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EDUCATION IN PRACTICE

The Beam in Our Own Eyes: Antiracism and Young Adult 
Literature Through a Cath o lic Lens

Katie Sutton1, Abigail D. Grafmeyer  1 and Dan  Reynolds 1

Abstract: As Cath o lic schools serve an increas ingly racially diverse pop u la tion of stu dents, they must 
grap ple with the crit i cal require ment to address these stu dents’ unique needs while heeding the call 
from mod ern Cath o lic Church lead ers to engage in explicit anti rac ist action. Using the  Historically 
Responsive Literacy Framework (HRL), this arti cle equips Cath o lic high school English language 
arts (ELA) teach ers with prac ti cal and pow er ful ways to cre ate anti rac ist cur ric u lum. To do this 
effec tively, we place anti rac ist Young Adult (YA) lit er a ture (both fic tion and non fic tion) in con ver sa tion 
with Cath o lic  canon i cal texts and mod ern voices from Cath o lic clergy mem bers. By connecting with 
stu dents’ com plex  iden ti ties and cre at ing authen tic anti rac ist learn ing expe ri ences, Cath o lic high 
school ELA  teach ers can bet ter pre pare their stu dents to use both their knowl edge and crit i cal ity of 
Cath o lic social  teach ings and their indi vid ual iden ti ties to com bat rac ism.

Keywords: anti rac ist, cur ric u lum, YA lit er a ture, HRL frame work, high school, ELA, Cath o lic 
 edu ca tion

United States Cath o lic schools edu cate an increas ingly racially and cul tur ally diverse  
pop u la tion: 21.5% of the 1.7 mil lion Cath o lic school stu dents are stu dents of color 

(NCEA, 2021a). These demo graphic shifts have resulted in a “transforming gene al ogy” of racial 
diver sity in many urban Cath o lic schools (LeBlanc, 2017b), and yet 87% of Cath o lic school 
teach ers remain White (Sanchez, 2018). Given these demo graph ics, Cath o lic school cur ric ula 
are uniquely posi tioned to use Cath o lic social teach ing to address social jus tice issues,  spe cifi  cally 
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 rac ism, through anti rac ist work that actively dis man tles defi  cit per spec tives and uplifts the 
 iden ti ties of stu dents of color. Racism afflicts not only stu dents of color but also White stu dents, 
for whom forms of implicit and explicit rac ism can pre vent aware ness of and empa thy for their 
peers of color who expe ri ence rac ism. For exam ple, the par ents of the only Afri can Amer i can 
eighth grader at St. Joseph  Cath o lic Grade School in New Jersey filed a law suit after their son 
faced racial slurs, encour age ments of sui cide, and a threat en ing draw ing of a Ku Klux Klans man 
on his desk (Oglesby, 2018). A senior at a pres ti gious New York Cath o lic high school also 
detailed casual rac ism in his expe ri ence there (Harris, 2020). Regrettably, instances of rac ism 
like these con tinue to appear in Cath o lic schools across the coun try (see Neville, 2019, for more 
exam ples).

In the 2018 pas to ral let ter, Open Wide Our Hearts, the United States Conference of Cath o lic 
Bishops (USCCB) explic itly calls on Cath o lic schools to act: “We charge our . . .  edu ca tional 
 insti tu tions to break any silence around the issue of rac ism, to find new and cre a tive ways to raise 
aware ness, ana lyze cur ric ula, and to teach the vir tues of fra ter nal char ity” (p. 26). This arti cle directly 
takes up that call. The polit i ci za tion of teach ing about rac ism and other con tro ver sial top ics in the 
class room (e.g., the alleged use of Critical Race Theory in K-12 edu ca tion; Christie, 2021) makes it a 
chal leng ing envi ron ment for Cath o lic teach ers to lead such dis cus sions, yet we are called now more 
than ever to erad i cate the oppres sion that con tin ues to chal lenge our com mu ni ties.

In pas to ral let ters from the USCCB and state ments made by lead ers of the clergy, the Church 
has con tin u ously denounced rac ism and called for action. While the “love of neigh bor which is the 
proof of love of God” is as com pel ling a rea son as any to be anti rac ist, a more pro found state ment 
on the issue came from the USCCB (1968): “Cath o lics, like the rest of Amer i can soci ety, must 
rec og nize their respon si bil ity for allowing these con di tions to per sist . . .  In vary ing degree, we all  
share the guilt.” Contemporary U.S. clergy con tinue to encour age Cath o lics to engage in anti- 
rac ism. Regarding the cur rent attack on Critical Race Theory in schools, Patrick Saint-Jean (2021) 
states, “Cath o lic social teach ing requires Cath o lics to be crit i cal con sum ers of knowl edge. We 
must engage with com plex and even con tro ver sial issues using both our faith and intel lect.” By 
engag ing with these doc u ments and con tinu ing this call for crit i cal ity, we hope to pave the way for 
a  pro duc tive and jus tice-focused cur ric u lum in the ELA class room.

