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Abstract

This article examines the portrayal of racial realities in three middle-grade novels from Florida’s
highly popular reading program, Sunshine State Young Readers, through the lens of Critical
Race Theory (CRT). Situated within the ongoing discussion on expanding students’
understanding of racism beyond individual beliefs and actions, this study reveals how these texts
depict systemic racism and the privilege some have to ignore it, while others are regularly
exposed to its damage. Our findings suggest that these novels offer honest and empathetic
reflections of contemporary racial realities, posing an ideological threat to white supremacy. We
argue that despite legislative pressures to censor educational content related to racism, these
books are essential for fostering critical understanding and social advocacy among young
readers. Educators can utilize such texts to navigate the current educational climate and
challenge ideologies that perpetuate systemic racism.

Two Louisvilles, Two Americas: Exploring Depictions of Racial Realism in Middle Grade
Novels

Over the last several years, we have observed coordinated legislative efforts across multiple
states to ban certain topics in school curriculum, which has expanded into a broader push to
purge classrooms and school libraries of books that might conflict with such legislation.
Specifically, Critical Race Theory (CRT), an academic framework taught mostly within
graduate-level coursework, has catapulted into public discourse and become a catch-all phrase
used by those who seek to suppress discussion of racism and racial justice in educational spaces.
From the onslaught of bills barring the teaching of accurate American and global history (e.g.,
Clark, 2022), to the infiltration of local school boards by conservative agents (Kingkade, 2022),
and exhaustive book bans (e.g., Lopez, 2021), this weaponized definition of CRT is the latest
boogeyman leveled at an increasingly multiracial democracy.



Recent efforts to legislate classroom content in Florida have positioned CRT as an ideology used
to indoctrinate K-12 students to a particular point of view and encourage students to experience
guilt, anguish, or other forms of psychological distress because of their race or sex (Contorno,
2022). Florida governor Ron DeSantis positions CRT as a divisive concept that will, in his
words, “cause people to think of themselves more as a member of a particular race based on skin
color, rather than based on the content of their character” (Ali & Associated Press, 2021). Florida
teachers have increasingly been threatened with disciplinary action for teaching about systemic
racism. As a result, teachers feel deeply and justifiably insecure about teaching curriculum and
using texts that might be perceived as operating in opposition to these legislative pushes.

Yet we (two white educators from Florida) believe there is a pedagogical need for students to
encounter a variety of perspectives about important contemporary issues. Specifically, we
believe students need to understand racism’s broad, systemic impact, and we believe in the
potential of adolescent texts and targeted curriculum to achieve this aim. As such, this paper is
situated within ongoing discussion around practices for expanding students’ understanding of the
impact of racism beyond individual beliefs and actions. Meaningful narratives about inequity can
unearth and then challenge the neoliberal beliefs about individualistic actions that are often
reified in young adult literature about injustice (Trites, 2000) and can elicit change in critical
stance and foment social advocacy (Adams, 2020; Adams, 2021; Mathis, 2015).

The objective of this article is to share findings from a study analyzing recent popular middle
grades chapter books through the distinct tenets of CRT. Our critical content analysis was guided
by two research questions:

1. How are the tenets of CRT enacted in these stories? What messages do these texts send
young readers?

2. How can educators use these texts to navigate the current edu-political climate to better
challenge ideologies that perpetuate systemic racism?

This study responds to widespread challenges to adolescent books perceived to focus on racism.
We did not and do not believe high-quality texts like the ones included are indoctrinating young
people toward guilt and division. But we were willing to entertain the possibility, if only to
provide educators with further evidence by which to advocate for using such texts with students.
However, we write this while acknowledging the extreme limitations placed on teachers working
in states with restrictions on ideology, like Florida. Unfortunately, there is little we can do
beyond political activism. This is a public act of resistance, and our intent is to support school
personnel in defending their choices to keep these texts in schools and accessible to young
learners.

Critical Race Theory

Critical Race Theory, a theoretical framework emerging from Critical Law Studies in the late
1980s and early 1990s, is an epistemic approach framed by distinct tenets (e.g., the normalcy of
racism, interest convergence) rather than a set doctrine (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Like other
critical theories, CRT focuses on intersections between power, knowledge construction, and
naming.



