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Ronda Taylor| 0:00
I want my community to feel love in a world that can be cruel. Some parts of society can be cruel; some parts of society can reject them. I want them to feel loved the way that they are in the words, which is why I came up with Seen Heard Love is truly how I want people to feel when they read my work or come across the work, I want them to feel seen as they are. I want them to feel loved as they are, and I want them to feel heard.

Announcer | 0:29
Welcome to Creative Paths, a podcast where we map the careers of South Carolina's creative economy one professional at a time. We're broadcasting from the Athenaeum Press at Coastal Carolina University. Thanks for exploring with us. In this episode, we're exploring what it means to find your voice with poet, storyteller and publisher Ronda Taylor as a writer and program director at Youth Empowerment services in Charleston, South Carolina, Ronda has leaned on her creative passions to uplift and connect with her community. Let's listen in...

Lexi Raines | 1:03
Hi. My name is Lexi. I'm a junior English major here at Coastal. I've been an intern at the Athenaeum press, working closely with Uncharted since last semester. And I'd like to welcome Ronda Taylor, a poet, writer and storyteller from the Charleston area. I'm especially excited to talk to her as an alumni of the Athenaeum Press at Coastal and also as a writer. Ronda, welcome. Would you mind telling us a little bit about what you're currently doing and the names of the initiatives you're a part of?

Ronda Taylor | 1:30
Of course, thank you guys for having me. I always appreciate the Athenaeum press. It's also great to hear that you're a writer yourself. But yes, like you said, I'm a children's book author. I'm a poet and a program director for a nonprofit organization. So my first children's book is Radiant Girl: Daughter of the King, which I released last year in March. And I'll be releasing my second children's book, The Rose Boys: Charleston Hope, which is paying homage to Charleston, and that'll be out in June. I'm a part of an anthology as a contributed poet. The first anthology is Ukweli: Searching for Healing Truth is edited by the late Horace Mungin and Herb Frazier. And that led to another opportunity to be in the anthology, This is the Honey by Kwame Alexander. So, I'm really fortunate to have those opportunities as a writer, that's kind of the dream. And like I said, I'm a program director for youth empowerment services. It's a nonprofit. We mentor at risk middle and high school girls, specifically girls of color, in the Tri County area, so Berkeley, Dorchester and Charleston, and we offer mentoring college tours, educational tours and we just try to expose them to as much as possible, to uplift them and to empower them.

Lexi Raines | 2:46
That's awesome. That's amazing. That is so meaningful. Can you tell us, like, a little bit about your journey as a poet and writer, like, how did you first get involved with the youth empowerment services?

Ronda Taylor | 2:59
So as a poet and writer, I think everyone's journey kind of starts similar. I've always been creative as a kid. I think that's like your prime time for creativity, and there's no limits and your imagination. So, creative arts has always been something that I've appreciated. I used to love art to the point where my parents thought I would be an artist, but it was more of a hobby. It's something I like to do on the side. And then writing kind of became the thing that I was very passionate about, and so I've just carried that on, and ended up, you know, going to Coastal because of that. And at Coastal is where I really refined exactly what I love to do about writing and youth empowerment services actually started because of my writing. I was performing poetry in the community. Miss Rosalynn, who is the executive director and founder of the organization, she invited me to their annual Dream Girls Conference, which brings over 1200 attendees from South Carolina, Georgia, surrounding areas, North Carolina. And so, in 2020 right before the pandemic and shut down, I was able to be a part of the Dream Girls conference as a poet. From there, I learned about the organization and the mentoring that she did throughout the year. And so, she would ask me to volunteer, and I would volunteer here and there, and then she asked me to conduct poetry workshops in the school. So, I would come and do poetry workshops, and then I just became so entangled and wrapped up in it, because of her vision and the passion and the community that she's reaching, that I eventually got to where I am now as program director.

Lexi Raines | 4:38
That's amazing. So, were you doing that while you were at Coastal as a student?

