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For our project, we wanted to give to the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission an overview of how difficult social issues are dealt with in children's books. We considered several key aspects of assembling a children's book on the subject, including the pros and cons of the format itself, the construction of the narrative voice, the illustrations, how difficult subjects are presented, and the resolution. It was impossible to create recommendations specific to the events in Greensboro since we were unsure as to the commission's final conclusions. We could not anticipate what message your commission wanted to send and to what audience, both of which are important factors which would alter the final product.

Pros and Cons of a Children's Book Format


The format of the children’s book has both benefits and limitations. First, children’s books allow a semi-historical learning medium outside of the classroom. The child can read and read again about the event, with repeated access to the same static story. Thus, it’s a very good way for him or her to forge a historical memory of the event. It makes history something that's not just homework for children and provides a safe environment for children to ask questions and spark discussion with a parent. The children reading these books today are the adults of tomorrow. It can help them form an understanding of larger social realities at a young age. Moreover, this particular format can render complex subjects more digestible for developing minds. 


Yet is a children’s book appropriate for the Greensboro massacre?
It may not be the kind of subject that is suitable for a historical book treatment. It’s a complex narrative with multiple factions involved who each contest the meaning of the event. The event also deals with issues that are reflective of larger problems in the United States. There is no single agreed-upon historical “reality” at present. The danger lies in producing an overly moralistic book about two “bad” groups that render the event irrelevant and forgettable, instead of triggering remembrance, understanding, and helping to find a solution before moving on. The Commission will have to ask: what is the point in writing this children's book? Do we want children to learn about their past with a critical and intelligent perspective on the massacre? Or do we just want these books to present a moral lesson about racism and hate? Would the book be aimed at all children of just those of the Greensboro community? Depending on the answer, the scope of the story might be very different. For many historical subjects, a clear "hook" for children may not be obvious. In other words, they simply make not make compelling children's reading. While the Greensboro massacre is of particular interest locally, is it relevant enough to merit a national audience?

Narrative Voice


Creating a children’s book to teach or remember a difficult subject requires a certain delicacy, especially concerning the narrative structure of the book. One key early decision to be made is: who should tell the story? Should the story by told by a main character at the center of events or by a third-person narrator who is not involved in the action? There is more than one way to situate a story and each has specific considerations to keep in mind. 


The first person point of view is the most direct and makes it easy for a child to identify right away with the character. The reader is privy to the thoughts and feelings of the character. Karen Katz’s The Color of Us tells a story of tolerance from a child’s perspective. A first person setup where the narrator is a child will help connect a young reader. It will also present the difficult matter in a less threatening manner. What tends to be lost however, is an objective point of view. The reader may enter the story from a very personal viewpoint but will lose access to the perspective of other characters.



To that end, third person narratives seem to be the most common voice used in addressing tough topics with children. The third person narrator can be omniscient, allowing the author to include the thoughts and feelings of any character, though in a less personal manner. It also allows the author the flexibility to form a narrative that can skip around to different places and times, filling in a back story if need be. Freedom River, by Doreen Rappaport is written in such a manner because the historical context and background of slavery is an integral part of the story being told. A third person narrator is also outside the events and can be more objective, providing the author does not insert editorial comments--though that is another flexibility of the third person narrative. This is a useful point to consider when writing about a historical event, where an author can choose to send a particular message to the reader or present a more objective view of events. The problem with the third person narrative is the impersonal feel. It can make it difficult for a child to identify with any one character, which will detract from any desired emotional potency.



It is possible to combine both voices within a story. Sheila Hamanaka‘s book, The Journey: Japanese Americans, Racism, and Renewal deals with the difficult issue of Japanese internment camps. The book begins in third person to provide an objective view of the historical background of Japanese migration to the United States. The narrative voice later switches to first person to take the reader intimately into the main character’s world. The combination of voices simultaneously allows an impersonal historical context to stand with a personal reader connection. In this way, the author is able to provide information on the event and also send a very particular message about it. The main disadvantage of combining the two narratives is the difficulty in maintaining a clear and consistent voice, which may confuse a young reader.