Therefore, our aim is to equip Cath o lic high school English teach ers and admin is tra tors with a 
the o ret i cal frame work for an ELA cur ric u lum to address the grow ing need for deeper knowl edge on 
empowering their diverse stu dent pop u la tion and to heed the call from mod ern Cath o lic Church 
lead ers to engage in anti rac ist action within Cath o lic schools. We pro vide a ratio nale for anti rac ist 
English edu ca tion, incor po rate an intel lec tual frame work that syn the sizes research on lit er acy 
 cur ric u lum and Cath o lic social teach ing, a cur ric u lum map (Table 1) that places anti rac ist young 
adult (YA) lit er a ture together with both tra di tional and mod ern texts from Cath o lic lead ers, and  
in-depth explo ra tion of a sin gle unit (Table 2) put ting the lan guage of YA lit er a ture and Cath o lic 
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texts in direct con ver sa tion. We do not pres ent a fin ished cur ric u lum, but we encour age Cath o lic 
school ELA teach ers and lead ers to use the frame work and map in their own cur ric u lum design. 
Ultimately, to sup port anti-rac ist Cath o lic edu ca tors, we take up the USCCB’s call and dem on strate 
how texts in the Cath o lic tra di tion can enrich instruc tion when inte grated with YA lit er a ture.

Theoretical Framework

This sec tion details the sources that inform our the o ret i cal frame work and explains the 
 rea son ing behind our inte gra tion of Cath o lic and YA texts to show case the poten tial impact this 
method could have in Cath o lic high school English class rooms.

Historically Responsive Literacy

We ground our work in the Historically Responsive Literacy frame work (HRL; Muhammad, 
2020). The HRL frame work, like the cul tur ally rel e vant, cul tur ally respon sive, and cul tur ally 
sus tain ing the o ries that have pre ceded it (e.g., Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 2022; Paris, 2012), seeks 
to respond to a stu dent’s cul ture and lin guis tic prac tices with instruc tion that will both nur ture and 
expand those prac tices (Muhammad, 2020). HRL diff ers from its pre de ces sors in that it  spe cifi  cally 
attends to the “lit er acy his to ries of Black peo ple” (Muhammad, 2020, p. 48), argu ing that the 
his tor i cally rooted exam ples of Black lit er ary soci e ties focused on the uplift and growth of Black 
cul ture and com mu nity even when it was actively resisted by White Amer i cans. The atten tion 
afforded to lit er acy his tory means that the frame work can simul ta neously respond to a stu dent’s 
his tory, iden tity, and lan guage prac tices both past and pres ent. This frame work’s spe cific empha sis 
on his tor i cal literacies is also par tic u larly well-aligned with an anti rac ist vision that grap ples with 
the his tor i cal leg a cies of rac ism in the United States and in the U.S. Cath o lic Church.

The goals of the HRL frame work can be sum ma rized in a four-part ped a gog i cal approach: 
lit er acy as iden tity, skills, intel lect, and crit i cal ity (Muhammad, 2020). Literacy skills describe how 
stu dents need instruc tion on spe cific types of lit er acy skills, such as read ing texts in diff er ent genres, 
writ ing per sua sive argu ments, or deliv er ing effec tive oral pre sen ta tions. The intel lect aspect refers 
to build ing knowl edge about the world: all  texts are about some thing, and knowl edge-build ing is 
cru cial to growth in lit er acy. Literacy as iden tity describes how stu dents see them selves or oth ers 
reflected in the instruc tion, and espe cially focuses on what stu dents learn about them selves—in 
our case, what stu dents learn about their own faith iden ti ties along side the inter sec tions with 
other aspects of their iden ti ties. Finally, the crit i cal ity aspect causes stu dents to think about 
power, jus tice, and equity—ideas with a long his tory in the crit i cal lit er acy tra di tion of lit er acy 
edu ca tion (Luke, 2012). These ideas are par tic u larly aligned with Cath o lic social teach ing about 
sol i dar ity and the option for the poor and vul ner a ble (USCCB, n.d.). While the HRL frame work 
is grounded in the his tory of Black lit er ary soci e ties, crit i cal ity can extend to any way stu dents 
exam ine issues of power and injus tice (e.g., pov erty, sex ism).
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Ultimately, we employ all  four aspects of HRL for our work because they shape the goals of 
per sonal faith and iden tity explo ra tion (iden tity), devel op ing read ing and writ ing skills (skills), 
under stand ing the his tory of race and rac ism in the United States and in the U.S. Cath o lic Church 
(intel lect), and crit i cally inquir ing about the role of rac ism in U.S. insti tu tions and con sid er ing the 
impli ca tions for jus tice (crit i cal ity).

The Potential of YA Literature Within the HRL Framework

We define YA lit er a ture as texts that mir ror the lived real i ties of mid dle and high school  stu dents 
and the issues that face them in their cul tural, social, and per sonal con texts (Ivey &  Johnston, 2013). 
The Amer i can Library Association (2008) notes that YA lit er a ture can also address the “evo lu tion ary” 
needs of young peo ple who are at a tran si tional, and often dif  cult, grow ing period (Cart, 2008). We 
chose to focus on YA lit er a ture because the genre matches the com po nents of the HRL frame work 
and often reflects Black stu dents’ lin guis tic expe ri ences. As Kinloch and Long (2020) explain, “Inside 
class rooms and through out soci ety, count less Black stu dents are shamed for how they talk, walk, 
dress, breathe, think, live and look.” (p. ix). The youth-focused iden tity approach means that YA 
 lit er a ture can help coun ter act that “shame” felt by Black stu dents by  accu rately representing their 
lin guis tic prac tices (Kinloch & Long, 2020). Baker-Bell (2020) argues that Anti-Black Linguistic 
Racism is per pet u ated in edu ca tion via the atti tude of teach ers who hold the assump tion “that Black 
stu dents are lin guis ti cally, mor ally and intel lec tu ally infe rior because they com mu ni cate in Black 
Language” (p. 22). We encour age  Cath o lic school teach ers to con sider how lin guis tic rac ism might 
be oper at ing in their  class rooms—and we would rec om mend teach ers read ing Baker-Bell (2020), 
Lee (1995; 2012), or Metz (2017) to ensure that their implementation of this cur ric u lum does not 
 rein force Anti-Black lin guis tic rac ism. Ultimately, we selected YA works fea tur ing Black  char ac ters 
who speak Black Language to pres ent these lin guis tic cir cum stances as nat u ral, relat able, and 
 rec og niz able to their stu dents of color and White stu dents alike.

