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Reading proficiency by third grade is the 
most important predictor of high school 

graduation and career success.

Yet, throughout our region and across the 
nation children from low-income homes 

miss this crucial milestone.

The Suncoast Campaign for Grade-Level 
Reading (SCGLR) is a four-county effort in 
Charlotte, DeSoto, Manatee, and Sarasota 

counties to help all children, especially 
those from low-income families succeed in 
school by ensuring they read on grade level 

by the end of third grade.

Part of a nationwide movement, our region 
is focused on addressing the most common 

issues and obstacles that impact a child’s 
ability to read.
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Suncoast Campaign 
for Grade-Level Reading 

BOOK CIRCLE
DISCUSSION GUIDE

Thank you for participating in the 
Suncoast Campaign for Grade-
Level Reading’s Book Circle 
initiative featuring The Power of 
Presence - Be a Voice in Your 
Child’s Ear Even When You’re 
Not with Them, by Joy Thomas Moore. We hope your book circle 
discussion enriches your enjoyment and understanding of Joy 
Thomas Moore’s book. But more importantly, we hope you find 
value to help you do your most important job—being a parent.  
This guide provides questions designed to spark conversations. By 
sharing your thoughts, experiences, and ideas, it is our hope you 
will strengthen ties with your children, friends, neighbors and in 
turn, our community.  

“Anyone who doesn’t know about Joy’s inspirational journey and 
how she has turned that hard-earned wisdom into valuable insights 
for parents is in for a real treat. I guarantee that parents will take 
away powerful lessons to pass on to their children that will help 
guide them throughout their lives.”

— Geoffrey Canada 
educator, author, and former president of the 

Harlem Children’s Zone
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I. Presence of Mind

Joy defines presence of mind as being in a calm state of mind that allows 
you to think clearly or act effectively in an emergency. Share how this 
statement reminds you of a personal experience when you used presence 
of mind. How can presence of mind help you have the ability to trust your 
experiences and inner voice when dealing with an emergency?  

Joy says that when she had to make a big decision, she turned to 
mindfulness practice-clearing her mind of the day’s clutter, breathing 
deeply and rhythmically, and focusing on the question at hand. What do 
you do to gain focus and clarity? 

This chapter provides 3 LESSONS FROM A LIONESS:
These are lessons that encourage presence of mind. 

1. Do not fight against your pain
Joy shares that after the sudden death of her second husband, Wes, the 

only way to overcome her pain was to journey through it, and to be open 
to the possibilities and new directions.  

2. Don’t be afraid to share your child
Joy explained how her son, Wes, had a mentor who had a big influence 
on his life and his future success. She learned it “takes a village” to raise 

children.  

3. Make it a celebration, not a competition
Joy celebrated the achievements and accomplishments of her children 

Nikki, Wes, and Shani in different ways that made them feel like valued 
individuals and not competitors.   

 

Which lesson(s) resonate with you? Share how can you 
use these lessons to have presence of mind in your life. 
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II. Presence of Heart

Joy says, “I was somehow getting my children and me through life despite 
the sporadic nature of my wisdom and courage, my limited finances 
and sometimes my limited faith. When the going got tough and I felt I 
was falling short on everything important to me, my heart stepped in 
and carried us through.” Share a time when you have felt challenged as a 
parent. What have you relied upon to get through this challenging time? 

Joy illustrates a typical after work scenario and shares the “Not Welcome 
Home Refrain.” She says, “We want to feel welcomed and grateful to see 
our kids after a long day apart. Instead we are exhausted and irritable and 
feel taken for granted.” What is your experience when you return home 
after a day at work? How can we reframe this to show more presence of 
heart? 

This chapter provides 4 LESSONS FROM A LIONESS:
These are lessons that encourage presence of heart. 

1. Dedicate time to building your boundaries
 Joy says that she made time to transition from her working self 
to her mommy self in order to be fully present for her children when she 

came home. 

2. Love your children more than your pride  
 Joy shares the story of Rama Chakaki and how after a difficult 

divorce she had to swallow her pride and prioritize the needs and 
emotional well-being of her children. 

3. Create a sacred sisterhood/brotherhood
Joy explains how her lifelong friends were there for her after the sudden 

death of her husband and how these friends helped her cope. 
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II. Presence of Heart

4. Commit to your top priorities, and let the rest go
Joy shares the story of Mary Ann Boyd, who had to ease the pain of 
her broken relationship by prioritizing the need for her son to have a 
meaningful relationship with his father and how this priority helped her 
son grow into a well-adjusted man.  