Ronda Taylor | 4:43
No, I think I didn't really pursue it until I received my master's degree. And after I completed that degree, I had a choice: am I going to take the safe route, or am I going to take this risk?. Am I going to take this leap of faith? And I did school for this reason, so I was like, okay, this is your time to take that leap, to take that risk. And so, it started off very small by going to poetry events and performing, because I really had never done that. I was writing in school, but I wasn't performing poetry, even though it was something that I love and I appreciate it. I'm very introverted. I'm not someone who likes to be in front of a mic. Somehow, my gift puts me in front of the mic. I have to recharge later, but I do appreciate it when I'm on the stage, and so it kind of happened after.

Lexi Raines | 5:41
That whole sentiment also means a lot to me. I would also consider myself a very introverted person. I've noticed that, like, really, the only way you can get the things you want is by taking that leap of faith. 

Ronda Taylor | 5:55
Yeah, you got to step out your comfort zone. That's the way you grow. So, it's uncomfortable, but it breeds really amazing results. 

Lexi Raines | 6:02
Yes. So, you said that you really started refining your skills once you came to Coastal. How did your education here, particularly your studies in English writing, start to shape your career?

Ronda Taylor | 6:15
I always knew I wanted to write, but I wouldn't say I knew exactly what type of writing I wanted to do. I knew I was a creative writer, and taking courses and being part of the program, I really learned what type of writing I enjoyed. So nonfiction is great, but it wasn't my best area. But if I'm doing poetry and I share my story in that avenue, I'm more willing to share the honesty because I feel safe for poetry, it feels home, it feels good, and so I pour out a lot of my truth in poetry. So, taking courses kind of helped me to shape that. I joined internships. I kind of learned that magazines are great, but it's not really creative enough for me and what I wanted to do. A really big, pivotal point was- and at this point, I don't even know what the course is that I was required to take as part of my degree, but it's an English course that you take, and the professors have the opportunity to choose the subject matter for it, like a special topic. This particular semester, it was Dr. Ellen Arnold's class, and she did children's literature. And if I'm honest, I took it because I needed it was a requirement, so I was gonna have to take it anyway, but it ended up being the most pivotal moment for me, like, I don't know how to explain it was like the light bulb went off. It connected everything that I wanted. And one of the children's books that I was introduced to in that course was Dave the Potter, and it's by Laban Hill, and it's illustrated by Brian Collier, who I absolutely love, who I've gotten to meet and interact with, which is really awesome. But that specific children's book, I don't know, it just really opened my eyes. I really saw myself in it. It entailed history, it entailed community and culture. And I just realized, like everything I wanted to do, I could do in children's books, the Athenaeum Press, of course, is another pivotal moment, because we were going to these different communities and different cultures, and we were learning about their history and their present and their future. And it was really about preservation and really highlighting those voices and those people. I just realized how important community and culture was to my work. It helped me to really refine and shape like I had this broad idea of what I wanted to do in writing, and it really helped me to keep refining it. It helped me to find those core values that I had in my writing.

Lexi Raines | 8:56
Yeah, and that's so important. So how did you start incorporating those cultural elements into your work.

Ronda Taylor | 9:03
It starts with me. Yeah, my culture and my community is important to me, and it flows out of me, organically and naturally in my work. So even with the first children's book, Radiant Girl: Daughter of the King, it was really important for me when I was looking for an illustrator, an illustrator I worked with was Kristen Austin. She's based in Los Angeles, California. I found her on social media, and I feel like she was just perfect for this book. But there's a lot of representation. It's a little black girl on the cover. If we go through the book, you'll see black girls of just different backgrounds and appearances, and their hair is different, and their complexion is different. All of that was really important to me for young people and even adults to see because we still need it too. Our inner child needs it too. And so yeah, it starts with me as a black woman and needing more representation in this world.

Lexi Raines | 9:58
So, what role do you think representation plays in children's literature, and how do you think your work addresses that?