Finally, the broad defi  ni tion of YA lit er a ture means the genre includes non fic tion as well. Some 
authors choose to adapt ver sions of their already-published nov els to con nect to young adults.  
Notable non fic tion YA lit er a ture adap ta tions include Just Mercy by Bryan Stevenson, Stamped: Racism, 
Antiracism, and You by Jason Reynolds and Ibram X. Kendi, and Enrique’s Journey by Sonia Nazario. 
These works explain, for exam ple, the com plex ity of the U.S. jus tice sys tem or of immi gra tion laws 
to unfa mil iar young read ers. Nonfiction remains impor tant to build ing stu dents’ skills and intel lect, 
 espe cially con sid er ing the diff er ences between Reading: Literature (RL) and Reading: Informational 
Text (RI) stan dards outlined by the Common Core Standards used in most states. Teachers should 
incor po rate both infor ma tional and fic tional texts to not only build stu dents’ con tent knowl edge and 
lit er acy skills but also to attend to the build ing of their stu dents’ iden tity and crit i cal ity.

The pop u lar ity of YA texts fea tur ing racially diverse char ac ters sug gests that young adults desire  
and appre ci ate see ing racial iden ti ties represented in what they read. For exam ple, the 2020 Goodreads  
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Choice Awards for “Best Young Adult Fiction”, with over 280,000 votes, selected Elizabeth Acevedo’s 
Clap When You Land, which fea tures two Domin i can girls. Of the 19 other nom i nees, 10 fea ture 
main char ac ters of color; four detail the spe cific expe ri ences of Black youth (“Best Young Adult 
Fiction,” 2020). The pop u lar ity of The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas—a YA novel about Black 
teen ag ers fac ing police bru tal ity and engag ing in sub se quent activ ism—is evi dent in its over 80-week 
span on The New York Times bestseller list. The plots of these works also pro vide a way for stu dents to 
be exposed to crit i cal social issues such as police rela tions, inter sec tional iden ti ties, con flict in social 
class, or other forms of prej u dice and bul ly ing (Ivey & Johnston, 2018). Scholars have argued that YA 
lit er a ture has a par tic u lar power to engage stu dents about jus tice issues (Wolk, 2009) and about deep 
moral ten sions (Ivey & Johnston, 2018). While ste reo typ i cal views of YA lit er a ture might con sider 
such works to be shal low and driven by plot (e.g., romance, crime), qual ity YA lit er a ture instruc tion 
has been linked to stu dents’ moral agency and more nuanced moral stances as they read and dis cuss 
moral issues that face teens today (Ivey & Johnston, 2013).

Cath o lic Texts and Antiracist Cath o lic ELA Instruction

To accom pany our HRL frame work’s ped a gog i cal per spec tive, we draw on our theo log i cal 
per spec tive. For our cur ric u lum design, we define Cath o lic texts as those published by the United 
States Conference of Cath o lic Bishops (USCCB) or those by or about mem bers of the clergy. 
We rec og nize that lay authors also con trib ute to the dis cus sion about the U.S. Cath o lic church’s 
response to rac ism, but we also want our stu dents to hear voices that come with the church’s 
 teach ing author ity. We rely on the USCCB’s pas to ral let ters because they retain the author ity of 
the Cath o lic Church in the United States. The Cath o lic texts we ana lyze date back to the 1950s 
and con tinue through con tem po rary writ ings. These mod ern texts pres ent authen tic voices 
and often include per sonal accounts of clergy mem bers of color who have expe ri enced rac ism, 
 vio lence, and oppres sion. The dichot omy of 20th and 21st-cen tury per spec tives pres ents us with an 
 oppor tu nity to respond with crit i cal reflec tion and action. Not only can we explore the his tor i cal 
details of how the Cath o lic Church responded or failed to respond to rac ism in the past, but we 
can sup ple ment with con nec tions to the Church’s cur rent per spec tive on rac ism.

We have cho sen texts to assist with the devel op ment of a stu dent’s crit i cal ity and their reli gious 
iden tity. We acknowl edge that approx i ma tely 20% of U.S. Cath o lic school stu dents are not Cath o lic, 
but Cath o lic schools have a respon si bil ity to attempt to develop all  their stu dents’ faith iden ti ties 
in the light of Cath o lic faith edu ca tion. The National Cath o lic Educational Association (NCEA) 
out lines stan dards for a Cath o lic school’s mis sion state ment, which includes an embrac ing of  
“a Cath o lic iden tity rooted in Gospel val ues . . .  and com mit ted to faith for ma tion”, as well as “a total 
aca demic cur ric u lum that inte grates faith, cul ture, and life” (NCEA, 2021b). Benchmark 2.5 of the 
NCEA’s stan dards states that teach ers should “use the lenses of Scripture and the Cath o lic intel lec tual 
tra di tion in all  sub jects to help stu dents think crit i cally and eth i cally about the world around them” 
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(NCEA, 2021b). We also rely on the U.S. Cath o lic intel lec tual tra di tion in the form of pas to ral 
let ters and reflec tions from clergy who are well-versed in an under stand ing of Cathol i cism; both also 
fre quently include instances of Scripture, con sis tent with the NCEA bench mark.

