
 

 
 

 
 

Respect and Human Rights - A Lesson on Race and Racism 
Grades 1-3  

 
Goals:  

Students will know:  
● The image of God is present in each of us. 
● Each person is worthy of love and respect. 
● Racism, or the lack of fairness and respect for someone based on characteristics 

like skin color, culture, family background, language, etc., is a sin.  
● Our faith teaches us that all people should have their basic needs, or human 

rights, met. 
 

Students will be able to:  
● Demonstrate the difference between “wants” and “needs” and their relationship 

to human rights. 
● Know that racist ideas and prejudice are harmful to the Body of Christ. 

 
Materials:  

● Butcher paper or white board, markers, list of “wants” and “needs”, two papers of 
different colors that have WANTS and NEEDS printed on them, 2 corresponding-
colored papers for each student, drawing paper and crayons. 

 
Duration:  
Approximately 50 minutes, or two 25 minutes sessions 
 
A Note to Educators:  
This curriculum begins to address race and the sin of racism to students as young as yours. 
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.” The lesson is designed to help students understand that all people are created in God’s 
image, and so, each person has human dignity and rights, which can be eroded when racist 
attitudes or actions exist. There are two possible concluding activities from which to choose, so 
you may scale the lesson to an appropriate level for your students.  
 
Lesson: 
 
What makes a person a person?  
 

● List on a piece of butcher paper or the whiteboard some of students’ “favorite” 
people. Next, ask each student to draw a picture of their favorite person.  

● Ask the students, “What makes a person, a person?” and have some discussion.  
○ We believe God creates every person in the image of God. That makes each 

of us very special and our unique characteristics special too.  
○ Each of us is sacred; we have value and dignity because they are made in 

God’s image and loved by God. 
● Since every person is a beloved child of God, that makes all siblings in the human 

family as well. 
● Ask the students if they can imagine that God loves every single person in the world 

as His children. How big must the heart of God be? 
● Ask students to think about their own families - parents, siblings, grandparents. Do 

you want them to be loved? Do you want them to be treated fairly or justly?  
 
Wants and Needs:  
 

● Ahead of time, make a list of both wants and needs to read off to the students, some 
silly, some serious. 

○ Example “wants”: a new watch, a new toy all your friends have, a pony, a 
new book, etc. 

○ Example “needs”: shoes without a hole, a safe place to sleep, healthy food, a 
family who cares for me, a school to learn at, etc. 

● Shar with the students that part of what makes a person a person is having “wants” 
and “needs” and that they are going to help you tell the difference between the two. 

● Put two pieces of paper of different colors (e.g. Yellow and Blue) on the board, with 
the word one “WANTS” or one color and “NEEDS” on the other. Give one 
corresponding yellow and one blue paper to each student. 

● Read the list of “wants” and “needs”. As you read, ask students to vote on whether 
something belongs on the list of “wants” or “needs” by holding up one of their papers 
to indicate which list something should go on. Categorize each item as the students 
vote.  

● Now look at all the items on the list and ask students if they notice anything about 



 

 
 

the lists. What do the things on each list have in common? 
 
A Catholic Social Teaching:  
(For more information, see Additional Resources.) 
 

● Talk about how the Church teaches that every person is entitled to the list of needs, 
and we call these needs human rights: a safe place to live, food to eat, the ability to 
learn, the chance to be healthy, and work to do that is safe and makes us feel useful. 

● But, a person can have a hard time getting everything they need because someone 
else doesn’t treat them with fairness and respect based on their culture, skin color, 
family background, or language. When someone doesn’t recognize our dignity 
because of our skin color, or because our family celebrates events or holidays 
differently, or comes from a different place in the country or the world, that person is 
wrong. That attitude is called racism. 

● We know racism is wrong because God loves each of us, since we are all made in 
His image and are unique and special. Jesus wants us to avoid racism and hopes we 
will work to make sure each person has all their basic human needs met. (Refer to 
the list.) 

● Has someone ever made you feel like you or your needs weren’t very important? 
What does that feel like? 

● God wants us to show love and respect to all people, especially people who are hurt 
by racism.  Ask the students to work together to make a list of five ways that they 
can show someone who is different from them that they respect their human dignity. 
Ask the students to share their lists with the class. 

 
For younger students: Racism can be difficult to explain to very young children without 
inadvertently teaching them some negative elements of racism that they may have never 
encountered or considered, thus doing more harm than good. The following scenario is 
meant to be a gentle entrance into the pain of prejudice and the call to each of us to stand 
with those who are hurt when their dignity is not recognized.   
 
Pose this scenario:  

Pretend you are sitting at lunch with your friend, Joseph. Joseph is really excited because his 
mom made his very favorite thing for him to bring to school for lunch that day. You’ve never 
tried what Joseph has for lunch. It looks totally different than what you brought for lunch 
today. When the other kids see what Joseph has for lunch, they start making fun of it. 
Joseph looks really sad and moves to a different seat farther down the table. 

 
o What do you think you could do to make Joe feel better? 
o What would you say to the other kids? 