Despite its politicized misuse in certain contexts, CRT's analytical rigor offers a robust lens for
unpacking the systemic dynamics of racism portrayed in these texts, aligning with our study's
objectives. Our study uses widely accepted CRT tenets—such as racism as a normalized societal
structure, interest convergence, and intersectionality (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017)—as analytical
tools for understanding systemic oppression in the texts. These tenets informed our coding
categories, such as counter-narrativizing (linked to counter-storytelling), acts of resistance
(reflecting intersectionality), and missed opportunities (evidence of structural racism).

There is no single set of “doctrines or methodologies to which [CRT scholars] all subscribe”
(Crenshaw et al., 1995, p. xiii). However, CRT scholarship is united by its quest to understand
how “a regime of white supremacy and its subordination of people of color have been created
and maintained in America” (p. xiii). To that end, CRT scholarship in education is generally
characterized by the following tenets: 1) Racism is a normalized part of daily life in the U.S. and
is neither abnormal nor rare (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017); 2) Humans socially construct racial
categories based on arbitrary genetic difference (Ladson-Billings, 2016); 3) Black Americans’
interests in gaining equality have only been supported when those interests align with white
Americans, here known as interest convergence (Bell, 1980); 4) Racism is intersectional and
racialized experiences differ based on social position (Crenshaw, 1995); and 5) Storytelling is an
effective way to reinforce the principles of race and social justice (Ladson-Billings, 2016).

CRT critiques the normalized systemic structures and customs that maintain oppressive racial
inequities (e.g., redlining, voter rights, medical disproportionalities), thus reinforcing the
systemic foundations of racism as opposed to defining racism as individualized behavior (e.g.,
Solérzano & Yosso, 2016). This reinforcement of racism as a systemic reification of oppression
into law rather than individual personal prejudice is, perhaps, most troubling for reactionary
idealogues. The recent span of legislative attempts to control or limit the spread of CRT
reinforces the importance of CRT counter-storytelling, as CRTheorists “are attempting to
interject minority cultural viewpoints, derived from a common history of oppression, into their
efforts to reconstruct a society crumbling under the burden of racial hegemony” (Ladson-
Billings, 2016, p. 20).

We emphasized above that CRT is most frequently used in graduate-level coursework and by
experienced researchers, and is generally not referenced with children. However, the media’s
focus on ‘critical race theory,’ largely decontextualized from the field’s academic background,
positions the theory as the basis of all diversity and inclusion efforts in school spaces (Postal,
2021). Broadly, the label of ‘CRT’ has been misapplied to any teaching that might cause
someone to feel discomfort, guilt, or distress on account of race or ethnicity, or that challenges
the concept of meritocracy as something created for oppression (Postal, 2021). However, what
CRT offers researchers is the ability to highlight foundational insights into how racism is
systematically reified through historical and contemporary policy (Ladson-Billings, 2016).

Gloria Ladson-Billings (1998) anticipated pushback over CRT’s potential for illuminating our
understanding of school inequity. As part of her words of caution, she predicted,



Adopting and adapting CRT as a framework for educational equity means that we will
have to expose racism in education and propose radical solutions for addressing it. We
will have to take bold and sometimes unpopular positions. We may be pilloried
figuratively or, at least, vilified for these stands. Ultimately we may have to stand,
symbolically, before the nation as Lani Guinier and hear our ideas distorted and
misrepresented. We may have to defend a radical approach to democracy that seriously
undermines the privilege of those who have so skillfully carved that privilege into the
foundation of the nation. We will have to adopt a position of consistently swimming
against the current. (p. 28)

The vilification of CRT reinforces Ladson-Billings’s argument: the vehement attempts to
legislate and restrict the spread of CRT show the power of ideas that call into question the
contradictory ideological and legal foundation of the United States (US). As two white scholars,
we both lack the authentic lived experiences necessary to contribute to CRT scholarship, yet we
deeply believe in the power of CRT to critique and reform educational realities for children in
US schools. We stand alongside our peers and colleagues who face critique, reprisal, and harm
for the act of knowledge production.

Texts Selected for Analysis

For this study, we selected three middle grades novels from Florida’s highly popular reading
program, Sunshine State Young Readers (SSYR). Notably, the SSYR book lists continue to
promote texts that seemingly subvert the Florida Department of Education mandates by centering
issues of inequity. More importantly, the books identified by SSYR each year are widely
respected and frequently purchased by teachers and librarians in Florida. The three novels
featured in this paper, described in greater detail below, were chosen from the 2021-2022
Sunshine State Young Readers (Grades 6-8) program (FAME, n.d.). At the time of our selection,
none of the three texts had fallen victim to book bans in Florida specifically, but they had been
challenged and/or banned in several school districts in the US. For example, Clean Getaway
faced challenges in Wilkes County, North Carolina (McAbee, 2023), and other books by Nic
Stone and James Patterson have faced challenges across multiple states (PEN America, 2023).

