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Event Participants: 

 

Desiree Cooper is a 2015 Kresge Artist Fellow, lawyer, and Pulitzer-nominated columnist. She 

is the author of an award-winning, flash fiction collection, Know the Mother. Her first children's 

book, Nothing Special, was released in 2022. Her writing on women's issues is widely 

anthologized. 

 

Jean Alicia Elster is a 2017 Kresge Artist Fellow in Literary Arts and a former attorney. She is 

the multiple award-winning author of several books for youth and young adults including How It 

Happens, Who’s Jim Hines?, The Colored Car, and the Joe Joe in the City series. 

 

Denise Lewis Patrick is the author of over thirty books for young people of all ages, including 

fiction, historical fiction and biography. Her work includes middle grade novels Finding 

Someplace and See Me, Hear Me, Know Me, as well as the Y/A short story collection, A Matter 

Of Souls. Upcoming 2023 non-fiction titles are If You Sailed on the Titanic and the picture book 

biography Justice Ketanji. She’s also taught first-year writing, fiction and feature writing as an 

adjunct at several universities. 

 

 

 

Opening Remarks and Housekeeping Announcements 

 

Dr. Nichelle Robinson, Moderator 

 

Good morning, and welcome to “Black Trauma, Black Joy: Black Trauma, Black Joy: Telling 

Hard Stories to Young Readers.”  As a K-12 and higher education educator whose focus in 

educating all my students has been on cultural responsiveness and effectively utilizing culturally 

responsive practices and resources, I am excited to host this panel today. Through our discussion 

we will discuss Black Joy and Black Trauma, and how these authors explore it through their 

literary works for young readers. As a K-12 and higher education educator, I would have jumped 

at the opportunity to include any of these books into my curriculum and explore with my 

students, but the new anti-Critical Race Theory (CRT) Movement has given many educators in 

K-12 education pause about introducing certain books and topics that explore African American 

themes into their curriculum. According to Arnett (2022), 54 bills have been introduced in 24 



states to limit the ability of K-12 and higher educators to discuss racism and how its shaped 

American systems. The spread of these bills is interesting, considering that there are zero K-12 

schools in the United States that use the CRT framework in their curriculums (Arnett, 2022). 

Toldson (2022) points out that most of these bills have been created and passed by politicians 

with the support of conservative groups who do not know what CRT is; many are racism deniers 

and American History revisionists. The goal of many of these bills is to deny that white 

privilege, unconscious bias, and racism exist as well as denying that one group of people in our 

country has oppressed another group. A secondary goal is to also ensure that white students 

aren’t made to feel uncomfortable when these topics are covered and discussed in classrooms. 

How can Black Trauma be adequately addressed in children’s literature and K-12 classrooms 

without including the exploration of racism and how it has contributed to Black Trauma? 

 

Our discussion today will explore how these authors’ lived experiences have contributed to their 

works that explore Black Trauma and Black Joy. They will discuss how they re-experience their 

personal traumas when writing their stories; how to have hope when past traumas are re-

emerging in 2023; how to decide what truths to tell, especially in the current political landscape; 

and how the Southern experience influences the stories they choose to tell young readers.  Our 

discussion will also expound upon how African American Children’s literature is necessary to 

ensure that all students do not receive a revisionist history that downplays racism and its impact 

on our trauma. These authors’ books explore such topics as: race, class, emerging from slavery, 

and white supremacy. We can’t allow American History to be revised or pretend that racism did 

not and does not currently exist. If we want our children to experience Black Joy, we must 

choose to move forward in a fair and just society free from oppression, discrimination, and 

violence (Toldson, 2022). The works of these authors can do exactly that.  

 

Initial Remarks Denise Lewis Patrick, author of the middle-grade book, The Adventures of 

Midnight Son 

 

We grown Black American people carry so much history with us through life that sometimes it 

morphs into dreams, reinvention, or straight-out denial. Loss, violence and struggle for personal 

autonomy become themes that we writers explore over and over.  

 

Our children carry this internalized trauma, too—even when they can’t name it. So, when I write 

for them, I’m now constantly asking myself: How do I tell the stories without crushing them? 

Without re-inflicting the damage?  How to do it while offering some path to hope?   

 

The answer I’ve come up with is to tackle the challenge through concepts kids of all ages 

recognize in concrete ways: Fairness. Sadness. Friendship. The basic human need for their 

personhood to be acknowledged and seen.  

 

Depicting aspects of Black Joy in my work is equally important. For me that translates into 

portraying family ties and community support; resilience, and (I discovered by surprise!) always, 

food. 

 

 

Initial Remarks Jean Alicia Elster, author of the young adult book, How it Happens 



 

  

In order to tell the hard stories of race, class, miscegenation and sexual assault in my most recent 

book, How It Happens, I will describe how I imbued the essence of the following two questions 

within the narrative quests of the book’s three protagonists: What kind of world have I inherited, 

and how do I navigate within that world? In addition, I will share how the use of oral histories 

and field research are crucial to producing literary scenes that emerge from the depths of harsh 

realities and yet are both compelling and life affirming for twenty-first century young adult 

readers. These concepts support my goal as a writer: that individuals emerge from the reading 

experience I have created, better prepared to confront and overcome the challenges they will 

encounter in their world. 

 

Initial Remarks of Desiree Cooper, author of the children’s picture book, Nothing Special 

 

As a children’s picture book author, I have already been caught up in the CRT discussion in 

Virginia. (My book was mentioned in a Virginia newspaper as exactly the kind of important 

book that risks being banned by CRT advocates). And while I definitely advocate teaching and 

inclusive perspective of history at all grade levels, I am concerned that well-meaning books 

about race too often inflict more harm than good upon young minds. I will talk about one of my 

core beliefs: Racism is like sex; you must always address it, but in age-appropriate ways. Every 

story that I have conceived for young children, has its roots in the traumatic history of Africans 

in America, but begins with black joy. To ensure that the whole history is not overlooked, I 

embed “Easter eggs” in the art, and add endnotes for the adults who are reading to the children.  

 

Moderator Questions: 

1. Please share a little about yourself and which of your lived experiences led you to 

writing African American children’s literature. Was your experience that led you to 

writing for African American children related to Black joy, Black trauma or both? 

2. How does writing about black trauma cause you to experience your personal traumas 

again? 

3. How do we maintain hope and Black joy when old traumas are resurfacing through 

police brutality, racism, etc. and when there’s a push to stop the discussion of racism in 

all levels of education? 

4. How does the Southern experience influence the stories that you choose to tell? 

5. How do you decide what truths to tell in your stories when many states are passing 

bills to limit discussions of racism in all levels of education and are banning certain 

books from being read in K-12 schools? 

6. Finally, how can Black Trauma be adequately addressed in children’s literature and K-

12 classrooms without including the exploration of racism and how it has contributed 

to Black Trauma? 
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