Which lesson(s) resonate with you? Share how can you 
use these lessons to have presence of heart in your life.
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III. Presence of Faith

Joy shares how her faith was tested upon the sudden death of her husband 
Wes, and how she eventually used presence of faith to adjust to her 
new normal. She quotes, “Your relationship with faith is very personal, 
not judged by anyone. But the one thing I am very sure of is that all 
of us benefit when we believe and operate under the assumption that 
something exists to help ensure that things will turn out okay.”   

Thinking about your experiences, has there been a time in your life where 
your faith was tested? What did you do to adjust? 

Joy shares one of her family mantras, “All you can do is the best you can 
do, and the rest you have to leave to faith.” She continues to say, “It’s not 
blind faith, but faith grounded in informed decision-making, constant 
vigilance, and an active pursuit of wanting more, wanting better.” What 
do you aspire for yourself, your family, and your community? 

This chapter provides 5 LESSONS FROM A LIONESS:
These are lessons that encourage presence of faith. 

1. Find a spiritual anchor
Joy realized that she was stronger than she knew after becoming a single 

parent and that to be present for her children she needed to believe in 
something greater than herself through the good times and the bad. 

2. Help your children find their spiritual base, 
even if you are reassessing yours

Joy shares the story of Una McHugh, who lost her husband, a firefighter, 
on September 11, 2001. Una realized that although her faith was being 
tested due to the sudden death of her husband, she needed to help her 

children remain grounded in a spiritual base. 

3. Faith is a tool. Make it a family rule 
When Wes, Joy’s son, was sent on his first combat deployment, Joy’s faith 
was tested as she feared for her son’s life. Her father gave Wes a bible with 
a message, “Have Faith, Not Fear.” This message was not only for Wes, but 

for Joy as well. 
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III. Presence of Faith

4. Faith and medicine work, but it won’t hurt to give them a boost
When Shani, Joy’s daughter, was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis she 

experienced many health complications. Joy and her family kept faith that 
Shani would be able to live her best life no matter what.

 
5. Have faith in your inner resources; they are there to be tapped if you 

believe in your own skill set 
Joy shares the story of Susan L. Taylor and how she faced single 

motherhood head on. Susan kept faith by practicing daily gratitude and 
belief that she would make a better life for herself and her daughter. Susan 

went on to grow the world-class magazine, Essence, while maintaining 
her personal and spiritual life, as well as presence for her daughter. 

     Which lesson(s) resonate with you? Share how can 
you use these lessons to have presence of faith in your 

life. 
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IV. Presence of Courage

Joy shares the story of her first marriage. She says that after choosing 
to leave her marriage, “Now with eyes wide open, I had chosen single 
motherhood, I had chosen the courage to find my own strength.” What 
does find your own strength mean to you? Share an example of a time you 
had to find your own strength. How did you do it? 

Joy shares the trials and triumphs her daughter Nikki experienced 
after the death of her husband, Wes. She realized Nikki suffered from 
childhood trauma. She provides suggestions for helping children 
deal with loss such as listening without judgement and answering the 
questions they ask, even the hard ones. Why do you think it is important 
to help children heal from childhood trauma? How does this help with 
them with presence of courage?  

This chapter provides 4 LESSONS FROM A LIONESS: 
These are lessons that encourage presence of courage. 

1. Learn to let go
Joy shares that it took courage to leave her first marriage even after trying 

to save it.  She realized that she had to let go and that change does not 
come overnight. 

2. Have the courage to recognize and honor your challenges 
 and your strengths

After her divorce, Joy had to find the courage to recover from a bad 
marriage and pace herself on the road to a better marriage with her 

second husband, Wes. 

3. Sometimes you must look back to move forward
 Joy realized after getting divorced, being a single parent, 

remarrying and then the sudden death of her second husband affected 
her daughter Nikki. She recognized how important it was to help Nikki 

heal, even though going back to those wounds was scary for them both, it 
was the only way they could move forward. 
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IV. Presence of Courage

4. Throw off the masks 
 Joy shares the story of Terrie M. Williams, who although 
successful and accomplished suffered from major clinical depression and 
eventually a mild form of Alzheimer’s disease. With courage, Terrie had 
to admit that she needed help, so she could live out the rest of her days 

with grace and dignity.  
 

 
Which lesson(s) resonate with you? Share how can you 
use these lessons to have presence of courage in your 

life.  



