
 
 

 

 
 

Individual vs. Institutional Racism 
Grades 7-9 Lesson   

 
Goals:  

Students will understand:  
● The difference between individual racism and institutional racism. 
● Why both conversion of heart, and fixing unjust institutions, are necessary for disciples of 

Christ, and give examples of each. 
Students will be able to:  

● Correctly identify whether examples of racism are individual or institutional. 
● Devise personal and collective responses to individual and institutional racism.  

Materials:  
Copies of the handout, “Individual Racism or Institutional Racism?” (Included at end of this packet.), poster 
board or butcher paper, markers 
 
Duration:  
Approximately 50 minutes 
 
A Note to Educators:  
This curriculum begins to address race and the sin of racism. Thank you for picking it up! You may feel 
apprehensive or unsure about beginning a conversation about race in your classroom. You are not alone. It 
takes courage, preparation, and a reliance on the Holy Spirit’s guidance to hold space for such difficult 
topics as race and racism. So, we must have confidence - in ourselves and in our students - that we are 
able to handle tough topics like these. It is our job to have honest, clear, and open conversations with 
students so that they are equipped to confront the sin of racism as they encounter it. We hope that this 
lesson and resources will guide you, and that you will reach out to the Office of Life, Justice and Peace for 
additional support if needed.  
 
This lesson is an adaptation of the curriculum generated by the USCCB to accompany the 2018 document 
“Open Wide Our Hearts: The Enduring Call to Love - A Pastoral Letter Against Racism.” In the Additional 
Resources section, you will find references to racism and institutional transformation within the Catechism 
of the Catholic Church and definitions from “Open Wide Our Hearts” that you may find useful to review 
before the lesson. 
 
Lesson: 
The Prophetic Witness of Venerable Rev. Augustus Tolton  



 
 

 

● Introduce the story of Venerable Rev. Augustus Tolton by reading the following:  
 
Fr. Augustus Tolton is known as the first recognizably black Catholic priest in the U.S., though the Healy 
brothers—three sons of an enslaved black woman and an Irish father, whose African heritage was less 
visibly apparent— had become priests before him. Fr. Tolton was born into slavery to Catholic parents 
whose owners allowed their slaves to be married in the Catholic Church. As a result, he was born and 
raised Catholic. Fr. Tolton became free when his mother escaped to the free state of Illinois when he was a 
boy. He was encouraged by his local priest to enter the priesthood, but had to study in Italy, since no 
American seminary would admit him due to his skin color. As a priest, he ministered to the black Catholic 
community in Quincy, Illinois. Known for eloquent sermons, generosity, and piety, he attracted both black 
and white Catholics to his parish. He inspired many of the affluent parishioners to support the parish’s 
school and its mission to educate the community. Later chased out of Quincy, he was welcomed by the 
Archdiocese of Chicago, where he dedicated his ministry to serving impoverished communities. He died in 
1897. Despite his experiences, Fr. Tolton remained steadfast: “The Catholic Church deplores a double 
slavery – that of the mind and that of the body. She endeavors to free us of both.” 
 

● Ask students what stood out to them about the life of Venerable Rev. Augustus Tolton and his 
relationship with Catholics and the Catholic Church of the time. How was he treated by his 
communities? How was he treated by the Catholic Church at different points in his life?  

 
Defining Individual and Institutional Racism:  

● Define Individual Racism using the definition from the bishops’ statement:  
Individual racism is when persons “believe themselves to be superior to others because of the color 
of their skin or their ethnic background” (Open Wide Our Hearts). 

● Provide an example: Your soccer team plays another team that is predominantly made up of 
players of a different racial background than most of the players on your team. One of your 
teammates refers to players on the other team using a term that many people of that racial 
background would find offensive. 

● Ask students to offer additional examples of individual racism.  
● Recall the life of Venerable Rev. Augustus Tolton. How did he encounter individual racism?  
● Next, define Institutional Racism using the bishops’ definition. 

Institutional racism occurs when resources, power, and opportunities are distributed such that certain 
groups (i.e., in the U.S., those who are white) benefit, and others (i.e., in the U.S., people of color) are 
excluded. In our country, we find examples of institutional racism in the criminal justice and education 
systems, and historically unequal access to employment, housing, wealth, and the ability to vote. 

● Again, using the witness of Venerable Rev. Augustus Tolton, explain the example of institutional 
racism demonstrated in his story: No American seminary would admit him due to his skin color.  

● Ask students to offer additional examples of institutional racism. (Note: this may be a more difficult 
concept for students to understand. If needed, prompt students to think about institutions as a 
starting point: schools, hospitals, businesses, churches, etc. Be prepared to offer other examples or 
additional explanations.) 