The choice of narrative voice is reliant on the goal of the book itself. Is it to provide children with an objective account of the event? Or is it to tell a certain group’s viewpoint? Is it to send a deliberate pedagogical message? The first person viewpoint is best for books that want to draw a reader into one side of the story and to teach a lesson. The third person is better for providing a historical background to teach children about the event in general. The author must first grapple with the book’s purpose and then construct a narrative voice to fit it.

Illustrations


The images in children’s books can aid the telling of a story by providing the child with a visual representation of an event or place; they also help in sparking children’s interest and engagement with a text. Illustrations also have power to convey meaning and construct truths about an event or people. Storybooks that deal with difficult subjects utilize images in unique and varied ways, but they usually do so in an appealing way that connects with the reader and is helpful when discussing tough topics. 


Illustrations can be created using a variety of mediums and techniques, each of which can communicate a different sentiment or understanding. Photographs and realistic paintings can help a reader connect to specific characters or events, but are not suited for all subjects. As one would expect, most of the books we studied did not depict overt or grotesque scenes of violence. But illustrations of difficult subjects do not prevent dark tones or feelings from being conveyed. Images can be simplistic and yet truthfully impart the impact of an event by using clear lines and simple colors. Books that utilize simple images, like the work of Jacob Lawrence (whose paintings depict the great migration), often hold deeper meanings that are hidden within visual metaphors. These metaphors may be lost on younger readers, but they can be enhanced either in the accompanying text or in discussion with others. Opening up any book’s images or text for discussion can help readers to engage with books and difficult subjects rather than create a one-sided exchange of information.


Illustrations can also use fantasy or allegory to present meaning while providing an emotional buffer for a child. Characters may be unrealistic in appearance, or diffused through watercolors, collages, or even comic strips; the images created may present non-life-like people or may even utilize animals. The freedom of creative imagery can still work to convey meaning or a lesson without being a mirrored image of an event or person. The utilization of fantasy images that act as representations for humans can open up the discussion of difficult subjects while providing emotional space for the reader. Also, using individual animals to represent people avoids generalizations, which can be useful when writing about different groups of people. This does not mean that a representation of a particular group is free of negative connotation. But it still provides a potential outlet when dealing with the various factions in Greensboro.


Illustrations play a powerful role in children’s books and can be used in the discussion of difficult topics. Illustrations gain meaning and importance when used in combination with the text and are especially useful when the reader engages in dialogue with the book. If one chooses to create a book around the story of Greensboro, the author must contend with issues of representation, meaning, and audience. Depending on the goal of the book and the age range, illustrations can be used to depict fact and relate to the reader or to diffuse a topic into a lesson or moral. 

How To Deal With Difficult Subjects

The way that difficult subjects are dealt with in children’s literature plays a crucial role in an individual society’s understanding of an event. If difficult subjects are censored this could hinder a child’s full and appropriate understanding of the event. Likewise, a graphically violent depiction of a difficult subject would be inappropriate. The most effective books have a serious tone and deal with these subjects head on.  


Books that deal with difficult subjects can have significant drawbacks. In The Colors Of Us, Karen Katz gives the reader a personal and non-threatening approach to understanding multiculturalism.  The sentences are short and structured in an easy-to-follow format. “My best friend, Jo-Jin, lives close to the playground. Jo-Jin is the color of honey. Two streets over, we meet my cousin Kyle. His skin is a reddish brown, like leaves in fall.” This approach is not useful when dealing with a difficult or controversial subject since it only serves to point out differences without context. Hope For The   Flowers by Trina Paulus is a story that includes death and deals with the subject by personifying caterpillars. In one scene some caterpillars lie dead from a fall at the bottom of a pillar and one is even shown in mid-fall. Here the reader is taught to sympathize with that caterpillar, as their death is easier to handle than that of a human. Though, in avoiding the human subject, it risks having the child comprehend the relevance and importance of the issue to his/her life.