Ronda Taylor | 10:05
Yeah, a huge one. It's a huge impact. I love children's books because it's reaching the youth early on, before the world can tell them who they need to be or what they're supposed to look like, or what's valued in children's books. It's a part of their everyday life, when they go to bed and they read and with their families or, you know, in libraries and schools, and it's important for them to see themselves. It's important for that to be reflected. We live in a colorful world. We live in a diverse world, and children's books need to represent that. And I think that's really important for youth to see very early on, and I think it has a huge impact on their future. 

Lexi Raines | 10:44
I would completely agree, because I think that, like, children aren't inherently born with that. It's something that they've got to learn. I think children's literature is extremely, extremely important. So, when you were writing Radiant Girl: Daughter of the King, what was your approach when writing that? Because I know also as a writer, I feel like so many people have so many different techniques and different things that they do to get in focus for writing.

Ronda Taylor | 11:13
I'm a poet, and it's kind of hard to not be a poet, so it’s just natural for me to write in that format. It is a collection of affirmations and poetry. It really was inspired by what I was seeing and what I had gone through as a little black girl, especially a dark-skinned black girl, being the quiet one, not being in the spotlight. So, it came from that and knowing what I needed to hear. I remember doing like a small group with a few young ladies, and so I asked this deep question, and it led to this conversation where each of them kind of revealed the insecurities they had about themselves, whether their appearance, their worth, their self-esteem, even at the age that they were now. And that really shocked me, because I'm like, looking at this group of beautiful and brilliant women, and I thought it was just me, like I have my challenges, but I didn't know so many women still had challenges as far as their self-worth and how they see themselves, and how the world has trained them to see themselves. And so it really came from that need to uplift and to empower and to encourage. And then that kind of led to the poetry. I would say that was kind of the inspiration in my technique. I will say it started off as a spoken word piece, because I do perform poetry as well. So, I have a spoken word piece called Radiant Girl. That's the one that I performed at the Dream Girls conference, and then that evolved into the children's book, and that's been amazing to perform because I've had, even though, in my mind, I wrote it for youth, I've had older woman come up to me in tears and crying because it speaks to the inner child in them, and because we all still need to hear that we are loved, that we can fully walk confidently in our identity.

Lexi Raines | 13:04
Yeah. Kind of pivoting here. What inspired you to start Seen Heard Loved publishing?

Ronda Taylor | 13:12
Seen Heard Love Publishing is about supporting diverse voices and authentic stories. I remember walking into like a bookstore and looking for specific books, specifically of diversity and people of color, and not being able to really find that much. And when you look at the statistics of traditional publishing, representation of people of color, of black people, is still very low. There's still so much more room to grow in our representation, in our diversity, especially black people and black children centered as the main characters, they're always seen as, like the sidekick. There's more representation of animals in books than there are people of color. So those are very telling statistics that we need to overcome and kind of deal with. And so that's kind of the inspiration for starting the publishing company is because I really wanted to one, create books personally with people of color represented. And I want to be able to partner with people of color. I want to be able to support other people of color in that way. And so, if you look in a bookstore now, there is some growth, you will see a lot more of that representation. But when we really look at the statistics, they're telling, they're very telling that there's still so much more we need to do. And so this is my way of doing that.

Lexi Raines | 14:40
Yes and that's awesome. That's really amazing. I think that's such a beautiful thing to do, because it is extremely needed. What has the process been like in starting this? What year was it founded?

Ronda Taylor | 14:51
I would probably say the end of 2023 I wrote the book. And the publishing company I did was something I had in the back of my mind that I would do years down the road, like, like years in my 40s, 50s, or something like that. Like one day I would have a publishing company. I didn't know it would be sooner than later. So, I always had in the back of my head I applied for the South Carolina Arts Commission grant, which helps you to launch your business. And so I applied, not really thinking I would get it. And then I was awarded that grant. And to me, that was a huge sign that this was my opportunity to do this now, not years down the road, but now. And so that really encouraged me and motivated me to do this. The process with each venture that I do is like building from the ground up. It's starting canvas, a blank canvas, is beautiful. You have endless possibilities. But for me, it's overwhelming and it's scary because I don't know what it's gonna be. It's not right now for me, like I'm blazing this trail. So, it's a really steep learning curve for me, but I've just learned to ask questions. If you don't know the answer, I will slide in somebody's DM so quick, I will send them an email so quick, just be like, Hey, I have this idea. I don't know where to start. Would you be able to help me? And 99.9% of the time, people reach back out to me, and they're so willing to pour into me because I was so afraid that I would be rejected, but people are so willing to pour into you when they see that you're doing something meaningful and purposeful. And so, the process has just been me learning as I go, there's so much I still don't know, and yet somehow I'm doing this, and to me, that's just crazy, because I don't know how I'm doing it, but it's getting done. So that has been my process.

