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1. L
 isa doesn’t think of herself as a news junkie, but when her
teacher asks her where she gets her news, she realizes she is
reading news from a wide variety of sources. Where do you
get your news? How do you find out about what’s going on
in the world? What sources do your favorite news sites use?
What subjects do they feel is worth covering, and how does that affect the way you see the world?

2. The student government election isn’t partisan, but Lisa wants to know which party each
candidate favors. One could argue that, in America at least, partisan elections make the decisionmaking process easier for voters: people know the “brand” of each party before they know the
candidate. But imagine you’ve just moved to another country, a multi-party democracy, and
you’re trying to decide which party to support. What issues and positions are most important to
you in selecting a party?

3. Lisa spends some of her free time on video game message boards, arguing with boys and men
who say offensive things. What are your thoughts on how to confront or address online trolls?
Have you ever convinced someone, in an online argument, to change their mind? Have you ever
changed your mind based on an online interaction? How did that conversation go? What works
and what doesn’t?

4. Lisa often struggles with journalistic ethics. What does “ethics” mean? In general, it’s a set of
rules and practices designed to make sure that someone in a profession does their job without
hurting people, or at least does it with the least harm possible. If you were to draft a set of
ethical rules for journalists, what would they be? What things do you think a journalist must
do. What must they never do? (Note to teachers: you may want to use the Society of Professional
Journalists Code of Ethics as a jumping-off point for this question.)

5. Nearly everyone in America today is both a consumer and a producer of media. Should there be a
code of ethics for social media users? What rules would you like to see everyone follow on social
media? In journalism, ethics rules often address honesty, privacy and conflicts of interest (i.e.
writing about things that you stand to gain from personally). If you wrote down a personal code
of conduct for your own social media posts, what topics would it address?
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1. Why do you write so often in the voice of girls
and young women?

I’ve been trying to write children’s and young
adult books for some time now, and I’ve
always been interested in challenging gender
stereotypes in my work. I spent a long time
writing male characters who in one way or
another resist some of the male roles that are
presented to them. That work never seemed
to appeal to anybody, perhaps because I was
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too close to the material. I noticed that moms
and girls and female teachers were increasingly emerging in my books as the most
active, likable characters. At some point, I decided to just go with that. I don’t
know how long I’ll continue or why it seems to work, for now.
2. The death penalty plays a big role in the book. What is your experience with
that topic?

