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The Blacker the Berry by Joyce Carol Thomas.  Amistad, an imprint of Harper Collins Publishers.  2008.  32 pages.

SUMMARY

Joyce Carol Thomas provides a collection of beautiful poems expressing the joyous skin colors of various African American children.  Floyd Cooper enriches her poetry with gorgeous illustrations.  My favorite poem is “Night Shade I feel as purple As the night shade Of an eggplant That great berry among berries Smooth skinned And as stained and sweet As my fingers After rinsing boysenberries”.  Floyd Cooper’s illustration shows a beautiful girl with purple black skin glistening in the moonlight.

AUTHOR’S BIOGRAPHY

Joyce Carol Thomas has been a college professor and teacher for many years.  She has an international reputation as an author.  Her first novel, Marked by Fire, received the National Book Award.  Her first picture book, Brown Honey in Broomwheat Tea, received a Coretta Scott King Honor.  She received the Poet Laureate Award.  She lives in Berkeley, California.  She is available for motivational speaking engagements.

Source of Author Information:

Joyce Carol Thomas’ Official Website


ILLUSTRATOR’S BIOGRAPHY
Floyd Cooper earned a degree in fine arts from the University of Oklahoma.  He received a Coretta Scott King Honors for his illustrations in Brown Honey in Broomwheat Tea and I Have Heard of a Land.  He lives in Easton, Pennsylvania with his wife and two children.

Source of Illustrator Information:

Floyd Cooper’s Official Website

www.floydcooper.com
OTHER TITLES BY AUTHOR AND ILLUSTRATOR

Brown Honey in Broomwheat Tea by Joyce Carol Thomas.  Harper Collins.  1993.  32 pages.                                                                                                                                 Lyrical poems celebrate the beauty and heritage of African Americans.

OTHER TITLES BY AUTHOR

I Have Heard of a Land by Joyce Carol Thomas.  J. Cotler.  1998.  31 pages.                          An African-American pioneer woman stakes a claim to free land in the Oklahoma territory.

The Six Fools by Joyce Carol Thomas.  Harper Collins.  2006.  36 pages.                              A young couple gets engaged.  The groom comes to believe that his fiancée and her parents are the biggest fools in the world.  He searches for three people more foolish than his fiancée and her parents.  He promises to return and marry her, if he is able to find three people who are more foolish than they are.

The Three Witches by Joyce Carol Thomas.  Harper Collins.  2006.  32 pages.              Three witches eat a boy and girl’s parents.  The children move in with their grandma.  One day, when grandma is out, the witches come to eat the children.

The Gospel Cinderella by Joyce Carol Thomas.  Amistad.  2004.  40 pages.                    This Cinderella tale takes place in a southern swamp.  Cinderella hopes to attend the Great Gospel Convention.

 OTHER TITLES BY ILLUSTRATOR

Coming Home:  from the Life of Langston Hughes by Floyd Cooper.  Putnam & Grosset.  1998.  32 pages.                                                                                                              Langston Hughes boyhood experiences and evolution into a great African American poet is chronicled.

Jump!:  from the Life of Michael Jordan by Floyd Cooper.  Philomel Books.  2004.  40 pages.                                                                                                                               Michael Jordan practiced his basketball game for years, in order to beat his older brother Larry.

Mandela:  from the Life of the South African Statesman by Floyd Cooper.  Puffin Books.  2000.  38 pages.                                                                                                                 Nelson Mandela was the son of a tribal chief in South Africa.  He believes in standing for what is just and fair.  He became a leader in the fight against apartheid.

Willie and the All-Stars by Floyd Cooper.  Philomel Books.  2008.  32 pages.                 Willie is Chicago Cubs fan.  He wants to grown to play baseball in the major leagues.  Willie is crushed when a neighbor tells him that he will never be allowed to play major league baseball because of his skin color.  He gets excited, when he sees the Negro League All-Stars play against the Major League All-Stars.  Perhaps Willie can have a future playing baseball.

RELATED TITLES

Birmingham, 1963 by Carole Boston Weatherford.  Wordsong.  2007.  39 pages.                This historical fiction novel is based on the real events surrounding the Klu Klux Klan bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church on September 15, 1963.

Langston Hughes by Langston Hughes.  Sterling.  2006.  48 pages.                           Langston Hughes shares twenty-six poems and a biography.  The reader is invited to meet the poet up close.

CLASSROOM CONNECTIONS

Art

Students can create self portraits. Consider using “Crayola Multi-Cultural Skin Tone Crayons” to accurately portray skin tones.
Social Studies and Language Arts

Students can ask their parents, grandparents, and other family members about their family’s heritage and history.  Students can write a paragraph describing what they learned about their families.  Students can sit in the “author’s chair” and share their paragraphs with the class.

Social Studies

The Blacker the Berry received the Coretta Scott King Award.  Students can learn about Coretta Scott King using a print biography, an online biography, a print encyclopedia, or an online encyclopedia.  Coretta Scott King biographies for students in 3rd to 6th grade include:  Coretta Scott King by Cynthia Fitterer Klingel, Coretta Scott King by Laura Waxman Hamilton, Coretta Scott King:  Civil Rights Activist by Joanne Mattern.  Coretta Scott King:  First Lady of Civil Rights by George Edward Stanley, and Dare to Dream:  Coretta Scott King and the Civil Rights Movement by Angela Shelf Medearis.  Gale Cengage Learning provides free access to an excellent biography of Coretta Scott King on their website, http://www.gale.cengage.com/free_resources/whm/bio/king_c_s.htm.  

Science

Students can learn how different skin tones in people occur.  Students can access a clearly stated definition of melanin at MedicineNet.com, http://www.medterms.com/script/main/art.asp?articlekey=4340.  
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Why does black make colors sparkle brightly?                                                                    What shades do humans come in?                                                                                        Why does grandpa say:  “It’s the milk of kindness that makes us human.”?                         “The blacker the berry The sweeter the  juice”.  What does this have to do with skin color and beauty?                                                                                                                            Why do you think it is important for us to stay connected to our family’s past?                                    Why is the boy reading his great-great-grandmother’s journal?                                     Grandma is proud to be a coffee drinking black woman.  Why was she warned as a child not to drink coffee?                                                                                                                       The “Sunshine Girl” says:  “I refuse to walk too long in shadow”.  What do you think she means by that?                                                                                                                     When you look in the mirror, do you see your parents, your grandparents, or other family members in yourself?                                                                                                            Why do some people say:  “You’re not really Black!” to the girl in “Snowberries”?

WEB SITES

Floyd Cooper’s Official Website

www.floydcooper.com
Gale Cengage Learning:  Women’s History:  Coretta Scott King

http://www.gale.cengage.com/free_resources/whm/bio/king_c_s.htm
MedicineNet.com Medical Dictionary:  Definition of Melanin
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