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Dedication
This book is dedicated to our ancestors who paved the way for us to be 

here, made huge sacrifices, many of whom fought for freedom and against 
injustices.  Our ancestors include mathematicians, scientists, activists, 

doctors, educators, writers, artists, musicians, and so many others. They 
remind us that through horrible and unimaginable times and experiences 

during history, we also remember the greatness from which we come and our 
ancestor’s brilliance, perseverance, and beauty.  Our past prepares us to be 
our best selves in the present and to make positive changes for the future.

We also dedicate this book to the inspirational, brilliant activists and writers 
Nikole Hannah-Jones and Renée Watson.  Thank you for encouraging and 

affirming our school community, supporting us in finding our voices and to be 
advocates and activists for equity, ourselves and others, unapologetically. 

Lastly, we dedicate this book to our families, friends, and P.S. 125 educators.  
This book was the product of learning about Black History through exploring 

who we are and knowing that Black History does not start with slavery.  
Throughout this experience, we reflected on how our past shapes our future, 

and by reading The 1619 Project: Born on the Water we saw pictures and 
illustrations that looked like us, celebrated who we are, and affirmed our belief 

now and always that Black Lives Matter.



About the Program
Pulitzer-prize winning journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones and 
Newbery Honor winner Renée Watson, co-authors of The 1619 
Project: Born on the Water, joined Behind the Book (BtB) for an 
all-school author event at P.S. 125 in Harlem on February 2, 2022. 
Six classes of 3-5th grade students, 110 in total, took part in this 
special event focused on this important book, which provides a 
pre-colonial context for Black history, while also exploring the 
horrific realities of slavery and the resiliency and contributions 
of Black Americans. 

Prior to the workshop, BtB held a professional development 
session with teachers to prepare them for teaching the book, 
providing them with discussion questions, a program plan 
including an introductory workshop, writing, and arts activities, 
and graphic organizers to assist with the writing process. Each 
student also received a copy of the book, which they read in 
their supportive classroom environments. In response to the 
text, students wrote “Where I Am From” poems, a perfect way for 
young people of all ages to explore their own complex identities. 
BtB’s teaching artist made a video to guide them through the 
creative process. They drew self-portraits and created collages 
out of images from their poems to complement their writing. 

On the day of the event, the school bulletin boards were filled 
with beautiful writing and art inspired by Born on the Water.  The 

younger students read other books for Black History Month, and 
their work was included on bulletin boards for Nikole and Renée 
to see as well.

When the authors took the stage, the students were excited and 
rapt through the entire workshop; they listened as Nikole and 
Renée read poetry and discussed their creative process and 
reasons for writing the book. Then students got the chance to 
take the mic themselves. They stood in front of their peers, the 
authors, and special guests to ask questions, and some even 
shared their poetry. All of the adults involved were impressed 
by how thoughtful and moving the students’ work was, and how 
serious they were in their preparations. 

The most passionate writers were invited to a smaller group 
conversation with the authors. “I liked the book because maybe 
people didn’t know the history of Black people,” said Shima, 
9, a fourth grader. “Maybe they didn’t know it didn’t start with 
slavery.” Students also had the opportunity to ask questions 
about journalism, poetry, and other genres of writing. Finally, the 
event concluded with an autograph session. 

Behind the Book would like to thank Nikole and Renée, the 
principal, teachers and staff of P.S. 125, our special guests, and 
especially, our wonderful students, for making this an event  
to remember. 
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Where I’m From
by Renée Watson

I’m made up of east coast hip hop and  
island tradition. 
I’m from Baptist hymns and secular jigs. 
Tambourine playin’, late night stayin’ 
at the church house, or my friend’s house, or  
their friend’s house 
(on the weekends). 

Where I’m from there are corduroyed hand-me-downs 
and family keepsakes. Family pictures on the wall. 
Open bible on the coffee table. 

I’m from that side of town. 
Where the media only comes for bloodshed.  
Blood wasted. 
Never for blood restored, celebrated, or regenerated. 

I’m from hopscotch and double dutch. 
From hide-n-seek and pac man. 
I’m from curry goat, rice and peas and beef patties. 
From turquoise-blue water, white sand, and dreadlocks. 
Reggae is in my blood. 

Grew up in the Pacific Northwest. 
A place where rain falls more than sun shines. 
I’m from Douglas Firs and Pine trees. 
Where we walk under waterfalls,  
drive up windy roads to Mt. Hood 
and escape to the beaches on the Oregon coast. 

Where I’m from music takes away the blues.  
I’m from Bob Marley. Mahalia Jackson.  Aretha 
Franklin. James Brown. 

I’m from Jackson 5 records and New Edition tapes. 
Where I’m from we rewind tapes over and over and 
over again so you can write down the lyrics and 
memorize them. 

Where I’m from the whole neighborhood is your 
family: 
ladies sit on their porches looking out for you,  
shooin’ away boys like flies,  
callin’ your momma to tell her what you did  
before you can get home and lie about it. 