Many years ago, I moved to Gainesville, Fla. to cover the University of Florida for
the local newspaper. The state prison near Starke isn’t far from Gainesville, and it’s
where Florida houses its death row. I started covering events related to executions
there, largely to fill in for our prison reporter when she wasn’t available. This was
20 years ago, and machismo was perhaps a bigger part of the newsroom at the time.
It seemed like a difficult assignment, and I wanted to take it precisely because of
that. My editors were careful to offer time off afterward and all that, but generally
I didn’t feel traumatized by this in the way they expected. For me, it’s more of a
time-release thing.
More than a decade later, I was living in Montgomery, Ala., covering the state
legislature. Going back to the execution chamber was the last thing on my mind.
I had a habit of sitting in on legislative committee meetings, even when I wasn’t
writing about them, just to find out what was going on. I was in an early-morning
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meeting one day when officials from the state prison system came forward with a bill
that would keep the state from releasing the names of companies that supply drugs to
the state for executions by lethal injection. Those prison officials said there was nothing
in current state law that prevented them from releasing that information if someone
requested it.
Of course, I requested the information. And they refused to give it to me, even though
no bill had been passed. That led to a couple of years of digging through the public
records that were available, to try and figure out why there was such a concern about
secrecy.
3. What was the big secret?
I’m still not sure who the drug supplier is. But I know that for ethical reasons, drug
companies tend to frown on the use of their drugs to kill people. A lot of our drugs come
from companies in Europe, where there’s much more opposition to the death penalty.
I did find a few times when state officials would drop the names of drug companies
in court documents, though it wasn’t always clear whether the companies that were
named were the source of the state’s drugs. Typically when companies find out they’re
linked in some way to executions, they’ll respond by releasing a statement or policy that
this isn’t an approved use of their product.
4. What are you trying to say, in Tell It True, about the death penalty?
For me, the biggest take-home is that capital punishment isn’t what many people think
it is. The most vociferous supporters of the death penalty seem to see it as an eye-foran-eye punishment, something that has a satisfying sort of symmetry. In reality it
takes a long time to execute someone, largely because it’s important to review the case
and make sure you’re not killing an innocent person. The process itself is strange and
medicalized and emotionally traumatic for just about everyone involved.
I think it’s worthwhile to look at the death penalty, as it is, and ask ourselves if this is
worth doing. A number of American states and most of our peer countries don’t execute
people. The alternative to death isn’t to let people go, it’s to put them in prison for life.
What do we get out of the death penalty, and is it worth the effort we put into it?
5. Is Lisa based on a particular person?
If anybody in the book is based on an actual person, it’s Blanderson. I didn’t intend
to base her on one of my own teachers, but when I finished the manuscript and
began editing, I saw how much of her advice mirrored things that were said to me by
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Jerry Chandler, an instructor in the communications department at my alma mater,
Jacksonville State University.
I guess that means that to a certain extent I’m Lisa, particularly where Lisa’s shown in
conflict with Blanderson. But the real story is that Lisa is an amalgam of a number of
young reporters I’ve worked with—the best of whom have a bit of wildness in them that
has to be channeled toward a good use. She’s entitled and cocky sometimes, but she’s
smart and sensitive enough to learn when people tell her something she didn’t know,
something she never considered.
6. What advice do you have for young writers?
First, you have to actually write. You can’t just sit around dreaming about the novel
you’re going to write one day. Sit down and write, every day, even if you don’t feel
inspired.
That’s the only thing you must do. Personally, I find that it’s good to have a routine,
writing at the same time of day in the same place. And here’s something that works
for me and might work for you: when you finish a scene or a section, leave yourself a
note about what you expect to happen in the next scene, or leave yourself a section of
dialogue you expect to happen in that scene. Getting started every day is hard, so if you
leave yourself a note you’ll have an idea to work with or to push back on.
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skilled playwright might be saved by the input of more proficient members of the artistic
team.
7. There was so much happening in New York in the mid-nineteenth century. Why do
you think the full history of Five Points and of the Draft Riots and other major historic
events from that time have been, if not lost, then at least forgotten?

I didn’t grow up in New York City so I have no idea if such events are studied in New
York City public school history classes. But if you ask the average New Yorker about any
significant events that happened in the city during the Civil War, most probably would
draw a blank.
Summer of Soul is a 2021 documentary with footage from a six-week series of concerts that
took place in Harlem back in 1969, admission free to the public. Superstar performers
included Nina Simone, Mahalia Jackson, Stevie Wonder, B.B. King, Sly and the Family
Stone, Max Roach, Gladys Knight and the Pips, David Ruffin, the Fifth Dimension,
Hugh Masekela, Moms Mabley, Mongo Santamaria, and the Edwin Hawkins Singers.
While images from the one-off Woodstock concert of the same year—including the
nearly four-hour self-named doc—have been extensively viewed for more than half a
century, no distributor showed any interest in the star-studded Harlem extravaganza,
and thus this release twenty-one years into the twenty-first century is the premiere
screening of this priceless footage. As asserted by one of the female voiceovers near the
end: “We hold these truths to be self-evident that black history is gonna be erased.”
True.
It is also true that, in general, American memories are short and selective, as is
American news reportage. Who recalls, for example, that the Obama Administration
abused the Espionage Act to brutally persecute and prosecute reporters and leakers who
courageously shed light on American military atrocities (a policy that continued under
Trump and now, Biden)? A more distressing question: How many Americans would just
prefer not to know anything about it?
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Back to the previous query regarding renewed interest in those mostly forgotten events
of 1863: if, in any small way, Moon and the Mars and Paradise Square might contribute to
nudging that collective American memory—evidenced by more artistic exploration on
the subject or, more importantly, by Americans’ common discourse—then I would feel
gratified and humbled.
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