they read your book? 
 

2. So part of the reason why publishing my book felt terrifying to me was the 
fact that it didn’t really seem to fit with what people expected of me, the 
expectation being that I am a nice mom who doesn’t have a dark heart. But I 
totally am! It felt so vulnerable to be sharing that very basic fact about me 
with people who have known me for years! The fact of the matter is I’ve 
always been like this, but after I became a mom, it started to feel like the 
things I was drawn to, the things I was interested in exploring in my writing, 
weren’t quite in the realm of what constitutes “acceptable.” So my question 
for y’all is this: when you became a mother, did you feel like people’s 
expectations for you changed? This includes both people you know and the 
people you don’t, society at large. What are the expectations people have for 
mothers? What kind of mother is acceptable, and what kind is not? 

 
3. After we had assembled our team for this panel, we emailed back and forth 

about the topic, and we discussed a little bit about using our art to challenge 
the expectations society has for mothers. What power does art have here? 
How does your own book grapple with this? What other books that contend 
with this issue would you recommend? 

 
4. For any other parents in the audience today, what is your advice for 

reconciling the anxiety of publishing as a mother with the stories you feel 
compelled to tell?  