Clean Getaway by Nic Stone (2020)

Set in the contemporary US South, 11-year-old Scoob agrees to take a last-minute road trip with
his (white) grandma to avoid being grounded by his dad because he recently got in some trouble
at school (fighting, cheating). As they drive through the southern states, Scoob’s grandma shares
her old Green Book that she and Scoob’s grandpa used to safely travel when they were younger.
Scoob learns a lot about what living in the segregated south was like and learns that his grandpa,
who died in prison, was wrongfully convicted for a crime he didn't commit.

Becoming Muhammad Ali by James Patterson and Kwame Alexander (2020)
Before he was a household name in boxing, Cassius Clay was a kid in 1950s Louisville, KY.

Told in alternating prose and novel-in-verse, this story depicts his life up to around age
seventeen, exploring his childhood friends, his struggles in school, the racism he faced, and how



he begins to realize and grow into his potential as a boxer and a national leader. This novel
depicts Cassius’s experiences in a segregated Louisville, Kentucky in the 1950’s, and shows his
insatiable hunger for greatness.

Unsung Hero of Birdsong, USA by Brenda Woods (2019)

In 1950’s small town South Carolina, 12-year-old Gabriel (white) is saved from a bicycle
accident by a Black man named Meriwether. As a thank you, Gabriel helps him get a job at
Gabriel’s dad's auto shop. They become friends and Gabriel learns that Meriwether drove a tank
in the Army's all-Black 761st Tank Battalion in WWIIL. And while Meriwether is proud of his
service, he has to keep it a secret because talking about it could be dangerous. Gabriel witnesses
many injustices that show exactly how unsafe Birdsong is for Black people, even war heroes.

Analysis

To explore how CRT was enacted in these novels, we engaged in critical content analysis
(Johnson et al., 2017) using the tenets of CRT as a critical lens. Critical content analysis explores
issues of power and hegemony assumptions, often through the specific implementation of a
critical theory as an integral part of the content analysis. Critical content analysis is an ideal
approach for understanding the messages about race and injustice depicted in adolescent texts
and focuses on the ways that power and oppression operate within a text, which echoes our
concern with domination, oppression, and power as shaped by racialized social systems (Bonilla-
Silva, 2003). To this end, we endeavored to use the generally-accepted tenets of Critical Race
theory — racism as normal, race as socially constructed, interest convergence, intersectionality,
and counter-storytelling—as our primary analytic lens. Using a matrix for initial coding, we
analyzed the three middle-grade novels for tenets of CRT to understand if and how these books
addressed tenets of CRT with the understanding that books like these may be politically
challenged themselves. We both read each text and coded for examples of the above tenets, as
well as open codes for acts of resistance, missed opportunities, and other CRT-related
observations that were salient to final analysis. Coders met regularly to reconcile divergences
and compare analytic memos.

After our initial round of coding, we met to resolve divergences and discuss noted patterns.
While dimensions of CRT were visible in literary elements across all three texts, the most
significant insights occurred in each text’s depiction of racial realism. We then re-coded the
selected texts for aspects of racial realism, focusing specifically on how racial realities
intersected with hegemonic narratives and presented counternarratives.

Racial Realities: Navigating Norms and Presenting Counternarratives

Across all three novels, racism was presented as a normal part of American life for these
characters. The authors include explicit instances of normalized racism in each novel.
Sometimes, this racism was highlighted as unusual via a cultural outsider, such as a white
Northerner moving to the Jim Crow south (e.g., The Unsung Hero of Birdsong, USA by Brenda
Woods), or a road trip with a grandparent demonstrating redlining and the lack of financial
development in Black neighborhoods (e.g., Clean Getaway by Nic Stone). Most frequently, the



characters most readily able to identify instances of racism are the characters of color who face
these microaggressions; in fact, CRT scholars argue that experiencing racism is an ordinary
experience for people of color (Delgado & Stefanic, 2017).

