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Thanks to the PSA’s financial support, I was able to attend the Simmons College Children’s 

Literature Summer Institute this past July. I had attended once as a student, but participating as an alumni 

and a library professional was informative and inspiring.  

 The theme of this year’s Institute was “Homecoming” – while discussing forthcoming children’s 

books and trends in children’s literature and publishing, each speaker drew their discussions back to how 

homes – or the idea of “home” – are represented in children’s books, and how reading and books are or are 

not part of the lives of children today. Brian Collier spoke very passionately with Roger Sutton about his 

commitment to depicting “the beauty of black children at all costs” in his work, and to accurately and 

expressively depicting the lives of others in his picturebook biographies. Molly Idle - illustrator of the 

Caldecott Honor book Flora and the Penguin – talked about how finding a career as a picturebook artist 

after working as an animator felt like coming home, and also allowed her to work creatively at home 

alongside her parents and her children in a shared creation workshop. Illustrators David Hyde Costello (A 

Crow of His Own), Hyewon Yum (This is Our House), and Shadra Strickland (Sunday Shopping) all discussed 

how they choose to depict homes in their picturebooks: whether these artists chose to depict homes as 

inviting, foreboding or whimsical, each artist clearly reflected on their own cultural experiences to depict 

the diverse home-lives of their characters and their child readers.  

 On Saturday, more authors spoke about how their childhood and life experiences shaped the kinds 

of stories would eventually share with children. Emily Jenkins talked about her unconventional childhood , 

during which the adults in her life were stable enough, but her address was not. As she discussed how she 

read certain books at her father’s apartment and certain books at her grandmother’s, I was reminded of 

how important it is for books to remain physical objects in the homes of children – books take up space in a 

home, they are objects and experiences. A book left out for browsing can be picked up by members of the 

same household. Jenkins also talked about the importance of these shared reading experiences in her life 

now, as a mother. Sharing books can create a context for a family, providing opportunities for togetherness, 

communication, and exploration. “Home,” Jenkins determined, “is where you keep your books.”  

 Newbery Award-winning author Kwame Alexander expounded on this idea in a very moving speech 

about his path toward becoming a children’s author. As a poet, Alexander challenged himself to put the 

idea of “home” into words – “Home,” he said, “is feeling good, and safe, and loved.” Although Alexander 

never addressed this directly, it was clear that the well-publicized murders of black children during the past 

years – Trayvon Martin and Tamir Rice in particular – were on Alexander’s mind. Is America a place where 

all children can feel “good and safe and loved?” As public librarians, are we creating library spaces where all 

children can feel at home? As collection development librarian, I consider promoting racially diverse 

children’s collections to be an essential part of the work of making sure the library is a safe space for all of 

Boston’s young children – Alexander’s speech certainly inspired me to go at this task with even more 

dedication. 

 This is only a sampling of the talks and seminars I was able to attend at this year’s Summer 

Institute. I could easily go on and on for few more pages. This was an excellent conference, and one I found 

incredibly professionally reinvigorating. Thank you to the PSA for supporting my attendance! 