 



 
 

 

Identifying Individual and Institutional Racism:  
● Have students break into pairs. Distribute the handout, “Individual Racism or Institutional 

Racism?” found in the Additional Resources section below.  
● Ask students to read each of the examples and then indicate whether it is an example of individual 

or institutional racism.  
● After pairs have finished, go over each example. 
● Discuss the response by followers of Christ:  

The Catechism of the Catholic Church says that we must “confront individual racism by working 
for the “inner conversion” of the human person” (CCC 1888) and “work to end institutional racism 
by bringing “appropriate remedies to institutions . . . so that they conform to the norms of justice 
and advance the good rather than hinder it” (CCC 1888). 

● Revisit the handout “Individual Racism or Institutional Racism?” Ask students to share ideas on 
how they might respond or address the racism described in a few of the examples. 

 
Reflect Individually 
When you observe racist words or actions by friends, family, or others, how can you respond? 
 
Recognizing and responding to racism 

● Break class into small groups. Assign half the groups “Individual Racism” and half the groups 
“Institutional Racism.” 

● Groups should illustrate the concept on butcher paper, poster board, or similar format, including a 
definition of the term, one or more examples, and how we are called to respond as missionary 
disciples.  

● Encourage students to use words and images, as well as other creative means, such as an original 
art, poem, or song to accompany the poster.  

● After sufficient working time, each group will select a reporter to share the brainstorming 
illustration with the full group. 

 
Take Action!  

● Ask the students to consider the following questions:  
○ Think about how their response to racism might be different because of their Catholic faith. 
○ What efforts are underway within the Church or society to confront institutional racism? 
○ How can you get involved? 

● Lead the students in an investigation of efforts already happening in the Archdiocese or in Catholic 
institutions around the country. Below are some starting points: 

○ Catholic Campaign for Human Development https://povertyusa.org/cchd-groups 
○ Catholic Charities USA https://www.catholiccharitiesusa.org/our-ministry/ 
○ Catholic Relief Services https://www.crs.org/get-involved/participate 

 
 
 
 

https://povertyusa.org/cchd-groups
https://www.catholiccharitiesusa.org/our-ministry/
https://www.crs.org/get-involved/participate


 
 

 

PRAYER 
Prayer for Peace in Our Communities 

  
Let us pray . . . O Lord our God,  

in your mercy and kindness, 
no thought of ours is left unnoticed,  

no desire or concern ignored. 
 

You have proven that blessings abound  
when we fall on our knees in prayer, 

and so we turn to you in our hour of need.  
Surrounded by violence and cries for justice, 

we hear your voice telling us what is required . . .  
“Only to do justice and to love goodness, 

and to walk humbly with your God” (Mi 6:8). 
 

Fill us with your mercy so that we,  
in turn, may be merciful to others.  

Strip away pride, suspicion, and racism so that  
we may seek peace and justice in our communities.  

Strengthen our hearts so that they beat  
only to the rhythm of your holy will. 

 
Flood our path with your light as  

we walk humbly toward  
a future filled with encounter and unity.  

Be with us, O Lord, in our efforts,  
for only by the prompting of your grace  

can we progress toward virtue.  
We ask this through Jesus Christ our Lord.  

Amen. 
 
 
Additional Resources:  
Relevant Quote from Open Wide Our Hearts: 

● “All of us are in need of personal, ongoing conversion. Our churches and our civic and social 
institutions are in need of ongoing reform. If racism is confronted by addressing its causes and the 
injustice it produces, then healing can occur.” 

 
Definitions of Individual Racism and Institutional Racism:  
When injustices, such as the evil of racism, affect society and the Church, we are called to work for the 
“inner conversion” of the human person (CCC 1888). 

https://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/cultural-diversity/african-american/resources/upload/Prayer-Card-for-Peace-English.pdf


 
 

 

● Individual racism is when persons “believe themselves to be superior to others because of the 
color of their skin or their ethnic background” (Open Wide Our Hearts). 

We can help address individual racism by seeking conversion of heart. 
We must also work to bring “appropriate remedies to institutions . . . so that they conform to the norms of 
justice and advance the good rather than hinder it” (CCC 1888). 
 

● Institutional racism is when resources, power, and opportunities are distributed such that certain 
groups (i.e., in the U.S., those who are white) benefit, and others (i.e., in the U.S., people of color) 
are excluded. In our country, we find examples of institutional racism in the criminal justice and 
education systems, and historically unequal access to employment, housing, wealth, and the ability 
to vote. 

Transforming unjust institutions is part of working for the common good, which is “the sum total of social 
conditions which allow people, either as groups or as individuals, to reach their fulfillment more fully and 
more easily” (CCC 1906; Gaudium et Spes, no. 26). 
 
Answers Key for Handout:  
Individual Racism or Institutional Racism? 