The second pattern that emerged across these texts relates to counter-storytelling. Counter-
storytelling is a methodology used to contradict the majoritarian hegemonic narrative about
racial experiences by centering the stories, experiences, narratives, and truths of racially
marginalized communities (Solérzano & Yosso, 2002). Critical storytelling can serve as a tool
for responding to “majoritarian stories of racial privilege” (Solérzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 32).
Counter-stories in CRT often involve narratives, parables, and chronicles that expose the
underlying beliefs of hegemonic racial narratives (Love, 2004). Although counter-storytelling is
a specific methodology not addressed in middle-grade novels, certain characters in these novels
serve as counter-storytellers by sharing narratives that challenge majoritarian mindsets.
Examples include a Black boy’s self-conception of excellence within segregated Louisville
(Becoming Muhammad Ali), or the revelation that a family crime had a different perpetrator than
previously assumed (Clean Getaway). These counter-storytellers are central to articulating the
racial realities that comprise each setting.

Unsung Hero of Birdsong, USA

The plot of Unsung Hero of Birdsong, USA (Woods, 2019) is structured around a theme of trying
to “see things through the eyes of someone else” (p. 1). At the opening of the novel, Gabriel
reflects back on the summer subsequently described in the story, saying “looking at things with
more eyes than just your own lets you see things more clearly—maybe even see things the way
they really are, not just the way you want them to be” (p. 1). Before Gabriel met Meriwether, he
had an abstract understanding of anti-Black racism learned from his parents. From his parents’
teaching, Gabriel knows that Black people are not considered equal to whites and that it is wrong
and unfair. But it is not until he witnesses the daily mistreatment Meriwether experiences at the
hands of white people in Birdsong that Gabriel begins to appreciate the reality of being Black in
the Jim Crow south.

When Gabriel interacts with neighbors and community members he has known his whole life in
the presence of Meriwether, he is jarred by the marked difference between how people treat him
and how they treat Meriwether. When Meriwether saves Gabriel from being hit by a car, the
driver, Mrs. Babcock, “stared off down the street, as if the man were invisible, the way some
white ladies do when there’s a colored man close by” (p. 17). Gabriel physically recoils when the
novel’s antagonist, Lucas, spits tobacco juice on Meriwether’s shoes, explaining, “I know that
there were people in Birdsong who were against colored people just because they’re colored, but
I was shocked to witness this, just the same” (p. 67).

Gabriel also observes the way his best friend, Patrick, calls Meriwether ‘uncle’ instead of
‘Mister’ (p. 55). Patrick grew up in Birdsong and is much more accepting of the town’s racial
reality of white supremacy. It isn’t until after Gabriel challenges Patrick—saying, “He’s got a
name...plus, he’s not your uncle” (p. 87)—that Patrick begins slowly changing his behavior
towards Meriwether, beginning with referring to Meriwether by his name. Patrick, Mrs.



Babcock, and other town residents demonstrate how accepted and blasé anti-Black racial realities
were in Birdsong.

Unlike the other novels within this analysis, Unsung Hero of Birdsong, USA features a white
narrator, which positions the reader as a white Northern child beginning to see the sinister
structures of the 1940s Jim Crow south. Throughout the story, Meriwether functions as the
counter-storyteller as he gently explains the different privileges afforded to white people and not
to their Black neighbors. When Gabriel asks about the murder of a Black man in a nearby town,
Meriwether cautions Gabriel’s thirst for information. When Gabriel complains that Meriwether’s
daughter, who is younger than him, knows the story, Meriwether responds, “Some things havta
be known by colored children for their safety. Mosta our young ones lose their innocence long
before mosta y'all do” (p. 144).

When Gabriel learns that the man was murdered for wearing a military uniform, he argues, “but
those aren’t crimes” (p. 145). Meriwether remarks, “Got one set of laws for us and another set
for y'all” (p. 145). Following this conversation, Meriwether’s point about loss of innocence is
underscored when a white man attempts to murder Meriwether’s daughter by putting a
rattlesnake inside a wrapped birthday present. When Gabriel expressed righteous anger at the
attempted murder of his friend, his parents tried to diffuse his concern, telling him, “You’re just
a boy...you’re still a child” (p. 160). Social dynamics around who has the privilege of naiveté are
reinforced in favor of whiteness even when Gabriel pushes against it.