Lexi Raines | 16:44
I feel like I definitely see with the courage or the fear of just looking at the blank page or the blank canvas, like you're saying, because I definitely have had some struggles with that in the past, of just not knowing where to go, but like you're saying, I think just the creative community. We're all so close with each other and so willing to help like you were saying. One thing I've noticed through all of the interviews that I've done is that there's just such a vibrant warmth from all of the creative communities all over South Carolina, no matter what subject field it is, everyone's just willing to be there for each other. 

Ronda Taylor | 17:23
Yeah, it's very encouraging and very supportive. And I have some great, great mentors, great friends that kind of keep me afloat when my mind tells me this is too much or you can't do this. So yeah, the creative community is very needed to keep us fueled and keep us going.

Lexi Raines | 17:38
And I feel like you're definitely playing a huge part in that with the youth empowerment services. How does your work with the youth empowerment services align with your passion for writing and storytelling?

Ronda Taylor | 17:50
I didn't know Youth Empowerment services was going to be a part of my journey at all. It came very left field for me, but it is very amazing to see how aligned to my purpose it is, and like the timing of everything. So, I'm working very closely with the community that I want to serve, working with girls of color, working with people in the community that's my culture. I think it helps to kind of fuel the writing that I do as well, because now I'm closely knitted and closely connected with the community and learning more of where these girls are, versus me and my age, some things are the same, some things are very different. This generation is dealing with a whole different world and community than I have, and so I'm learning much more of what they need. And that kind of fuels my writing as well, so I get to serve and be a part of that community.

Lexi Raines | 18:43
That's amazing. I think it's really awesome when two interests really merge like that. You have already touched a little bit on this. How do you see your writing influencing your community, and what kind of conversations do you want to kind of spark through your poetry and your children's books?

Ronda Taylor | 19:03
Definitely, I want my community to feel loved in a world that can be cruel, some parts of society can be cruel, some parts of society can reject them. I want them to feel loved the way that they are in the words, which is why I came up with Seen Heard Love is truly how I want people to feel when they read my work or come across the work. I want them to feel seen as they are. I want them to feel loved as they are, and I want them to feel heard. I want their stories to be highlighted and important. I want the community to know that they are resilient. So, a part of that is making sure to let this generation know their history, let this generation know their present in the future. So yeah, Seen, Heard and Loved is truly the key words for my mission and purpose. 

Lexi Raines | 20:01 
So, what do you wish you knew before you started writing your first book?

Ronda Taylor | 20:08
I felt like I didn't really know a whole lot, like I said it was a learning curve. Honestly, the whole journey has been about my own mentality, about myself and what I can do. So just knowing that I'm capable, yeah, I held on to it for quite a few years before I released it or even tried. So really, it's just knowing that I was capable of doing it. I experienced a lot of rejections in my writing journey, which comes with it. It's just a part of it. Each no is getting you closer to your yes, it's hard to feel that way in the moment, but it challenged me. It challenged me to know that I could build a door or create a table, even if I don't have a seat at the table right now, I could create that table, invite others to come sit at that table and walk through that door with me. So yeah, other than that, it's really just learning curve for me, and I'm learning as I go. I'm learning once you do the writing. That's a beautiful part of it. But there's also the business side of it. There's marketing and putting yourself out there. Did I mention that I was introvert, and I don't want to put myself out there? But learning to put yourself out there and engaging with the community. So quite a bit, quite a bit. I didn't know.

