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This themed issue comes at a critical juncture in 
our nation’s history as racialized1 people continue 

to fight for protection of their human and civil rights, 
many of which were legally gained only with passage of 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voter Rights 
Act. Despite decades of legislative promises to end 
discrimination in educational opportunities, employ-
ment, housing, and the judicial system, racialized 
youth are more likely to attend schools that lack quality 
resources, including credentialed teachers, rigorous 
courses, qualified guidance counselors, and extracur-
ricular activities; to face harsher disciplinary actions; 
and to drop out of school (U.S. Office for Civil Rights 
2015). The unemployment rate for Blacks, Latinos, and 
Native Americans is consistently higher than for whites 
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2016). Discrimination 
against Blacks, Latinos, and Asians looking for housing 
persists in subtle forms like being refused an appoint-
ment to see a home or being shown fewer available units 
than whites with similar qualifications (Dewan 2013). 
African American youth are about 16 percent of the 

U.S. youth population, yet they make up 26 percent of 
juvenile arrests; 37 percent of their cases are moved to 
criminal court, and 58 percent of convicted African 
American youth are sent to adult prisons. In the 
federal system Black offenders receive sentences that 
are 10 percent longer than white offenders for the 
same crime (Sentencing Project 2016).

Compounding the inequities represented by these 
statistics, racialized youth have seen an increase in 
social injustices as demonstrated by the recent killings 
of unarmed young Black men and women by police 
officers, the decision by an oil company to build a 
pipeline across indigenous people’s sacred land, the 
burning of mosques, and deportation raids that 
specifically target families who have come to America 
to escape violence and extreme poverty. All of these 
actions create the framework through which racialized 
youth experience and judge their world, including 
schools and libraries. And they are watching to see 
how we deal with these civil rights issues as a nation, 
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Students are looking for actions, not platitudes, to affirm our 

commitment to diversity and equality, and to address the daily 

social injustices they experience.
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1	“Racialized” is a term used in place of the more-outdated and inaccurate terms like “racial minority” and “people of color” or 
“non-white.” The term racialized recognizes that race is a social construct initially developed by Europeans during colonial-
ism to mark certain groups for subjugation based on perceived physiological differences and potential for slave labor, and 
on Europeans’ desire to acquire land and resources on other continents. Although these labels were initially imposed onto 
racialized groups, members of these groups have since adopted these same labels for themselves (e.g., Black, Latino, Native 
American, Asian, etc.) as a way to build a sense of collective identity.
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as institutions, and as individuals. Students are looking 
for actions, not platitudes, to affirm our commitment 
to diversity and equality, and to address the daily social 
injustices they experience.

What Can We Do?
So what is the role of today’s youth services profes-
sional in combating these social justice issues and 
better serving our nation’s culturally and linguistically 
diverse children and youth? Our roles are multifaceted 
and include theoretical, research-based, and practical 
responses, each covered in this issue of Knowledge Quest.

Theoretically, our feature offers a diverse set of lenses 
for looking at issues of literacy and identity among youth 
from racialized backgrounds. We challenge librarians 
and educators to adopt more-constructive lenses that 
change how we see (and, consequently, support) the 
literacy and identity needs of marginalized youth.

On the practical side, Nicole A. Cooke and Renee F. 
Hill provide an annotated bibliography of recommended 
resources for helping youth services professionals 
become culturally competent and equity literate. In 

addition to this annotated bibliography, we also recom-
mend that you consult two wikis on cultural competence 
that have been developed by members of the Young 
Adult Library Services Association (see “Recommended 
Resources” at the end of this column).

In two separate articles, Teresa Bunner and Julie Stivers 
highlight youth programs built upon research-based 
teaching and learning strategies that have been proven 
effective with racialized youth. Research is prominently 
featured in a piece by Crystle Martin that describes 
experiences and perceptions of participants in a project 
at eight public libraries that held Scratch coding 
workshops for a diverse group of Black and Latino youth 
participants and public librarian facilitators.

Debbie Reese’s article discusses recent incidents related 
to portrayals (in children’s and young adult books) of 
members of a race or of traditional practices of Native 
Americans. These portrayals have caused several 
books to be criticized and even recalled or revised due 
to backlash expressed on social media. Reese offers 
supplemental resources for librarians looking for book 
reviews written from perspectives different from those 
traditional review journals might offer.
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Combined, these articles provide a collective response 
to the youth who are watching how we as a profession 
are addressing not only their literacy and identity needs, 
but also their rights as humans to culturally responsive 
education, library programs, and books. As library and 
information science professionals, we have an important 
role to play in making the institutions and people we 
serve live up to our nation’s creed of liberty and justice 
for all. We hope this issue provides a template for the 
ways we can work to better serve, understand, and envi-
sion the possibilities of success for racialized youth.

As a bonus, this issue also contains an article by 
Cassandra Kvenild and colleagues at the University 
of Wyoming and the UW Lab School. A collection of 
kits and other hands-on resources has been developed 
at the UW Lab School, a tuition-free charter school 
with a diverse student body selected by lottery. The 
article focuses on how the collection was developed and 
collaborations leveraged to support STEM learning for 
all students at the Lab School. 
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