9

V. Presence of Resources

Joy gives two opposing ways of handling money that can cause problems. 
“We either overshare and overburden our children, creating money 
neurotics who become fearful about their security or we spoil our kids 
out of guilt, trying to over compensate for whatever it is we think is a 
void in their lives.” How does money, or the lack of money impact your 
relationships?

Joy reveals the moment she realized that she was only a paycheck or 
misstep or two away from financial collapse. If you have experienced a 
similar situation, how did it make you feel? What changes can be created 
in your personal system to help with presence of resources? 

This chapter provides 6 LESSONS FROM A LIONESS:
These are lessons that encourage presence of resources. 

1. Know how to control your money before it controls you
Joy believes that financial freedom should start early, at home, and on a 

personal level. 

2. No matter how small your wallet, have a big mouth
Joy shares the story of Hillary Pennington. Hillary learned from her 

mother,Vanessa, about financial resourcefulness. Her mother worked to 
gain as many resources as possible for Hillary’s sister who had special 
needs, and this had a lasting impact not only on her sister, but other 

women and those with special needs.   

3. Embrace your strength and don’t settle for less than you deserve
Joy reveals that financial independence isn’t about having as much money 

as others may have. It’s about trusting yourself to manage the resources 
you have and being able to provide for your family’s health, safety, and 

growth. 



10

V. Presence of Resources

4. Parenting means making decisions that may not be popular
Joy shares how she made the tough decision to send Wes, her son, to a 
military academy, as it was a big financial burden. Joy gathered all the 

resources she could to afford to send him. This initial investment into his 
future helped shape Wes into the accomplished man he is today, as well as 

help her family move closer to financial freedom. 

5. Motherhood is a time to parent, it’s not time to be a friend
Joy shares the story of Ona Caldwell, who was the single parent of 13. 

Eventually Ona became the guardian of her seven grandchildren after the 
accidental death of her daughter.  Ona was determined to use all of her 
available resources to make sure her grandchildren were together and 

taken care of. 

6. Channeling Shonda Rhimes! Come from a place of yes
Joy believes that it is possible to find new things you love to do, or at the 

very least embrace and accept them as necessary steps towards the money 
and opportunities you need to thrive when you come from a place of 

saying yes. 

Which lesson(s) resonate with you? Share how can you 
use these lessons to have presence of resources in your 

life.
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VI. Presence of Connectedness

Joy states, “There is the job we have to teach our children about 
connectedness—the different ways to relate to different types of people, 
why manners matter, and how to connect even with those we have little 
in common with.” What are some ways you can teach your children or 
family about connectedness? 

Joy asks the question, as parents how often do we deny our bodies in 
the service of raising our kids?  How do you practice self-care? How can 
practicing self-care help you to maintain presence of connectedness with 
your children?   

This chapter provides 6 LESSONS FROM A LIONESS:
These are lessons that encourage presence of connectedness.

 1. Sometimes the effort is just as valuable as your actual presence. 
But if it’s at all possible, be there

Joy details an experience where she was to be at both Wes and Shani’s 
sport events. Although it was difficult, she was present at both events. 

Both Wes and Shani remember the effort she made to support them both. 

2. Allow your heart to lead you to resourcefulness
Joy shares the story of Gina Davis who assumed both financial and 

emotional responsibility for her niece and nephew after her sister was 
incarcerated. Gina shares how being connected to the needs of her 

niece and nephew helped them to flourish in school and to have new 
opportunities to succeed.   

3. Show - don’t just tell
Joy reveals that being present in connectedness means showing up every 
day in your kids’ lives and inviting them to see you in action as a person 

—not just a parent.
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VI. Presence of Connectedness

4. Connect with community, connect through community
Joy shares the story of Calynn Moore who as a single parent finished her 
law degree. Calynn eventually became a recruiter for football programs 
around the country and one of the first female head football coaches in 

Pop Warner and high school. Calynn believes that keeping kids busy with 
positive connections can lead them to connect with their inner purpose, 

raise their self-esteem, and teach them to be responsible. 

5. Make and take time for you
Joy realizes that single parent burnout can occur and believes that it is 

critically important to take time to restore your own sanity and to provide 
a presence to our children that is both precious and enduring. 