Where I’m from people ask my friend, 
“Is that your hair?” and she says, “Yeah it ’s mine.  
I bought it!” 

I’m from divorce being passed down to children 
like a family heirloom. 
From single mommas pushing strollers,  
praying that their babies don’t have the same 
struggles as them.

I’m from a little goes a long way, 
from sun’s gonna shine after the rain. 

I’m from perseverin’ souls and hardworkin’ hands. 
From a people destined to make it to their  
promised land. 
I’m from been there, done that, can and will do  
it again. 

Now you, tell me—where you from?  
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About the  
Visiting Authors

Nikole Hannah-Jones is an award-winning 
investigative reporter who covers civil rights and 
racial injustice for The New York Times Magazine.  
Nikole got hooked on journalism when she joined 
her high school newspaper and began writing about 
students like her, who were bused across town as 
part of a voluntary school desegregation program.

Her heroes are the race beat reporters, such as Ida 
B. Wells, Ethel Payne, Simeon Booker and Claude 

Sitton, whose fearless coverage helped move this nation closer to its promise.

Prior to joining The New York Times, Nikole worked as an investigative reporter at 
ProPublica in New York City, where she spent three years chronicling the way official 
policy created and maintains segregation in housing and schools. Before that, she 
reported for the largest daily newspaper in the Pacific Northwest, The Oregonian in 
Portland, Ore., where she covered numerous beats, including demographics, the census 
and county government.

Nikole started her journalism career covering the majority-black Durham Public Schools 
for The News & Observer in Raleigh, N.C. During her three years there, she wrote 
extensively on issues of race, class, school resegregation and equity.

Nikole is a native Iowan, a child produced by the hopes of both the Great Migration and 
those who migrated from foreign shores. She has also lived in Indiana, Georgia, North 
Carolina and Oregon. Now she is Bed-Stuy fly in Brooklyn.



Renée Watson is a #1 New York Times bestselling 
author, educator, and community activist. Her 
young adult novel, Piecing Me Together received 
a Coretta Scott King Award and Newbery Honor. 
Her children’s picture books and novels for teens 
have received several awards and international 
recognition. She has given readings and lectures 
at many renowned places including the United 
Nations, the Library of Congress, and the U.S. 
Embassy in Japan and New Zealand. Her poetry 

and fiction centers on the experiences of Black girls and women, and explores themes 
of home, identity, and the intersections of race, class, and gender.

Her books include young adult novels, Love is a Revolution, Piecing Me Together, 
This Side of Home, and Watch Us Rise, co-written with Ellen Hagan. Her middle grade 
novels include the Ryan Hart series, (Ways to Make Sunshine and Ways to Grow 
Love, and coming soon, Ways To Share Joy), Some Places More Than Others, Betty 
Before X, co-authored with Ilyasah Shabazz, and What Momma Left Me. Her picture 
book, Harlem’s Little Blackbird: The Story of Florence Mills received several honors 
including an NAACP Image Award nomination in children’s literature.

Renée grew up in Portland, Oregon, and splits her time between Portland and  
New York City.



About the  
Student Authors

This book was written by the third, fourth and fifth graders at P.S. 125, the Ralph 
Bunche School, during their 2021-2022 school year. We love gym, music, work choice, 
and our community.  Even with all of the challenges of COVID and all we have been 
through, we continue to try to be our best selves, to learn all we can, and to be a 
good friend to others.  We help each other and work together as we learn!

For this project, we read the book The 1619 Project: Born on the Water, reflected on 
and studied Black History, wrote “I Am From” poems about ourselves and created 
unique artistic self-portraits. We learned from the book, from our studies leading 
up to and during Black History Month, had conversations with our families and 
community members and had the amazing opportunity to talk with and hear from 
Nikole Hannah-Jones and Renée Watson who visited our school! Through our art, 
conversations, and writing, we learned that it is important to know our history and 
also to take a stand for our future. We will change the world!  



About  
Behind the Book

Behind the Book brings authors and their books into classrooms to build literacy 
skills and foster a community of lifelong readers and writers. Working with classes 
from Pre-K through 12th grade, our series of workshops is designed to bring books to 
life and inspire students to reach their full potential. Behind the Book is embedded 
in the class curriculum, nurtures critical thinking, creativity, and self-confidence  
in New York City public school students. All programs meet the Common Core 
Learning Standards. 



Next Generation 
Learning Standards
Addressed
3W4: Create a response to a text, author, theme, or personal experience 
(e.g., poem, play, story, artwork, or other).

4W4: Create a poem, story, play, artwork, or other response to a text, author, 
theme, or personal experience.

5W4: Create a poem, story, play, artwork, or other response to a text, author, 
theme, or personal experience.

4R5: In literary texts, identify and analyze structural elements, using 
terms such as verse, rhythm, meter, characters, settings, dialogue, stage 
directions. (RL)

5R6: In literary texts, explain how a narrator’s or speaker’s point of view 
influences how events are described. (RL)





BtB empowers the next generation of readers and 
writers by nurturing critical thinking, creativity, and  

self-confidence in our students. 

www.behindthebook.org