 
For older students: you may find it useful to illustrate racism with a historical example. The 
story of Cesar Chavez below is a helpful start. For stories of Cesar Chavez and his colleague 



 

 
 

Dolores Huerta, see the Additional Resources section for the bilingual book Side by Side / 
Lado a Lado read-aloud.  
 
The Story of Cesar Chavez:  
 

● Sometimes, companies don’t always provide work that is safe or that makes workers 
feel useful. Because Jesus taught us that we show our love for God by loving others, 
when we hear about someone who doesn’t have one of their needs met, we work 
together as a community to change that. 

● Tell the story of César Chávez, who worked hard to make sure some of his fellow 
workers had safe work. César listened carefully to the workers and helped them to 
make a plan to change their situation. 

 
César Chávez was a heroic example of Catholic leadership. He was born in 1927. His 
family was Mexican American. César’s family worked as migrant farmers, meaning they 
often had to pick up everything and move to new places to live in order to keep working. As 
a child, he had to go work in the fields instead of going to school. When César grew up, he 
met a priest who cared about making sure all of God’s children are treated with dignity. He 
knew some people in his community did not have a safe place to work and were being 
treated unfairly. The company they worked for, which grew and sold grapes, treated them 
unfairly because their families sometimes did not know English and didn’t have anywhere 
else they could work. The workers worked hard to pick the grapes, but sometimes it wasn’t 
safe. Sometimes the farm owners didn’t pay them.  
 
We know each of us was created by God with the same needs, even though our families are 
from different places. César knew this, too. César loved God and knew he wanted to serve 
God by helping his neighbors. César and his friends met to talk about the problem. The 
workers knew they would be stronger if they relied on God and worked together. They 
decided to strike in order to make the local grape growers listen. A “strike” happens when 
workers stop working in order to force the people in charge to listen to them.  
 
César and his friends only used peaceful ways to ask the farm owners to listen to their 
workers. After lots of prayer and hard work, the workers finally got the grape growers to 
listen to them. The grape growers said they would change the way they treated the workers. 
César was a devout Catholic who prayed hard, was inspired by the way Jesus lived, and 
tried to live like Jesus. César showed his love for Jesus by caring for his neighbors. 

 
Unpacking the story of Cesar Chavez: 
 

● Ask the students the following or similar questions: 
○ How did César show his love for Jesus? 
○ What human right(s) or need(s) from our list did Cesar work toward? 
○ How could you work to make sure that everyone in your community, no 



 

 
 

matter what language they speak or where they come from, is respected? 
● Ask the students to draw a picture of César Chávez working with his community to 

change working conditions. 
 
Take Action! 
Tell the story of César Chávez to your family and how he tried to love his neighbors like 
Jesus loved His neighbors. Talk about whether there is something in your community that 
you want to change. How can you join others to help make this change? 
 
Additional Resources:  
 
The Story of Dolores Huerta and Cesar Chavez/La Historia de Dolores Huerta y Cesar Chavez  
Read Aloud: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LBx2oACIugw&ab_channel=WhereThere%27sA.Will
iams%2CThere%27sAWay 
 
Seven Beliefs of Catholic Social Teaching:  
https://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-believe/catholic-social-
teaching/seven-themes-of-catholic-social-teaching 
 
Quotes from Open Wide Our Hearts: 

“Every racist act – every such comment, every joke, every disparaging look as a 
reaction to the color of skin, ethnicity, or place of origin – is a failure to acknowledge 
another person as a brother or sister, created in the image of God. In these and in 
many other such acts, the sin of racism persists in our lives, in our country and in our 
world. 
 
“Racism directly places brother and sister against each other, violating the dignity 
inherent in each person.” 

 
“Overcoming racism is a demand of justice, but because Christian love transcends 
justice, the end of racism will mean that our community will bear fruit beyond simply 
the fair treatment of all. After all, ‘Within [the human] family,’ as St. John Paul II said, 
‘each people preserves and expresses its own identity and enriches others with its 
gifts of culture’ (John Paul II, Address at the Meeting with the Native Peoples of the 
Americas, September 14, 1987, no. 4).” 

 
“We need to continue to educate ourselves and our people about the great cultural 
diversity within our Church.” 
 
 
 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LBx2oACIugw&ab_channel=WhereThere%27sA.Williams%2CThere%27sAWay
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LBx2oACIugw&ab_channel=WhereThere%27sA.Williams%2CThere%27sAWay
https://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-believe/catholic-social-teaching/seven-themes-of-catholic-social-teaching
https://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-believe/catholic-social-teaching/seven-themes-of-catholic-social-teaching


 

 
 

Prayer 
“Thank You for Creating the Children of the World” 

 
Loving Father, 

Thank you for creating 
all the children of the world, who live in many lands, 
have many traditions, and speak many languages. 

Help me know that 
you made each of your children unique and you love each of them. 

Help me to be a friend 
to children who are different from me, for we are all part of your family! 

 
Amen. 

 