6. Make your presence a rule to everyone around you
Joy shares the story of Loida Lewis whose husband, Reginald F. Lewis, 

built a billion-dollar business. After his sudden death, Loida realized that 
she not only had to take over the family business, but also raise her two 
daughters.  Loida realizes she is not the typical single parent but believes 

that one of her family’s core values is to prioritize and to be with each 
other whenever possible. 

Which lesson(s) resonate with you? Share how you can 
you use these lessons to have presence of connectedness 

in your life.



13

VII. Presence of Values

The term “parent footprint” describes the legacy of values we learned 
from our parents and the values we want to pass on to our children and 
by extension our future grandchildren. Joy explains her values footprint 
“mirrored the one my parents created for my brothers and me.” What 
“parent footprint” do you want to leave for your children, grandchildren, 
etc.?  

Joy says, “While being a confidant is an incredibly important role to 
play, as a parent, it’s also our job to make sure our children understand 
that their behaviors have real consequences.” What is your opinion 
on teaching children about values that their behaviors can have real 
consequences? 

This chapter provides 4 LESSONS FROM A LIONESS: 
These are lessons that encourage presence of values. 

1. Create a safe place for truth
Joy shares that our children will not confide in us if we don’t exhibit the 
traits of a fantastic listener, these include being nonjudgmental, tight-

lipped and supportive. To be a confidant we have to create safe places for 
our children to tell the truth. 

2. We can’t be with our kids 24/7. Have the talk!
Wes, Joy’s son, reveals a time when he was 12 years old, he and friend 

were spraying graffiti on a building and were caught by the police. 
Although he was not arrested, he remembered the talk he had with 

his mother about interactions with the police and to be respectful and 
apologetic. Joy believes this talk is important for helping children stay safe 

around authority figures, aggressors, or other unpredictable influences.
 

3. Avoid mental hypocrisy
Joy shares that she had a smoking habit and her daughter Shani was 

persistent about her quitting even when Joy was not. Joy realized that 
being an effective role model is not about living in perfect accordance 

with values all the time. It’s about trying hard and showing a willingness 
to take responsibility for our mistakes. Eventually Joy stopped smoking 

and her children appreciated her for it. 
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VII. Presence of Values

4. Establish a value system in your home, one that is culturally 
relevant and rich in family history

Joy asks the following questions: What do you believe in? What helps you 
thrive as a human being? What do you honor in others, and how do you 

want you live? These questions help to establish a value system. 

Which lesson(s) resonate with you? Share how you can you use these 
lessons to have presence of values in your life.
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Join the Conversation on Facebook and Twitter

Facebook and Twitter are both engaging social media tools which 
help connect people and organizations in different ways. Read the 
latest posts and tweets from the Suncoast Campaign for Grade-
Level Reading and join the conversation!

Facebook
New to Facebook?  Facebook is more personal than 
Twitter. You can choose to connect with family 
members, friends (new and old), and organizations that 
are important to you. There is no character limit so you 
can write as much or as little as you want and it may 
contain photos, videos, and links.

Visit the Suncoast Campaign for Grade-Level Reading on Facebook  
facebook.com/SuncoastCampaignForGradeLevelReading

Twitter Tips
New to Twitter?  Twitter is one of the most up-to-
date, “real time” tools for getting news and spreading 
news through the exchange of quick, frequent 
messages. People post tweets, which may contain 
photos, videos, links, and up to 280 characters of 
text.

The Difference between Handles (@) and Hashtags (#)

• If you want someone to know you are Tweeting a message, use the @. 
It’s like knocking on their door saying to them and all their friends, 
“Look at this.”

• If you want the message to be findable or you are adding your voice to 
a chorus of similar messages, use the #. It’s like a giant filing cabinet.

• Pay attention that your handles and hashtags aren’t touching other 
words. They won’t work if they are.
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Join the Conversation on Facebook and Twitter

Links
Links connect ideas and are teachable moments. Add links in 
Tweets, blog posts, and Facebook Posts by copying and pasting 
them into the text box. You can shorten them by using bitly.com.

A Picture Says 1,000 words
It is important to pay attention to the image you are using in a 
Tweet, Facebook post, and blog post. 
• Is the image backlit or too dark? 
• Are there shadows cast onto the subject? 
• Is everybody’s eyes open? 
• Is there someone in the background doing something funny? 
• Is this just another selfie, or is this actually capturing the event?
• Is the image blurry?
• Is the image big enough (when including an image in an email, 

size it to large or above.

Visit the Suncoast Campaign for Grade-Level Reading on Twitter at 
@SuncoastCGLR
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