Cath o lic texts hold par tic u lar prom ise for inte grat ing all  four com po nents of the HRL 
 frame work. Students can develop skills and intel lect by ana lyz ing the his tory of the Cath o lic 
Church through the lan guage of pas to ral let ters, as well as through reflec tions of mod ern clergy. 
They can engage with their reli gious iden ti ties by plac ing connecting texts to their own lives 
and faith prac tices. Finally, stu dents can prac tice crit i cal ity by pos ing ques tions of power and 
 oppres sion about the Cath o lic Church’s rela tion ship with rac ism. The 1979 Pastoral Letter on 
Racism “Brothers and Sisters to Us” issued the call for the Church to “speak out . . .  in every school” 
(USCCB) against rac ism–and that speak ing out can occur directly in the class room.

Research on Cath o lic Identity in ELA class rooms
A small body of con cep tual and empir i cal work has outlined the prom ise and peril of using 

Cath o lic social teach ing and Cath o lic texts to frame the work of English instruc tion in Cath o lic 
sec ond ary schools. Jarvie and Burke (2015) argue that Cath o lic English class rooms have the 
“unique charge of a Charism that sug gests Cath o lic spaces must engage with the moral and the 
dif  cult” (p. 82), par tic u larly as stan dard ized test ing tends to com mod ify English instruc tion. 
Macaluso (2019) noted the pos si bil i ties of see ing lit er ary read ing as a spir i tual act of “lit er ary 
com mu nion” (p. 134). Neville (2019) laid out a his tory of rac ism in the U.S. Cath o lic Church and 
pro posed inter dis ci plin ary frame works for pos si ble ways that Cath o lic school cur ric ula could take 
on an anti rac ist stance. These ideas sug gest that Cath o lic schools’ English cur ric u lum can draw on 
the power of Cath o lic iden tity to engage stu dents with crit i cal moral and reli gious ques tions.

In stud ies of Cath o lic schools and class rooms, LeBlanc (2015, 2017a, 2017b, 2019) stud ied 
how stu dents and teach ers appropriated the lan guage of the Mass and of edu ca tional prayer to 
deepen under stand ings of lit er acy woven into ado les cents’ Cath o lic iden ti ties. This sug gests 
 prom ise for the ways Cath o lic lit urgy and texts can be curricularized in sec ond ary class rooms. 
However, sev eral stud ies have documented how Cath o lic school stu dents re-appro pri ate racialized 
lan guage and ste reo types to repro duce rac ism. Burke and Gilbert (2016) point out that even 
in Cath o lic schools osten si bly com mit ted to Cath o lic val ues, rac ism both explicit and implicit 
cre ated a school cul ture that mar gin al ized Black stu dents. In an ELA-spe cific exam ple, LeBlanc 
(2017b) noted that stu dents in one urban Cath o lic school “invoked reli gious ratio nale and 
iden ti ties in their com ple tion of coursework [but] it was not in keep ing with the explicit intent 
of the  assign ment” (p. 105). These stu dents used pre-existing racialized lan guage and ste reo types 
to exclude Black stu dents from full par tic i pa tion. Therefore, teach ers enacting anti rac ist Cath o lic 
ELA instruc tion must con sider both the prom ise of draw ing on Cath o lic texts and litur gi cal 
prac tice, but also the pos si bil ity of stu dents resisting the instruc tion and re-inscribing rac ism.
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Methods

Here, we detail: (1) our positionalities in our racial, reli gious, and English edu ca tion 
 back grounds (2) how we selected our YA and Cath o lic texts, and (3) how we inte grated the texts 
into a teach able cur ric u lum frame work. This three-step pro cess is also designed to show White 
Cath o lic high school English teach ers—who might be new to this work—how to lay strong 
 foun da tions for anti-rac ist work to resist pos si ble pushback.

Positionality

We are three White English teach ers and research ers at diff er ent stages of our careers. Reflecting 
on our pre vi ous and cur rent teach ing prac tices, we saw gaps where we fell short of tap ping into the 
inter ests and strengths of our stu dents of color. Sharing a back ground in the Cath o lic faith, we also 
believe we have a respon si bil ity to reflect crit i cally on the work of the Church. This arti cle’s title 
orig i na tes from Mat thew 7:5: when Jesus spe cifi  cally addresses the hypoc risy of moral preaching 
with out self-inter ro ga tion. We inter pret this as a call to reflect on our Whiteness. If we are  
edu ca tors in Cath o lic schools, we have a par tic u lar respon si bil ity to care for our stu dents in ways 
that align with Church teach ings and the mes sage of the Gospel.