Lexi Raines | 21:20
I feel like rejection is such a big thing and it's so hard to deal with. You said that you kind of saw rejection as a challenge. Were there any other ways that you learned to overcome that rejection? 

Ronda Taylor | 21:33
Sometimes it's not personal, it's just a part of the industry and it's a part of the business. And I heard I had to learn that no has different levels. It can be No, not yet, no, not fit for this. You have to give yourself that yes, and as long as I say yes to myself, I keep writing, I keep pursuing, I keep pushing, and that has helped me to move forward and to keep going. I'm actually surprised that I've gotten as far as I have even now, and learning that rejection truly is a redirection. It's not- this isn't your lane, which is okay, but let me show you your lane. Let me show you how I'm calling you to be a trailblazer. And so, I just learned that a no doesn't have to be a hard No. It's just a different type of yes, in a way like I just had to learn how to find my path. That's what's awesome about the writing journey and writing community. I have two amazing friends. One is Kenneth Lewis, who is from Coastal Carolina University. He's amazing. And my other friend Yvette Murray, she's a poet currently living in California, but she's from Charleston, and we all have different paths to our writing. One is pursuing traditional publishing, the other is kind of like a hybrid, and yet we're all making it. We're all being successful in our own ways, and our books are still getting out into the world, into the hands of children. 

Lexi Raines | 22:55 
That's awesome. You mentioned just the different aspects of publishing a book, like, obviously, there's a writing part. Can you tell us a little bit more about that business aspect of it? Because that's not something that many people are too aware of when they're first trying to pursue being published.

Ronda Taylor | 23:12
So, as an independent publisher, it's a little different from traditional publishing. Like, as traditional publishing, you have your work and you look for a literary agent, and they kind of help you get into the right publishing house for you. And there's advances in royalties, and then there's independent publishing, which you are all the things at once, like You're the writer, you're the marker, you're like, you hold all the hats. I didn't want to hold all the hats, but here I am holding all the hats, and I think I'm doing all right. So, I started with my writing. I have these manuscripts. I had been holding on to them for a while, waiting for the right time, and then I just had to ask questions and take each step as it is, I could do a little bit of drawing. I can get away, but I wouldn't call myself an artist or Illustrator. So, I had to go and find the illustrator. Okay, how do you find the illustrator? Literally googling. Where do you find illustrators? And there's different websites and social media, they have different hashtags. And that's honestly how I found my first illustrator, and she was amazing. I was looking up certain hashtags in the children's community, there's different social media pages that actually highlights different artists, so I reached out to her. We were able to do that. Then I had to find- okay, you got to get this book printed. So how do I print this book? Okay, here's the different type of companies that you can print through. And so I just took it each step at a time. How do you price your book? Well, you have to factor in how much it costs to print it, then how much you would profit. Okay, once the book is out there, you still have to let the world know they're not just going to show up on your doorstep, even though that would be amazing, but you have to market it. Okay? Social media is a big thing. It's free. You got to start posting a little more, reaching out to your community. I got to reach out to libraries. For my first book. I connected with a black woman owned bookstore in my area, and I was able to have my book launch event there. So I was just able to honestly take it step by step. Google what I can, researchwhat I can if I didn't have an answer, I'm reaching out to people. So, there's just different parts

Lexi Raines | 25:18
That’s a lot to juggle. So, congratulations.

Ronda Taylor
Thank you. 

Lexi Raines
Yeah, can you talk a little bit more about how you plan, like your events and your book launches? I feel like that's really interesting.

