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Key Points
The Center for Racial Healing will be based at the YWCA Northern New Jersey's offices in Hackensack and Clifton

focus on training clinicians and providers to recognize how racial trauma impacts those who suffer from it psychologically, physically, and spiritually.

Bobbi Wilson was doing her part to control invasive lanternflies.

Wilson, an African-American who, at the time, in 2022, was 9 years old and living in Caldwell, was spraying the
bugs with a homemade solution. Her next-door neighbor called the police to report a "little Black woman
walking and spraying stuff on the sidewalks and trees."

The incident gained national fame as an example of racial profiling. But later, the young girl would be honored
for her efforts in various ways, such as a plaque from Yale University and a hero's welcome by the township of

Montclair.
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Helen Archontou, the CEO of the YWCA Northern New Jersey, recalled speaking with Monique Joseph,
Bobbi's mom, at the time.

"She was basically talking about what happened to her daughter that day — I was so aware of the trauma that
she had experienced," Archontou, a trained social worker, said.

That prompted a question from Archontou: "Are you all getting any mental health support?"

Finding out that Joseph did not know where to get that help, along with a subsequent campaign against hate
crime and training of professionals in understanding racial trauma done by where she is the, led to the launch
of the Center for Racial Healing, the first clinical racial trauma program of its kind in the Garden State.

The official launch of the new program by the YWCA Northern New Jersey is on Sept. 19 at Montclair State
University, where Archontou is an adjunct professor, from 9:30 a.m. to noon, with a community breakfast and

panel discussions.

Helping people deal with racial trauma

She said the new program is important for helping people not have to live their lives carrying around trauma as
a result of various actions, like the racial profiling that Monique Joseph and her daughter experienced.

"Living with trauma has significant implications for our society as well as for individuals, and we have done
nothing to try to help folks resolve it," Archontou said. "So this is an opportunity for that."

The center will be based at the YWCA Northern New Jersey's offices in Hackensack and Clifton, where it will
focus on training clinicians and providers to recognize how racial trauma impacts those who suffer from it
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psychologically, physically, and spiritually. The Center will also offer free clinical referrals for individuals
impacted by racial trauma.

Archontou said there will be a phone number and a section of the YWCA Northern New Jersey's website
dedicated to connecting the public to a clinician who will assess to determine if someone needs in-person
counseling. The YWCA will also go into communities to offer further details about the center.

What is racial trauma?

So what is racial trauma? And how serious is the racism that prompts such trauma?

Racial trauma, according to the National Center for PTSD, refers to "the emotional impact of stress related to
racism, racial discrimination, and race-related stressors, such as being affected by stereotypes, hurtful
comments, or barriers to advancement." Research shows that at least 63% of Black Americans, along with 47%
of Latinx Americans, 6% of Asian Americans, 5% of American Indians or Alaskan Natives, and 4% of
multiracial individuals have experienced racial trauma at least once in their lives, according to the Association
for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies.

Rutgers University, in polling done with the New Jersey Institute for Social Justice, found that most New
Jerseyans view racism as a serious problem in the United States, and it is on the rise in the Garden State.

The polling by Rutgers University and the New Jersey Institute for Social Justice of 1,059 adults in December
2024 found that 44% of respondents said racism in the United States is a “very serious problem,” and 35% said
it was a "somewhat serious problem," while more than half felt the same about racism in New Jersey. The
polling also found that 64% of New Jerseyans said racism has been on the rise in the United States in the past
five years, while 36% said it has been on the rise in New Jersey.
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Looking forward to the center

Brandon McKoy is looking forward to the launch of the center. McKoy, the president of the Fund for New
Jersey, who will be one of the participants in a panel discussion at the Sept. 19 launch, said the center is
"important, impressive, and necessary."

"I think its desire to provide services and programming will help folks who are struggling with access or racial

discrimination, and having an outlet for people who are seeking therapy because of challenges they are facing,'
McKoy, an African American, said.

There will be two panel discussions, with the first focused on the impact of racial trauma and the second will
look at the shortage of mental health clinicians dealing with racial trauma.

The panelists for both discussions include McKoy, Jesselly De La Cruz, executive director for the Latino Action
Network Foundation; Amber Reed, co-founder and president of AAPI New Jersey; Monique Swift, mental
health expert and founder of Swift Solutions Consultancy; and Michellene Davis, president and CEO of
National Medical Fellowships.

Reed was also happy about the center. Reed, who was born in Korea, said the center is much needed for the

Asian American community in Northern New Jersey.

"We don't have a lot of ways of talking about racial trauma with each other for many reasons — cultural and
historical," Reed said. "The fact that the center will be here in the middle of our state to open up these
opportunities for dialogue and for greater access to mental health care is a wonderful thing."
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The launch event will also feature a welcome video message from Assemblywoman Shavonda Sumter, who was
pivotal in getting $2 million in state funding for the center. Following the launch, YWCANNJ will release a
public education toolkit and video series to raise awareness about racial trauma and offer practical resources
for healing and advocacy at YWCANNJ.org/racial-justice.

To RSVP for the Center for Racial Healing Launch Event, or to learn more about available services, visit
YWCANNJ.org or email crh@ywcannj.org.

Ricardo Kaulessar covers race, immigration, and culture for NorthJersey.com. For unlimited access to the
most important news from your local community, please subscribe or activate your digital account today.

Email: kaulessar@northjersey.com

Twitter/X: @ricardokaul
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