Gabriel’s process of unseeing and seeing begs the question: who has the privilege to deny racial
realities? Gabriel has the opportunity to turn away from the racial realities of the Jim Crow era,
and he does so early on in the novel. Meriwether introduces the idea of Gabriel’s single
perspective, explaining that “whenever possible, you gotta try to see the goings-on of life
through more eyes than just your own” (p. 95). In the following chapter, Gabriel glances “at the
Colored restroom sign and started to wonder... but my thinking was interrupted by a customer
and then another after that” (p. 98). Unlike Black residents, who have to consider the features of
white supremacy for their own safety, Gabriel’s attention is free to slip away from this racial
reality. Once Gabriel has begun to see the extent of anti-Blackness in Birdsong, Meriwether
offers Gabriel the opportunity to look away from this racial reality, saying “Sometimes the truth
ain’t pretty, Gabriel... Sometimes it’s ugly.” Gabriel replies, “I’d like to know it just the same”
(p- 145). Unlike Meriwether and his family, Gabriel has the option to turn away from racial
realities; a privilege of being white in a culture of white supremacy.

Becoming Muhammed Ali

Becoming Muhammed Ali (Patterson & Alexander, 2020) contains complex depictions of Black
joy and excellence despite white supremacist structures. The two protagonists, Ali (born Cassius
Clay) and Lucky, regularly encounter racism as part of their normal Black boyhood in Louisville,
Kentucky; for example, armed police officers prevent the boys from entering Fontaine Park (p.
45). These instances serve to reinforce how normal racism was within Muhammad Ali’s
childhood, yet the novel deviates from presenting solely a story of exclusion and trauma. Other
racial realities are conveyed subtly by Patterson and Alexander. For example, the “West End”
was, as Lucky describes it, “one of the few parts of the city where the Clays and my folks could



buy a house” (p. 23), directly addressing the use of redlining to limit Black community spread.
The same neighborhood is joyously described throughout the novel, yet young Ali never forgot
the humiliations of being denied service and humanity when he left the West End. In another
evocative example of racial realities, Ali’s father is a professional painter and is depicted
painting white angels on the ceiling of Clifton Street Baptist Church (p. 117) and signs including
“Colored Waiting Room,” “Whites Only,” and “Segregation is Immoral” (p. 39).

Ali’s elders are depicted as custodians of racial realities for future generations, passing down
wisdom regarding personal safety and racial realities to the boys. Ali’s mother told the boys
“there were things you could say in the house that you couldn’t say outside. And there were ways
we could act around other black folk that we couldn’t act around white people” (p. 129). These
missives were passed in hushed tones and pleas for the boys to be careful. In one evocative
moment, Granddaddy Herman “preached a sermon” (p. 46) about racial segregation called “Two
Louisvilles,” included in Table 1. Moments from this sermon are repeated throughout the book,
with specific repetition of “know where you going and where you from” (p. 49) by Ali

throughout the book’s years.

Table 1. ‘“Two Louisvilles’ poem from Becoming Muhammad Ali (2020)

“For a Negro boy in the West End, you know
you can play tag in Chickasaw Park

but you better not be caught dead in Shawnee
Park or Boone Square.

And, no matter how many times you hear the
crackle of wooden roller-coasters, smell the
hot buttered popcorn, and watch thousands of
happy white kids eat cotton candy,

you know you’re not allowed in Fontaine.

Boys, there’s two Louisvilles:

One where you go school shopping for
clothes,

and one where you can’t try on the clothes
beforehand

or bring ‘em back if they don’t fit.

One where you roller-skate
outside your house

and one where you’re not allowed
inside the local rink.

One where you can go
to some movie theaters

One where you get a decent job
with decent pay

And one where you get a raise

but your house payment goes up.

One where you can go to the amusement park
with your friends

And one where you stand

outside the fence

like a caged bird

singing the summertime blues, because your
skin

is like a crow— black

and unwelcome.

One for whites
and one for blacks.

Know who you are, boys.

And whose you are.

Know where you going

and where you from.

Amen. Amen. Amen.” (pp. 47-49)




and one where you have to sit in the balcony
and barely hear the movie.

