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Do the best you can, until you know better. Then, when you know better, do better.
Maya Angelou

I was prompted to write this piece because it has become evident in the current climate that there is a need to address racism as it impacts on all members of our communities including the youngest children. It is also a response to a growing call for information and education on tackling racism in schools and early years settings.  
I would like to begin by saying that BAME people, or as I prefer, global majority communities (GMC), are not a homogenous group and people can only speak for themselves, which is what I will do in this article. I am using examples based on my experiences and observations to support thinking about, and questioning how, racism manifests in early years settings. These examples are not exhaustive and the specifics may not necessarily be relatable, or seem immediately relevant but they serve to illustrate the type of issues that should be considered and reflected upon. Overall, the paper provides a snapshot of some of the ways that cultural insensitivity translates into racism when viewed in the context of power dynamics.

I would suggest that teachers and educators start with identifying and challenging their own biases and assumptions. For example, I often hear people talk about communities they work in as deprived, disadvantaged, or impoverished on the basis of a socio-economic metric - but what does that mean? In reality it probably means there has been limited investment in housing and the physical infrastructure of the area, and/or parents are not paid sufficiently well for the family to live on. But the implications of such labels for children are restrictive and, when the label of disadvantage provides a lens through which to view the child, can lead to low expectations and limited opportunities. Language contributes to stereotypical perceptions of what living in a “deprived community” means, particularly for people who are not white.

In early years education and care, home visits are considered an important part of  building relationships between educators and families. If they are to be authentic then practitioners need to consider the power balance and potential consequences of value-laden judgements based on  initial perceptions of a home visit to a family. Take for example a visit to a home where there are few toys; no visible books; furniture is an eclectic mismatch of cheap hand-me-downs; the carpet is threadbare but there is a large screen TV in the corner; the parents communicate hesitantly in broken English. Initial judgements made in this context are not usually favourable.

This may change, however, if I were to tell you that the parents are a medical doctor and a university lecturer from the Middle East, recently arrived in the UK. They have just transferred to their current community having been separated from one another for over a year and after struggling to reach sanctuary from their war torn home. They speak 5 languages between them, but not yet English with sufficient confidence to communicate with an authority figure (that's you by the way). The large TV allows them all to sit down together and share time with their extended family, scattered across the globe as a consequence of war in their home country.

Do you think that in the brief home visit, a safe and trusting relationship will be created with the mum to enable her to describe her journey, fears, motivation and aspirations for her child? Will the resourcefulness and resilience the family have had to develop to get to safety be captured? Will there be understanding and empathy for the deep-seated sense of shame, embarrassment and fear she feels at being judged after all she and her family have gone through? When teachers making visits write their notes about the meeting, what lens do they view the family through (Brookfield 2017)? What did they notice and what questions did they ask? What did they not ask and why? What judgements and assumptions do they make? The consequences of the initial home visit will impact on the child’s future and judgements made may define their initial experiences in school. Once the child comes into a school setting there are often limited opportunities, apart from attending parents’ evening and school events, to build those relationships. Perhaps no-one will ever have an in-depth conversation with that mum again so judgements made on that initial visit follow the child through school as the lens through which they are perceived. 

Not all settings have asylum seekers or refugees in their community but teachers may have made a home visit to a family, currently going through an upheaval which is temporary but presents an image that fits with preconceived notions of who “they” are. A perception of the black/brown mum stressed by ‘life’ can easily fulfil a stereotype of the angry black woman when seen through that prism. She is animated and uses her hands in what the teacher considers an aggressive manner as she speaks, she repeatedly looks at her watch impatiently during the meeting and is “loud”. She and the child do not share the same last name, so you fill in the blanks. Subsequently her little boy goes on to be a child considered restless and aggressive, always in trouble due to his conflicts with other children. 

Who is this mum and what is really going on in the lives of the family? Mum is working full time on her pupillage in the city, experiencing the challenges of working, studying and raising a family. She was short-tempered because she has deadlines to meet and isn’t sleeping well; she doesn’t share her child’s name because of the complexity of changing her name in a professional world where one’s name and reputation are intertwined; besides it is part of her identity. 
Who is the child? Besides being the one accused of regularly snatching toys, getting into conflict with and hurting the other children? If you step back and analyse his behaviour you may observe that the source of his conflict is cultural. The conflict in the home corner ,where he allegedly snatched the doll and made Jane cry, was because she and the other children insisted on putting the baby doll in the cot to sleep. In his family babies are rocked to sleep, not abandoned in a cot to settle themselves. The tussle in the kitchen was because he was making holiday sweets, stirring the large pan; a problem arose because the girls tried to get involved. In his family men make the holiday sweets that he was preparing and the girls should not have been at the stove. 