1. Individual  
2. Individual 
3. Individual  
4. Institutional 
5. Individual  
6. Institutional  
7. Institutional  
8. Institutional  
9. Institutional  
10. Institutional  
11. Individual  
12. Institutional  
13. Individual  
14. Individual  
15. Individual  
16. Institutional 



 

 

Individual Racism or Institutional Racism? 
Consider the following scenarios. Place a checkmark in one of the two columns to the right to show 
whether each is an example of Individual Racism or Institutional Racism. 

 
Scenario Individual 

Racism 
Institutional 
Racism 

1. The locker of a student is vandalized with an image that 
alludes to his or her race. 

  

2. A white sales clerk approaches African American teens who are 
exiting fitting rooms and asks them to open their bags to show 
they are not attempting to shoplift. White teens who are also in 
the store using the fitting rooms are not asked to do 
the same thing. 

  

3. At the Sign of Peace, a white person shakes hands with everyone 
around him—except for the Hispanic family sitting 
right in front of him. 

  

4. The junior high school in a predominantly white, higher- income 
town has a new facility, high-tech classrooms, well- trained 
teachers, small class size, and a high graduation rate. Another 
junior high school thirty minutes away is run- down, over-
crowded, textbooks are shared by multiple 
students, and graduation rates are much lower. 

  

5. For Halloween, one of your friends, who is not Native American, 
thinks it’s funny to dress up in a bright feathered 
head-dress and make warrior noises throughout the evening. 

  

6. A 2016 study of 4.5 million traffic stops in 100 North Carolina cities 
found that police were "more likely to search black and Hispanic 
motorists, using a lower threshold of suspicion, than when they 
stop white or Asian drivers." (The police were also less likely to 
find illegal drugs or weapons during searches of black and 
Hispanic motorists, despite the higher incidence of 
searches.1) 

  

7. A teenager applying for an after-school job is unsuccessful getting 
called in for interviews when using her full name, Precious Jayla 
Williams. She revises her resume to P.J. 
Williams and is invited to numerous interviews. 

  

8. During World War II, after Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, the 
U.S. government forced Japanese Americans to living in 
internment camps, saying it feared they may be loyal to the 
Japanese government even though they were Americans. 

  

 
1 https://news.stanford.edu/2016/06/28/stanford-researchers-develop-new-statistical-test-shows-
racial- profiling-police-traffic-stops/
 

Scenario Individual 
Racism 

Institutional 
Racism 

 

https://news.stanford.edu/2016/06/28/stanford-researchers-develop-new-statistical-test-shows-racial-profiling-police-traffic-stops/
https://news.stanford.edu/2016/06/28/stanford-researchers-develop-new-statistical-test-shows-racial-profiling-police-traffic-stops/
https://news.stanford.edu/2016/06/28/stanford-researchers-develop-new-statistical-test-shows-racial-profiling-police-traffic-stops/


 

 
 

9. Prior to the Civil Rights movement, many churches, including 
Catholic parishes, did not serve African Americans, or would 
require African Americans to attend a separate service or to 
sit in special sections in the back of the church. 

  

10. In the late 19th and early 20th century, boarding schools and 
orphanages operated with the objective of “Americanizing” Native 
children by forcing them to abandon all facets of their 
culture, including their native languages. 

  

11. There is a new girl at your school who wears a hijab that 
covers her hair and neck. The other kids tease her and call her a 
terrorist. 

  

12. A city is building a garbage burning incinerator. After residents of 
a predominantly white middle-income neighborhood complain 
about the planned site being too close to them, the city moves 
the site to a low-income part of town 
with mostly Hispanic residents. 

  

13. Neighbors call the police to report suspected burglary while 
an African American family is trying to move into their new home 
in a predominantly white neighborhood. 

  

14. In math class, a group of boys, who happen to be white, 
repeatedly disrupt class by making rude comments under their 
breath and snickering. The teacher warns them numerous times, 
and after several days, asks the boys to stay after class. You hear 
her warning them that she will send them to the Principal’s office 
the next time. The next day, an African American student is 
similarly disruptive and is sent to 
the Principal’s office immediately. 

  

15. An Eucharistic ministry of color notices that some white 
parishioners get out of his communion line, going to other lines 
where they receive the Eucharist from white Eucharist 
ministers. 

  

16. The U.S. Federal Housing Administration policies and programs in 
the 1930s-50s used strategies to deny mortgages, home loans and 
home ownership to Blacks. For example, the practice of 
“redlining” drew maps with red lines around predominantly 
African American neighborhoods to indicate where banks could 
not get federal insurance for loans they made. This meant African 
Americans could not get the same 
help as others to purchase homes. 

  

 
Copyright © 2018, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. All rights reserved. This text may be 

reproduced in whole or in part without alteration for nonprofit educational use, provided such reprints 
are not sold and include this notice. This resource and many others are available at usccb.org/racism. 

 

http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/racism/index.cfm
http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/racism/index.cfm
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