Ali has a complicated relationship with the racial realities passed down by his elders. Early in the
novel, Granddaddy Herman describes naming his son Cassius after a slave owner, saying,
The o-riginal Cassius Marcellus Clay wasn’t no slave owner. In fact, he freed all his
slaves on the Clay plantation, including your great-granddaddy, my father. Then he went
and fought for the Union in the war. You and your daddy’s named after a man with
principles, probably the only white man I ever knew to be good. Know who you are,
Cassius, and whose you are, understand? (p. 68)

Although Ali said he understood at the moment, throughout the remainder of the novel he
reflects on being named for two men named Cassius: his father and a slave owner. At a later
point, Cassius’s father revises the narrative again, saying “Your great-granddaddy was a slave.
Your grandaddy was in jail. I ain't finished high school. You got the first chance to really do
something.” When Ali replies that the original Cassius had freed all the slaves, Cassius senior
grimly retorts “He didn’t free all of ‘em. What does that tell ya?” (p. 114). In a later effort to
self-author, Ali changes his name from Cassius, describing Cassius as his “slave name” (p. 300).

These are racial realities that both young boys had to navigate within the 1950s, yet these
realities didn’t stifle Ali’s irrepressible drive for greatness. As Granddaddy Herman said, “you
gotta work twice as hard to get half as far as the rest of these folks out here” (p. 67); because of
the racial realities of 1950s Louisville, Ali had to work twice as hard as his white peers to
achieve excellence. Although Ali was cautioned to know “who he was, and whose he was,” he
consistently resisted the deficit perspectives of himself reinforced by social systems. For
example, he describes his first words as “just dreaming aloud, foreshadowing my fate, trying to
voice my future as a Golden Gloves champion” (p. 35). At another point, Ali writes a poem
anticipating his first Olympic win, quipping “I’m the greatest, you have been told. / Now hand
me my Olympic gold” (p. 183).

Ali’s identity performance functions as explicit and systematic counter-narrativizing of the
limitations imposed upon him by white supremacy. Yet, throughout the narrative, Ali feels a
deep sense of grief and fear over the vulnerability of his position as an exceptional young Black
boy. In one gut wrenching moment, 13 year old Ali’s boxing training is interrupted by news of
Emmit Till’s murder (p. 213). Ali describes a “devastating loss” (p. 216) and the weighty
understanding that boxing isn’t only his dream, it’s a potential escape from “all this” (p. 217) —
his racial realities.

Clean Getaway

In Clean Getaway (Stone, 2020), the readers’ initial impression of Scoob as a troublemaker is
challenged as details about his conflicts at school are slowly revealed. At the onset of the story,
Scoob agrees to take a trip with his grandma to avoid punishment by his father for fighting and
cheating at school. Everyone at his school thinks Scoob is out of control for attacking a white
classmate, Bryce. In reality, Scoob was defending a younger kid with epilepsy who was being



bullied by Bryce. Scoob was not allowed to explain his motivations at school or even to his
father, who responded “You think a police officer will care about you ‘defending a friend” when
they toss you in jail for aggravated assault?” (p. 16-17).

Scoob’s second issue at school occurred when he figured out how to hack the quiz software in
his computer science class. Frustrated that he accidentally clicked a wrong answer, Scoob
realizes it’s possible to change his score within the code regardless of which answers he
submitted for the quiz. Scoob reveals to his grandma that he didn’t actually change his grade,
saying, “I swear I wasn’t going to change it, G’ma. I just wanted to see if it was possible” (p.
98). His version of events is supported by the fact that Scoob’s teacher later mocked his poor
score, reminding Scoob of his father’s warning that some people would never want him to do
well. Scoob was so irate about his teacher’s snide remark that he shares the hack with his white
seatmate, a known cheater. His seatmate then shares the hack with several classmates who all
begin changing their quiz scores. When the teacher catches on to the scheme, Scoob’s classmates
point to him as the mastermind. Despite the fact that there is no evidence of Scoob cheating,
demands that Scoob be “expelled with utmost celerity” (p. 101).

As initial impressions of Scoob are troubled by his counter-storytelling, revealing the biases of
teachers and administrators at his school who seem primed to assume the worst of Scoob—
especially when it’s his word against that of a white student’s—and assign him disproportionate
punishments. These details are revealed in parallel with Scoob learning more about his grandpa,
who died in prison before Scoob was born. Scoob’s grandma gives him her old Green Book to
guide their road trip across the southern US. As they progress through several southern states,
Scoob learns about major civil rights figures and locations. G’ma regales him with tales of her
relationship with his grandpa, Jimmy, which started in 1961, before interracial marriage was de-
criminalized. Scoob is surprised that some of the small towns they visit are still quite
unwelcoming to the interracial pair, mirroring many of his grandma’s memories of road tripping
with Jimmy.