Ronda Taylor | 25:32
That's still very new to me, honestly. But as an author, your book is a book baby. Your book baby is out in the world. And when you have a child and you have your book baby, you want to celebrate it. And so with the first one, I just knew it Radiant Girl is all about celebration. So I wanted to have a book launch that was celebratory. And have you know, families and young girls come and be a part of that. And so, with that one I just knew about the black woman owned bookstore, and I always knew that I wanted to do something with them, partnering with other small business owners and black owned businesses is high on my list. And so that was a really awesome opportunity to be able to have an event there with my second children's book that's coming out in June. That one is the rose boys. Charles is hope, and it is also written in verse, and it's like a lyrical, poetic journey with five boys. And if you've ever been in the Charleston area, downtown or surrounding areas, Charleston is really known for sweet grass baskets, which is part of the Gullah Geechee culture. But there's also Palmetto roses that are created out of the Palmetto tree that people can purchase and buy. So, I always see these boys creating these Palmetto roses, and that image has always stuck in my mind as like, a key part of Charleston. And so that kind of inspired having these boys, you know, creating these Palmetto roses as a way to like, spread hope and to spread love. And it also pays a tasteful tribute to the Emmanuel nine, which will mark 10 years, June 17, 2015, and so I do touch on that in the book. And so with that one, I'm planning to partner with the Cynthia Graham Heard library. Cynthia Graham Heard is one of the nine who lost her life, who was murdered in that tragedy. And so it was really important for me to- because I'm paying a tribute and paying homage to have that first book launch, our author talk be there. And so, I try to be intentional in how I partner and interact with the community.

Lexi Raines | 27:45
Yeah and that's I think that's so meaningful, just in so many different ways. And it's amazing how you are trying to seek out and look for these smaller companies or black owned companies, because that's helping everybody involved, which is part of your purpose. So I think that is truly awesome. I have also grown up a little bit in Charleston, so I remember people always selling the roses. And I remember when I was younger, I wanted to learn how to make one of those roses. So I think that book is definitely cool. I'll definitely want to check that out once it's published. That's awesome. Were your processes between your first book and the second book? Were those a little bit different, or did you approach those basically the same

Ronda Taylor | 28:30
A little bit- kind of the same, but a little bit different? So with, I think it just happened with these two books. I don't know if it all happened with future books that I have, but it started off as a spoken word piece. It started off as me performing poetry, so Radiant Girl was a spoken word piece. Charleston's hope was a spoken word piece. I just saw a need in my community, and I just wanted to kind of speak to that. That's kind of how the first one started. That's how Charleston's hope started. I just feel like it was devastating. The Emmanuel nine was very devastating. What Charleston has experienced in their history, if you look at their history, but also as a community, we have always been resilient and have overcome. So, I was just kind of speaking to those things. And then, in both cases, they started off as poetry and then evolved into children's books. I think because I'm so passionate about both, it kind of goes hand in hand for me. And so that just kind of carried over. I think the rose boys, Charles' hope is a little bit different, because it's speaking on very real things in our present and in our history. And so I want to handle that with a little bit more care in how the community interacts with it and how children interact with it, because it can be- it can be heavy, but the goal is to bring hope and light to it. But I've also learned that children are very, very profound. They are very profound, and some of my favorite children's books don't shy away. Away from the difficult conversations. 

Lexi Raines | 30:03
Yes, I feel like they don't need to be shied away from. I think kids like you said they're more resilient than people think, and I think learning about some of these topics early on really helps them understand and grow. So, you do so much, you run your own business, you work with youth empowerment services. What has been your biggest challenge so far, as a writer, performer and facilitator.

Ronda Taylor | 30:30
Probably like you said, it’s balancing all of that. I'm fueled by coffee. That's what it is. Coffee has just been fueling me. Yeah, it is a lot, but I think what, what fuels me beyond coffee is that it's, they're all things that I'm equally passionate about, and I find purpose in, and that keeps me going. I think I've already said this, but my biggest challenge is really just me. Not all creatives are like this. And I don't know if it's true for you, but I'm my toughest critic, like I'm so hard on myself and so it can be my own mind that I'm battling. Are you qualified for this? Can you actually do all of this? And so sometimes I have to really challenge that. That's kind of like my mindset is my biggest thing, so that I do keep going. And then I realized that I am successfully doing this, maybe not in the same ways that I thought, but I'm doing this. And so I think my biggest challenge, besides trying to balance all of it, is probably just not being in my own head.