On an indi vid ual expe ri ence level, we range from a pre-ser vice teacher to vet eran teacher edu ca tor. 
Katie is a White, female pre-ser vice 7-12 ELA teacher, cur rently in stu dent teach ing, striv ing to 
include cul tur ally rel e vant pedagogies. She is moti vated to use her edu ca tion to honor the pres ence of 
all  stu dents in her future class room—par tic u larly those on the mar gins and those who have pre vi ously 
suff ered oppres sion and rac ism. She main tains an active faith in the Cath o lic Church; she hopes to 
help oth ers under stand the truth of Cath o lic social teach ing, espe cially in Cath o lic schools.

Abby is a White, cisgender female who was raised Cath o lic and attended Cath o lic and Jesuit 
schools from kin der gar ten through grad u ate school and taught English in Cath o lic high schools 
for four years. While the Jesuit focus on social jus tice has always been a foun da tion of her teach ing 
prac tice, her cur rent work as a grad u ate stu dent has prompted her to recon sider past cur ric u lum 
and reflect on how an anti rac ist approach could have transformed the ELA cur ric u lum, espe cially 
con sid er ing the poten tial harm it caused for her Black stu dents and the lost oppor tu ni ties to build 
mean ing ful anti rac ist com mu ni ties within her class room.

Dan was an English teacher and admin is tra tor in urban Cath o lic high schools for seven years, 
has been in teacher edu ca tion for an addi tional 10 years and is cur rently a teacher edu ca tor and 
English edu ca tion researcher at a Cath o lic uni ver sity. Part of this work is his respon si bil ity to 
inter ro gate his own his tory of his past ELA teach ing, which was pri mar ily done in a colorblind 
way, focus ing exclu sively on the lit er ary mer its of works (e.g. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn) 
with out attend ing to his stu dents’ lived expe ri ences of race or inter ro gat ing the racial per spec tives 
implicit in works of lit er a ture. His cur rent teach ing and research work explores ado les cent lit er acy 
ped a gogy across the cur ric u lum in both Cath o lic and pub lic schools.
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Young Adult and Cath o lic Text Selection

To choose the YA texts, we searched through award-win ning texts from pop u lar YA fic tion 
 includ ing award lists from the Young Adult Library Services Association and the International 
Literacy Association’s Young Adult Choices. We started with these lists not merely for pop u lar ity 
but because they offer oppor tu ni ties to select con tem po rary lit er a ture which will engage stu dents in 
dis cus sions of moral issues, spe cifi  cally around rac ism as it appears in the United States today. As we 
looked for texts, we maintained a strong pref er ence for authors who iden tify as Black, but we also 
con sid ered ways in which Blackness can be trans na tional and con sid ered authors who might iden tify 
as mul ti ra cial, Afro-Domin i can (like Elizabeth Acevedo), whose trans na tional expe ri ences of race do 
not fit into typ i cal U.S. defi  ni tions (like Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie), and con sid ered col lab o ra tions 
between authors with diff er ing racial back grounds (such as graphic nov els). Alongside con sid er ing the 
authors’ back grounds, we also selected texts in which the pro tag o nist grap ples with racial  iden ti ties on 
an indi vid ual level and con sid ers the impli ca tions of sys temic rac ism. Given that the Common Core 
ELA stan dards also encour age sub stan tial read ing in non fic tion, we also con sid ered non fic tion texts 
adapted for YA use. Nonfiction texts also offer par tic u lar oppor tu ni ties for inter ro gat ing sin gle-story 
nar ra tives often included in U.S. his tory courses (Tschida & Buchanan, 2015).

To choose the Cath o lic texts, we began with the USCCB’s col lec tion of six state ments about rac ism, 
dat ing to 1958, 1963, 1979, 2004, 2013, and 2018, with a par tic u lar focus on the most recent state ment, 
Open Wide Our Hearts (USCCB, 2018). We also included eleven state ments and let ters from bish ops 
as well as four press releases, which date from 1984 to 2017, also retrieved from the USCCB’s website. 
Knowing, how ever, that dia logue and ideas on race in America have shifted even since the most recent of 
these doc u ments (2018)—espe cially dur ing the sum mer of 2020 after the mur der of George Floyd and 
national pro tests—we also wanted to sam ple cur rent think ing in 2022, and so we sought arti cles from 
Cath o lic press which discussed issues of inte grat ing race in cur ric u lum, includ ing some of the cur rent 
U.S. debate about crit i cal race the ory, even tu ally includ ing arti cles from out lets like America, The Jesuit 
Post, National Review, Fran cis can Media, and the National Cath o lic Reporter.

Text Integration and Curriculum

We build on the work of Neville (2019), whose chap ter pro vided lists of pos si ble texts and 
 activ i ties to inte grate anti rac ist work in class rooms across dis ci plines. Given that the HRL frame work 
defi nes “text” as going far beyond merely printed texts (Muhammad, 2020), we encour age read ers 
who want to incor po rate more mul ti modal work to exam ine Neville’s (2019) book chap ter, which 
discusses how visual texts, and his tor i cal and theo log i cal arti facts can serve as texts within anti-rac ist 
Cath o lic school cur ric u lum design. We build on that work, how ever, by dril ling deeper into the YA 
texts and show ing how, in the fic tional texts, the ado les cent char ac ters’ ongo ing iden tity con struc tion 
related to race and faith are paralleled in the Cath o lic texts’ views of race in America. This par tic u larly 
tar gets the iden tity aspect of the HRL frame work (Muhammad, 2020). For the non fic tion texts, we 
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sought ways in which the YA-adapted nar ra tives chal lenged of cial nar ra tives of U.S. his tory and 
gov ern ment, par tic u larly targeting the crit i cal ity aspect of the HRL frame work (Muhammad, 2020).