As the road trip progresses, Scoob becomes increasingly concerned about his grandma’s erratic
and seemingly criminal behavior (e.g., dining and dashing, attempting to stealing jewelry) and
refusal to communicate with Scoob's dad. When Scoob’s dad reports G’ma for abducting Scoob,
the authorities begin to close in on them, stirring up more memories of G’'ma and Jimmy’s last
night together. G’ma reveals that Jimmy hadn’t stolen any of the jewelry the police found when
their home was raided; G’ma was the jewel thief. She explained, “no one suspected the pretty
blond girl with the ‘megawatt smile’ of being a professional jewel thief” (p. 193). The police
automatically assumed Jimmy was the culprit and G’ma kept quiet, telling Scoob,

I never said anything. Yeah, he was gonna go to jail no matter what—back then, if you
were black and accused of a crime, you were guilty whether you’d done it or not...I told
myself coming clean would mean losing our baby. Kept myself convinced Jimmy
wouldn’t’ve wanted that. The more time passed without the police after me, the easier
that was to believe.” (p. 194).

As G’ma bemoans how the “system wasn’t fair” (p. 195), while free and elderly and sitting next
to him in the RV, Scoob realizes the system still isn’t fair. The book ends after Scoob’s



grandmother dies of cancer, with Scoob and his father retracing his grandmother’s steps before
Scoob buries all evidence of her crimes on the beach. He becomes the custodian of her secret,
choosing not to share the revelations with his father.

The racial realities of Clean Getaway bear the generational mark of institutionalized segregation.
The social dynamics around interracial relationships in late 1960s America led Jimmy to be
arrested for G’ma’s jewel theft. By virtue of her whiteness, G’ma was able to avoid
consequences, and she used racial realities to justify her avoidance of consequences. In fact, she
provides several explanations of why she never came forward:

He was going to go to jail no matter what... He really had stolen the money... I told
myself coming clean would mean losing our baby... Also figured it’d cause him trouble
with the white inmates if I showed up at the jailhouse. So I never went to visit... Your
dad loved me, and I wanted it to stay that way... There was no tellin” whether a
confession from me would even have helped. (p. 194-195)

Ultimately, G’ma didn’t take ownership of her actions because of the narrative she told herself,
and chose not to leverage her whiteness to protect her husband. Neither Scoob nor Jimmy have
the privilege of an assumption of innocence; Scoob feels the shame of his teacher’s belief he
cheated on quiz scores, and Jimmy received decades in prison for his wife’s crime.

Cross-Book Discussion

Each of the books analyzed feature characters navigating specific racial realities, particularly
anti-Black racial realities set in the American South. Although evidence of CRT tenets was
present in each novel, the stories these texts tell about diversity, in/equity, and in/justice are
ultimately highly positive. These texts were authored by white and Black authors and featured
positively depicted white and Black characters. Yes, sometimes these white characters perpetuate
racism through actions socially reinforced by their communities, such as Patrick calling
Meriwether “uncle” in The Unsung Hero of Birdsong, USA (Woods, 2019). And, unlike the
Black characters in these novels, ‘well-meaning’ white characters regularly had opportunities to
turn away from the realities of racial inequity; for example, Scoob’s (white) grandmother in
Clean Getaway (Stone, 2020) avoided prison for jewel theft, while his (Black) grandfather went
to prison for his wife’s crime. However, the oppression depicted in these stories is clearly
systematic. Fingers aren’t pointed at individual white people, but rather at systemic oppression.
White people are not depicted as villains; they are largely depicted as empathetic and desirous of
change. Furthermore, these books highlight Black excellence as much or more as they highlight
inequity: Cassius’s single-minded ambition, Scoob’s technological brilliance, and Meriwether’s
underreported military heroism are key features of each story. To suggest that these empathetic,
honest, and inviting books are unpalatable or troubling to young readers is an affront. Removing
these texts from classrooms isn’t going to change racial realities. To the contrary, we suggest that
books like these are valuable resources for promoting critical conversations regarding the
systemic nature of racial in/equity with learners.

Cross-Curricular Connections



To support classroom teachers in incorporating these texts meaningfully into their curriculum,
we present two potential cross-curricular applications.

Two Americas

Our first suggestion is inspired by Kwame Alexander and James Patterson’s (2020) poem “Two
Louisvilles,” presented above. Since all three novels present instances of anti-Black structural
racism and its contemporary implications borne out over time, any or all of these novels could
support critical inquiry into discussions of “Two Americas” and how racial segregation and
systemic oppression highlight racialized experiences of the same geographical location. This
application engages students in analyzing how historical and contemporary racial realities shape
individual experiences and societal structures, aligning with learning objectives that emphasize
understanding diverse perspectives, analyzing themes, and synthesizing information across texts.