Lexi Raines | 31:27
Yes, I do this a lot, to look at yourself and think you have gotten nowhere, and really get in your head like I think sometimes I have really bad imposter syndrome with my writing, sometimes I feel like, well, is my writing really good enough? Do I deserve to be here? I think that is definitely a big thing for many writers. So how do you plan to expand your reach with Seen Heard Loved publishing?

Ronda Taylor | 31:56
In my head, I'm just starting out like I'm the new kid on the block. I got one book under my belt. I'm working on my second, but I do feel like the new kid on the block, and so I'm really trying to establish myself as an author. And in that experience with Seen Heard Love publishing, I do see it expanding to support other authors, publishing other authors working with other publishing professionals of color. So like I kind of mentioned earlier, I'm learning how to build the table. I'm learning how to build the door. And the goal is not so I can sit at the table by myself. It's not so I can walk through the door by myself. It's so that I could bring other people with me to that table, bring other people with me through that door who were also probably at a place that I was, a fork in the middle of the road and deciding what's the path for me. And so, I really want Seen Heard Love publishing to expand and have a collection of authors and a collection of illustrators. And when you. Look at that collection. You just see all of these beautiful and talented people of color who are actively living out their dreams, turning their dreams into reality. I've had this dream since I was a kid, and it's my reality, like I have these books that are in my hands, that's just crazy to me. It was an idea, and it's in my hand, and this is like little Ronda is proud. She's very proud. So I want to do that for other people too. 

Lexi Raines | 33:25
Yes, that is amazing. So, I know you said this is a little bit in the future, but how do you plan on finding potential authors to like publish? Do you want to go out in the Charleston area, the community, or do you want this to be more of like a nationwide thing?

Ronda Taylor | 33:34
I don't plan to put limits on it. I've already tried putting limits on myself, and that didn't work. There were other plans. So, I don't plan on putting other limits on it. I know that I just want to work with people of color. They need the opportunity and space. And there are amazing people that come from Charleston and South Carolina, but there's more beyond that too. I will say that I'm very passionate about children's books. I'm very passionate about poetry and fiction, and so I'll probably kind of stay in my lane a little bit there for right now, but years down the road that could totally change. 

Lexi Raines | 34:20
How do you envision the future of children's literature? Like, particularly with the focus on diverse voices?

Ronda Taylor | 34:27
The future is for a little kid to walk into a bookstore and just be overwhelmed with the amount of choices that they have in books, like it's not limited, like there's just so many options for them to choose from, and to see themselves fully represented, to see other cultures fully represented in books, because we live in a very colorful world, and that needs to be shown in what we are giving our children. And so I believe that we are working our way there. There has been progress, and again, it's just a matter of continuing to make that progress. 

Lexi Raines | 35:04
100%. What advice would you give to aspiring writers who are trying to find their voice within the literary world?

Ronda Taylor | 35:11
Oh, so much. Definitely keep pursuing your dream, regardless of the rejection, regardless if it didn't work on your timeline or the way that you expect it. There is a path for you if you're not sure about something, ask. It doesn't hurt to ask. There is somebody waiting for you to ask them, and they are waiting to pour into you. And always give yourself the yes regardless of the no’s, maybe’s, not right now, give yourself the yes and keep writing regardless. Keep writing off season, on season, whatever that means for you. I think by the time I got to where I was to publish the book, I had already done the groundwork. I had already set the foundation. And so it made it a little bit easier when my quote, unquote time was here, I was ready with the book in hand, ready to put it out there. Even with the anthology, like being a part of the- This is the Honey by edited by Kwame Alexander, that kind of came left field. I was a part of the first anthology, and I was approached about this opportunity. I had no idea what it would be. I'm in a collection with other amazing poets from South Carolina, from all parts of the state, the late Nikki Giovanni. I'm in the same book as her, in the same collection as her. That is like my wildest dream, and it was because I was ready, like I had the work ready. I had been exercising my skills and sharpening my tools, even when people were telling me no, even when I felt like it wasn't going to happen. Creativity, you never lose it. It continues. 

Lexi Raines | 36:49
I think that's very, very amazing advice. I also want to ask you a little bit about your time with the Athenaeum press. What were the projects that you worked on?