Results

Our results detail how we inte grated the YA and the Cath o lic texts into a func tional tool for 
Cath o lic edu ca tors. We cre ated both the back bone of the semes ter-long cur ric u lum to show what 
this could look like in a Cath o lic school ELA class (Table 1) and pres ent indi vid ual quotes and 
lan guage (Table 2) so Cath o lic ELA teach ers can see how the lan guage of the YA texts and that of 
the Cath o lic texts inter act.

Ideally, con ver sa tion within and around these texts would be framed in cur ric u lar activ i ties, 
but plan ning those activ i ties is beyond our scope. We refer read ers to Neville (2019), who 
 pro poses  inter dis ci plin ary activ i ties such as constructing maps of rac ism across diff er ent aspects 
of  con tem po rary U.S. life (e.g., school ing, hous ing, or reli gion) and connecting that map to the 
USCCB’s defi  ni tion of rac ism in Open Wide Our Hearts while also offer ing a crit i cal per spec tive on 
ways in which the pas to ral let ter stops short of embrac ing a fully anti rac ist per spec tive. Activities 
like these and oth ers, in  com bi na tion with our text inte gra tions, would be a strong way to build a 
full cur ric u lum around these ideas.

Curricular Frameworks for Three Units

Table 1 details a cur ric u lum map with three unit-length exam ples of YA (both fic tion and 
non-fic tion) and Cath o lic text sets that can be used by teach ers with anti rac ist goals. For each unit, 
we include “crit i cal ity ques tions,” which con nect back to Muhammad’s (2020) HRL frame work 
that under lies our paper. Questions of crit i cal ity ask, “How will my instruc tions engage stu dents’ 
think ing about power and equity and the dis rup tion of oppres sion?” (Muhammad, 2020, p. 58). By 
ask ing rel e vant crit i cal ques tions about all  of the texts in the unit, teach ers and stu dents can answer 
this ques tion with a holis tic per spec tive on the past and the pres ent.

The diff er ence in ques tions across the three rows of Table 1 also shows that crit i cal ity has a dual 
mean ing. Because sys tem atic oppres sion vic tim izes both the oppres sor and oppressed (albeit in very 
diff er ent ways), some of our ques tions prompt stu dents to con sider when a per son or a struc ture 
acted as the oppres sor and oth ers bring atten tion to those who have been oppressed (Freire, 2000). 
 Antiracist and Cath o lic social jus tice goals are met when crit i cal ity “human izes instruc tion and 
makes it more com pas sion ate” (Muhammad, 2020, p. 117) for teach ers and stu dents to take action in 
and out side the class room. Teachers should pose the crit i cal ity ques tions for the YA lit er a ture at the 
begin ning of their unit and intro duce the Cath o lic texts and cor re spond ing crit i cal ity ques tions after 
stu dents have devel oped proper con tex tual under stand ing to fully engage with the Cath o lic texts.
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Our first YA fic tional text, Angie Thomas’s The Hate U Give, is widely used in U.S. class rooms. 
Because this book addresses nuances of sys temic rac ism and trau mas of police bru tal ity on a Black 
com mu nity from the per spec tive of a Black teen ager, stu dents of color may con nect with sim i lar 
expe ri ences while also addressing a heavy topic that White stu dents may have lit tle expe ri ence of. 
Similarly, Nic Stone’s Dear Martin con tains a storyline focus ing on police bru tal ity and injus tice 
while connecting his tor i cal rac ism through the let ters the main char ac ter, Justyce, writes to Martin 
Luther King Jr. as he tries to pro cess his expe ri ences. We explain more about this selec tion and 
how to use it in the class room in our focus unit sec tion below. As a non fic tion text, we selected 
Stamped: Racism, Antiracism, and You, a young adult rewrite of the crit i cally acclaimed book that 
pres ents an approach  able his tory of rac ism and the sys tems that keep it in place. This book allows 
teach ers to build stu dents’ his tor i cal knowl edge around the topic of U.S. sys temic rac ism and 
chal lenges stu dents to think crit i cally about racial injus tices.

The four his tor i cal state ments on rac ism from the UCCSB both con tain remarks on sys temic 
 rac ism inside and out side the Church while also skirt ing around these issues. Students must 
 under stand how the Cath o lic Church has both addressed sys temic rac ism and per pet u ated it 
through out his tory  includ ing actions such as: deny ing Black Cath o lics access to Cath o lic schools, 
cre at ing sep a rate Black Cath o lic churches in com mu ni ties, per mit ting some 20th-cen tury  reli gious 
orders to enforce racial seg re ga tion, and maintaining an over all “lack of pas sion” regard ing 
 seg re ga tion and rac ism when  com pared to the fer vor for other Cath o lic social teach ing issues 
like abor tion (Massingale, 2014, p. 77). To fur ther deepen these dis cus sions, we include voices of 
mem bers of the Church who have  expe ri enced rac ism both as Black men in America and as Black 
clergy mem bers in the Cath o lic Church.