In ...If you lived when there was slavery in America, by Anne Kamma, a moralistic ending helps to soften the tough reality of the subject. The book explains that it is important to understand all the good things that have happened in America as much as it is important to also understand that something bad, like slavery, happened. The book explains that we can help make our future better than our past.  This convention of concluding with a hopeful look towards the future is a common way to soften the toughness of the subject. This convention can provide the reader with the tools to recognize the moral values that are presented in the book in relation to everyday life.  This will give them hope for the future.


Books that do not skirt difficult issues allow a way for the reader to grapple with the seriousness of the subject and hopefully make its lessons applicable to the present day.  In Freedom River by Doreen Rappaport, slavery is framed as something that is evil.  The sentences are simple and dialogue tries to mimic the speech of the slaves. Occasionally, some of the text is enlarged and bolded to place emphasis on the tense situation. This simplistic approach is positive since it sets up an implicit moral tone to give the reader a sense of right and wrong. However, one drawback is that this book does not tie its moral resolutions into present-day realities. In The Journey: Japanese Americans, Racism, and Renewal, Sheila Hamanaka is a great example of how to deal with the issue of Japanese concentration camps. It presents an opinion on the issue 

of Japanese concentration camps with a clear message that what America did and the way they behaved was absolutely wrong.  It leaves the reader understanding that the issue is still alive and should still be discussed today. 

How Resolution is Presented


Children’s books that deal with history present a unique challenge; the format is typically confined to narratives with a distinct resolution, a teleological plot that ends at a definite point. All children’s books “end” in a way that much of history, as a contested, ever-evolving process, simply does not. In the case of the Greensboro massacre, not only have the events reached no satisfactory conclusion, but they deal with much larger societal cleavages that are ongoing and unresolved. The question then becomes: how does one craft a children’s book that provides a satisfactory narrative but does not revise it to the point of fabricating a resolution?


In children’s books that deal with “unfinished” historical narratives, one technique is to contextualize the triumph or dramatic climax of the book as one step in an ongoing process. In Free at Last by Doreen Rappaport, African Americans’ struggle for equal rights and substantive equality is framed as a step-by-step series of gains and hard-fought victories. This provides a positive narrative structure without creating the impression that issues at work have been concluded in any sense – they are, however, getting better over time. Still, this approach can divest a group or individual of agency if a child perceives a social struggle as an inevitable process unmitigated by personal action.


A very useful tool in super-imposing a different kind of resolution in children’s books is to provide a epilogue or an afterward to present the larger issues at hand and their historical ramifications. These prologues can either be part of the story, assuming an omniscient quality, or as “For the Parent” sections that provide a more detailed account that helps in explaining a story to a child. In The Story of Ruby Bridges by Robert Cole, a tale about early 1960s school desegregation ends with a section that explains the de-segregation movement over the last half-century and catalogues the gains made in the process and how they came to be. 


Epilogues are an effective tool because a children’s book is likely to be read in the classroom or the bedroom, where an adult is on hand or nearby to answer a child’s questions. The book is often only a launching-point for a barrage of queries from an interested child – if the book can render additional and more comprehensive information to aid such explanations, then the book can be freed from narrative constraints in communicating history. If You Lived When There Was Slavery in America takes the form of forty questions and answers about slavery along with a mini-chronology of the American slave trade at the end. This kind of structure anticipates the interactive nature of historical children’s books while also providing a larger frame that accurately contextualizes the events it describes. While a chronology may contribute to the divestment of agency discussed above, it still demonstrates that not all history is rapid, concise or contiguous.  

Conclusion


Children's books offer a wide range of techniques through which to present difficult social issues. As a medium, they are often overlooked as an effective tool for teaching children about history. At present, it is unclear whether a widely accepted narrative of the events in Greensboro will emerge. As such, a children's book may be a tool better suited to teaching a moral lesson rather than definitively narrating the event. Even though the events of the Greensboro massacre were violent and unsettling, we do not believe they are necessarily inappropriate materials for a children's book. If reconciliation is ever to be achieved, all groups must be able to grapple with the event, including children.      
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