Connections to social studies might include exploring Reconstruction-era policies, reactionary
anti-Black laws implemented throughout the Jim Crow South, or the broader trajectory of civil
rights and liberation movements. In English Language Arts classrooms, students could analyze
how authors use literary devices to depict systemic oppression and craft counternarratives.
Companion texts could include excerpts from The Autobiography of Malcolm X, Audre Lorde’s
“Afterimages,” Angela Jackson’s “Miz Rosa Rides the Bus,” or “The Little Rock Nine” by Afaa
Michael Weaver. These activities encourage critical reading, textual analysis, and thematic
synthesis—skills that are foundational across varied educational standards.

Additionally, the phenomenon of “Two Americas” and racial realities could be presented
alongside issues of immigration, disability, queer, and/or gender justice. Activities such as these
require synthesis, critical reading across multiple documents, and focus on theme—all key
standards in middle grades.

Knowledge as Protection

Our second suggestion focuses on The Negro Motorist Green Book (“The Green Book™), an
essential guidebook compiled by Victor Hugo Green and published in the mid-1900s. The Green
Book published safe locations for Black travelers prior to the Civil Rights Act of 1964. This unit
challenges students to think about the role of knowledge as a tool for resistance, community-
building, and safety. Klassen and colleagues (2022) compare the Green Book’s social function of
supporting Black travelers through finding community and navigating racial hierarchies of
unfamiliar locations with Black Twitter, noting similar themes of safety, empowerment, and
navigating systemic inequities. Viewed from this angle, lessons could integrate historical
examples of resistance and solidarity, such as ciphers, spy networks, or revolutionary
movements. In an English classroom, this could extend to informational writing tasks where
students create guides that mirror the purpose of The Green Book by addressing challenges
relevant to their own communities or historical contexts. These activities can help students build
genre awareness, apply informational writing skills, and engage with the practical uses of text as
a tool for societal impact. By framing these texts with language about analysis, synthesis, and the
exploration of diverse perspectives, educators can more readily adapt them to align with their



local and state educational standards while fostering meaningful and critical classroom
conversations.

Final Thoughts

Overall, our findings directly contradict characterizations of these texts as divisive. While these
texts are still allowed on school bookshelves in Florida as of this writing, they embody themes
and narratives often targeted by book challenges and bans both in our state and beyond. This
broader context underscores the importance of retaining such texts in educational spaces.

We were unsurprised to find evidence of CRT tenets and presuppositions explored within these
works, as these books are contextualized in settings where anti-Black racism is both prominent
and prevalent. Though not labeled divisive in formal challenges, these texts’ engagement with
systemic oppression often invites controversy, making them symbolic in broader debates over
critical discourse in education. Within these texts, just as within contemporary racial realities,
only certain people have the privilege to ignore or deny systemic racism, while others are
regularly exposed to its damage.

Middle-grade fiction's honest depictions of racial realities challenge majoritarian racial
narratives, which sustain white supremacy (Love, 2004; Solérzano & Yosso, 2002). These texts
trouble ideas of racism as individual acts perpetrated by prejudiced individuals, which is a key
supposition of Florida House Bill 7 (2022). Contrary to claims made by anti-CRT bills and book
bans, these books and many other challenged or banned middle-grades novels (e.g., FLDOE,
2023) do not depict white people as villains. Instead, they present nuanced narratives that
highlight systemic oppression while depicting empathetic and relatable characters. The larger
debate over who benefits from legislation that controls the ideological narrative around racism is
sure to continue. However, the impact of removing texts like these is clear: it is students who
ultimately bear the loss.

Ebony Elizabeth Thomas (2019) describes the impact of the dearth of authentic, non-stereotyped
Black characters in children’s media as causing an “imagination gap” (p. 6). She posits, “When
youth grow up without seeing diverse images in the mirrors, windows, and doors of children’s
and young adult literature, they are confined to single stories about the world around them and,
ultimately, the development of their imaginations is affected” (p. 6). Students deserve texts that
allow them to see themselves. Within these novels, the characters and settings are relatable and
accessible. There are heroes of all types depicted, and their heroism stems fully from the content
of their character in the face of systemic oppression.
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