In con ver sa tion with The Hate U Give, we include two arti cles, one from Fr. Patrick St. Jean, S.J., a 
Black Jesuit theo lo gian, and one from Fr. Chris Kellerman, S.J., a White Jesuit researcher. Their arti cles 
make clear con nec tions between the Cath o lic teach ings of social jus tice and the effects of sys temic 
rac ism on Black Communities in the United States. We included these con tem po rary arti cles with 
The Hate U Give as stu dents and teach ers will be  able to dis cuss diff er ent approaches to attempting to 
erad i cate sys temic rac ism and how our iden ti ties—par tic u larly our racial ones—can both hin der and 
be an asset to us stand ing up and speak ing out. The Hate U Give’s main char ac ter, Starr, is Black, but her 
boy friend, Chris, is White; the novel’s sub plot about Chris’s role offers both White and Black stu dents 
mir rors and win dows into how our iden ti ties posi tion us in the strug gle for racial jus tice.

With Dear Martin we wanted the Cath o lic texts to reflect both the his tor i cal sig nifi  cance 
of sys temic rac ism and bring in a mod ern per spec tive from the Cath o lic Church. Susan Hinds-
 Brigger’s pro file of Deacon Art Miller gives a detailed look at the life of a prominent Black 
clergy mem ber and the sys temic rac ism he has expe ri enced both out side and inside the Church. 
 Historically, while Brothers and Sisters to Us was writ ten a decade after Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
assas si na tion, it was the most prominent state ment made on rac ism from the Church in the 
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years after the Civil Rights Movement up until 2018. Using this text, stu dents and teach ers can 
dis cuss both the his tor i cal prog ress—and the lack of prog ress—that we have seen, and that Justyce 
describes in his let ters. Students might make sim i lar com par i sons to the prog ress—and the lack of 
prog ress—in the Church’s anti-rac ist work over the last sev eral decades.

For Stamped, we included all  four USCCB state ments about rac ism, in addi tion to  his tor i cal 
con text and com men tary from Fr. Bryan Massingale’s book Racial Justice and the Cath o lic 
Church. As a Black Cath o lic priest, Fr. Massingale brings a crit i cal voice and clearly explains the 
 cir cum stances surrounding the release of each of these state ments. Teachers and stu dents will have 
ample oppor tu nity to com pare what each state ment says (and how it is said) about the Church’s 
stance and approach to sys temic rac ism.

Focus Unit: Exploring Dear Martin and Brothers and Sisters to Us in Depth

To pro vide a com pre hen sive and detailed view of a cur ric u lar unit, we pro vide a focus unit 
exam ple in Table 2. We spe cifi  cally high light the con nec tions between the YA text Dear Martin 
by Nic Stone (2018) and the Cath o lic texts Brothers and Sisters to Us by the USCCB (1979) and 
“A Cath o lic Response to Racism” from Deacon Art Miller (Hines-Brigger, 2021). Dear Martin 
fol lows 17-year-old Justyce, a Black stu dent in his senior year at a pre dom i nantly White pre pa ra tory 
high school. At the begin ning of the novel, Justyce is mis tak enly arrested by a White of cer who 
mis in ter prets his attempts to help his ex-girl friend into her car as car theft or assault. After  
recov er ing from being handcuffed for hours and ver bally abused by the of cer, Justyce spends the 
rest of the book writ ing let ters to Martin Luther King Jr. to unpack his expe ri ences with rac ism.

We chose Dear Martin because of its first-per son nar ra tive and vivid youth voice seen through 
class room dia logue tran scripts and the jour nal entries. When com pared to the three other 
state ments made by the USCCB (1958, 1968, and 2018), Brothers and Sisters to Us is “a strongly 
worded doc u ment that force fully and unequiv o cally con demns rac ism in its con tem po rary 
man i fes ta tions as an evil and a sin” (Massingale, 2014). By includ ing a his tor i cal per spec tive from 
the Church, we invite stu dents to grap ple with inheriting the tra di tions of civil rights lead ers like 
Martin Luther King, Jr. Pairing this text with a 2021 response to rac ism, spe cifi  cally one pro fil ing 
a Black Cath o lic Church leader and the rac ism he expe ri enced as a mem ber of the Church, will 
allow stu dents to look crit i cally at the range of the Church’s response to rac ism and build pro found 
con text for read ing Dear Martin.

Table 2 high lights direct quotes from each text and the con nec tions teach ers can use to enhance 
dis cus sions. The first and sec ond col umns con tain quotes from Dear Martin and the Cath o lic 
texts Brothers and Sisters to Us and “A Cath o lic Response to Racism” respec tively that mir ror one 
another in lan guage or theme. The third col umn lists pos si ble con nec tions that can be made when 
we read across the table.
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Table 2

Quotes and Connections for Dear Martin

YA Text Cath o lic Texts Connections

Dear Martin by Nic Stone 
(2018):
“Last night changed me.  
I don’t wanna walk around 
all  pissed off and looking 
for prob lems, but I know  
I can’t con tinue to pre tend 
noth ing’s wrong. Yeah, 
there are no more ‘col ored’ 
water foun tains, and it’s 
sup posed to be ille gal to 
dis crim i nate, but if I can 
be forced to sit on the 
con crete in too-tight cuffs 
when I’ve done noth ing 
wrong, it’s clear there’s an 
issue. That things aren’t 
as equal as folks say they 
are” (p. 47).

Brothers and Sisters to Us by the USCCB 
(1979):
“Let the Church speak out, not only in the 
assem blies of the bish ops, but in every 
 dio cese and par ish in the land, in every 
chapel and reli gious house, in every school, 
in every social ser vice agency, and in every 
insti tu tion that bears the name Cath o lic.”