Ronda Taylor | 36:38
I have a terrible memory, so I can't tell you, like the specific titles in my head, but I worked on two major ones I know. One was on the homeless population in South Carolina, and the other one was about the Gullah Geechee community. And I just enjoyed both of them. I enjoyed being able to travel and be a part of those communities. I'm sorry, I don't know the titles. I remember the experience, and I truly, truly enjoyed it, but yes, I got to learn about different communities in South Carolina, especially the Gullah Geechee community. That was very impactful, to be able to speak with different people and work on that project, and it also helped me to learn how to be mindful of highlighting people's voices in their stories and handling it with care. And I feel like the Athenaeum Press did that very well. You know? They didn't come in and try to take charge and make things what it is. Like they listened to the community and learned that it was their voice, and they were just giving a space for it and for them to tell their story. And so I thought that was really important

Lexi Raines | 38:16
Yeah, the Athenaeum Press has become really important to me. Like I said, as I came into Coastal I didn't even start out as an English major. 

Ronda Taylor | 38:18
Oh, nice. 

Lexi Raines | 38:19
Yeah. I started out as a computer science major, very different. I didn't like it that much. Changing to English and then getting I started out with it was technically for class credit hours, but working with the Athenaeum press, I really liked it, and it showed me that I could use my writing in a, I would say, practical sense, in a way that I'm not sure how to describe this, but I think it really stretched my writing skills to grow and be what they could be. So I was just curious to see if you had had those same experiences. 

Ronda Taylor | 38:57
It definitely stretched my writing. It was a big part of how I think about my writing. I don't know creative writing, like I'm into fiction, and I just create my own world, and I don't really have to worry about it, but you're speaking on somebody's real world and real community. And so that definitely stretched my writing. It stretched my skills to interview people and interact with people like you're really hands on in the field, like boots on the ground in the field, learning and working. Yeah, infinite and press was one of my favorite experiences. It’s why I'm so willing to come back and speak to you all, and I get really excited that they didn't forget about little old me. 

Lexi Raines | 39:37
So you do have your second book coming out in June. What are your future goals as you continue writing and like as a community advocate?

Ronda Taylor | 39:46 
Just to continue to put books out there that, like I said, highlight and encourage my community, I'm really big on empowering and uplifting, and that's why I enjoy being part of youth empowerment services, because we really make it a point to uplift and to power and to empower middle and high school girls and the community. And so, yeah, just to get those experiences and to give those experiences to the youth, to impact them for future generations to come. And so, I hope to continue to produce books and support books that do just that, and with the organization to continue to reach girls for years to come into exposing different things. There's a lot of girls in our program who have never crossed state lines, so we try to take them on cultural and educational field trips. Even after this, I'm about to go on a HBCU tour and take them to different historically black colleges and universities. And that's really impactful for them to know that they can get a higher degree, that they can go to college. When they get on that campus, it becomes very real for them. And we've had some girls come from our program and graduate and go to schools that they've toured with us. Yeah, I think it's all aligned, even when I think about my books and offering that opportunity and experience through words. And I probably can't say it enough, but the goal is to make them feel seen, to feel heard, to feel loved.

Lexi Raines | 41:18
That is really awesome. That sounds like just such an amazing opportunity for both sides. I want to thank you so much, Ronda, for your time and your participation in this episode. I think you are the perfect person to come on this podcast. You have so much meaningful advice and just so much experience as a writer. Everything that you have said has been amazing, really meaningful, and I'm sure it will touch so many people. 

Ronda Taylor | 41:46
Well, thank you. Thank you for having me. I really enjoy you as an interviewer, and I'm excited for what you're doing, at Athenaeum press, and I just have so much love for the Athenaeum press and Coastal so thank you guys for this opportunity.

Announcer | 42:02
Thanks for listening. The Creative Paths podcast is produced by the Athenaeum Press at Coastal Carolina University, made in partnership with ArtsGrowSC and the South Carolina Arts Commission through the Creative Careers Studio initiative.