“A Cath o lic Response to Racism,” an 
Interview with Deacon Art Miller by Susan 
Hines-Brigger (2021):
“[The Church] needs to do some thing. And  
I don’t mean issu ing another paper. We need 
to form a com mu nity of action . . .  The Church 
is a direct reflec tion of our soci ety, and our 
soci ety is insti tu tion ally rac ist. The prob lem is 
our Church is sup posed to redi rect and heal 
our soci ety and our soci ety is sup posed to be 
a reflec tion of the Church, but it isn’t.”

•  Counters a Black youth’s 
expe ri ence with rac ism 
(in his own voice) with 
the Cath o lic Church’s  
call to action

•  Provides a look at the 
Church’s response 
his tor i cally and how 
their actions have been 
received by mem bers 
within the Church

Dear Martin by Nic Stone 
(2018):
“Dear Martin: You know, 
I don’t get how you did 
it. Just being straight up. 
Everyday I walk through 
the hall of that elit ist-ass 
school, I feel like I don’t 
 belong there, and  every 
time Jared or one of 
them opens their damn 
mouth, I’m reminded they 
agree . . .  What do I do 
when my very iden tity is 
being mocked by peo ple 
who refuse to admit there’s 
a prob lem?” (p. 95)

Brothers and Sisters to Us by the USCCB 
(1979):
“Racism is a sin: a sin that divi des the human 
fam ily, blots out the image of God among 
 spe cific mem bers of that fam ily, and vio lates 
the fun da men tal human dig nity of those called 
to be chil dren of the same Father.”

“A Cath o lic Response to Racism,” an 
Interview with Deacon Art Miller by Susan 
Hines-Brigger (2021):
“Maybe it would make a sig nifi  cant  state ment 
that they have this reg u lar com mit tee on 
rac ism. The fact that it’s ad hoc means it will 
end. Racism hasn’t ended for 400 years.”

•  Justyce’s inter nal ized 
rac ism and duel ing  
iden ti ties come across 
clearly

•  Having an ad hoc 
 com mit tee makes it 
seem like rac ism will  
end, but it hasn’t for  
400 years, even with 
decades of efforts
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Discussion and Implications

Building on existing ideas about incor po rat ing dif  cult moral, eth i cal, and racial ques tions in 
Cath o lic ELA cur ric u lum (Burke & Gilbert, 2016; Neville, 2019), we show how Cath o lic high 
school ELA teach ers can cre ate anti rac ist cur ric u lum con sis tent with Cath o lic social teach ing. 
Research shows that YA lit er a ture offers stu dents a unique oppor tu nity to con nect with and learn 
from char ac ters as they strug gle with dif  cult expe ri ences that stu dents may or may not have already 
dealt with in their own lives (Bishop, 1990; Tschida et al., 2015). With a teacher’s  guid ance, read ing 
non fic tion YA lit er a ture like Stamped gives stu dents an acces si ble his tory of rac ism in the United 
States, while YA fic tion like Dear Martin and The Hate U Give allows all   stu dents a safe place to 
grap ple with real is tic expe ri ences of rac ism, duel ing iden ti ties, code- switching, and implicit bias.

The lim i ta tions of our work require a pre cau tion ary note. Many forces may con spire against 
teach ers implementing anti rac ist ELA cur ric u lum in Cath o lic schools: per sis tent exam ples of 
rac ism in U.S. Cath o lic schools (e.g. Neville, 2019), resis tance to any con sid er ation of Critical 
Race Theory instruc tion in Cath o lic schools (Christie, 2021), and ado les cent Cath o lic school 
stu dents re-appropriating racialized lan guage and ste reo types even when the school and cur ric u lum 
dis cour age it (Burke & Gilbert, 2016; LeBlanc, 2017b). We urge teach ers to be upfront about their 
anti rac ist goals with their stu dents, fam i lies, and admin is tra tion, and to use the USCCB’s calls 
for action as the clear endorse ments of anti-rac ist cur ric ula that they are. We also believe that this 
cur ric u lum frame work could be extended to a fully built cur ric u lum—funders or teacher groups 
might con sider com mis sion ing such a cur ric u lum with edu ca tive cur ric u lum mate ri als to pro mote 
Cath o lic school ELA teach ers’ learn ing (Davis & Krajcik, 2005; Davis et al., 2017).

Ultimately, Cath o lic school stu dents must under stand how their iden ti ties affect their approach 
to under stand ing com plex top ics, includ ing con nec tions between race and Cathol i cism. Students’ 
reli gious iden ti ties are fre quently explored in the ol ogy clas ses and through cam pus min is try but are 
not often authen ti cally inte grated into their core clas ses, nor connected to their racial iden ti ties. 
Even more, some par ents and mem bers of Cath o lic school com mu ni ties are divided about how race 
and rac ism should be addressed in the class room. We believe this makes it all  the more impor tant 
to bring in USCCB texts strongly call ing for Cath o lics to com bat rac ism. The next gen er a tion of 
clergy and lay lead ers, many of whom are stu dents in our Cath o lic schools, must be  able to crit i cally 
exam ine the his tory of the U.S. Cath o lic Church and ask how much we have done, how much we 
could have done, and how much we can do to erad i cate rac ism. To make a last ing impact, Cath o lic 
schools must heed the call to engage stu dents in impor tant and empowering con ver sa tions on 
rac ism in our Church and in our nation.
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