He is already stressed on arrival at the setting because no one removes their shoes and replaces them with slippers as he does at home. Nothing is familiar - the smells, the snack, all of the sensory information jars with him. Furthermore, no one says his name properly. The ‘Kh’ sound at the beginning of his name in his language does not exist in English. He is the only boy with “his face” in the setting and the other children tease him because his hair is long, saying he “looks like a girl” - but culturally long hair is a tradition until it will be cut in a transition ceremony when he is seven years old. 

He quickly earns the label, “naughty”; comes to detest the 3 hours a day that he attends the nursery and the label becomes self-fulfilling. He fails to meet social and emotional markers and by the time he reaches reception he has not made good progress across the Early Learning Goals (ELGs). Cultural insensitivity is beginning to impact on his academic progress and his attainment is judged below age appropriate expectations. His cohort are involved in the Study of Early Education and Development (SEED) project (DfE 2020) so his data is used as a part of the evaluation process of the effect of early education on children’s outcomes. He becomes part of the data set that suggests black boys under-achieve.
There are other socio-cultural issues that can affect children’s sense of identity and belonging. Consider the way you talk about seemingly benign issues like sleep. If a child confides that they still sleep in their parents’ bed, maybe hold back from humiliating them by saying things like: “but you should be a big boy/girl and sleep in your own bed”. In some communities a shared family bed is a cultural tradition. In fact, my 30+ year old friend in rural Ghana will only stop sleeping in her mum’s bed when she leaves home to get married. Through reflection it may become apparent that what initially appear to be evidence of poor social and emotional development may in fact be the consequences of cultural traditions. There is a tradition in some African communities referred to as Ubuntu, a belief that “umuntu ngubuntu ngabantu” (a person is a person through other persons) (Ejuu, 2015). In this context, the western view of individuality is construed as selfishness. Ubuntu is based on collectivism which conflicts with the individualism favoured and promoted in English society. “We” not “I” is important and sharing is a necessity. 

I have seen this represented in a group of children sharing a boiled sweet, each placing it in their mouth and savouring it before passing it on to the next child. The pleasure and satisfaction of the sweet is enhanced by shared experience, but this pleasure can quickly be converted into shame and trauma when viewed by an uninformed adult who tells the child, “No! That is dirty, we don’t do that here”, rather than recognising that it is just culturally different, a harmless practice that unites friends and families and brings joy. I have witnessed this, and events like it, in many guises. 
Educators may need to consider that a child might avert their eyes when spoken to as a mark of respect and humility rather than the common supposition that they are being defiant or disrespectful. Furthermore, despite negative western perceptions of young girls with a baby sibling on their hip, referred to as “babies raising babies”, in some cultures this is an important part of female socialisation. 
If these issues and others like them are not recognised and addressed in early years settings then many children will continue to experience distress, trauma and alienation. The financial cost of subsequent interventions is substantial, to say nothing of the huge loss of potential. Think about the cultural hypocrisy in the scenario: “Those poor women having to cover their heads. Wearing a hijab, is such an oppressive item of clothing,” said by the school leader in a crippling pair of Louboutin heels!

Besides thinking about the cultural relevance of practices there are other things teachers and educators can do beyond the usual “inclusive” practices relating to appropriate books and resources or celebration days:

Firstly, desist from insidious hair patting or making comments that some adults seem compelled to do with afro hair.

Avoid making the following kinds of statements: 

· “I don’t see colour, I treat every child the same”.

· “That is what XXX (ie other) people do”.

Or question children’s identity: 

· “But you're white,” said to a dual heritage child invited to attend a BAME event.

· “Is that really your mum or are you adopted/is that your step mum?”

· “Who picked you up yesterday?”, asked of dual heritage child collected by white mum.

Do not ask parents or children to speak on behalf of anyone but themselves. If they share experiences of holidays or cultural traditions, remember that the way they interpret the event in their home is personal to them; it is not how “everyone” does it. Question your own culture and heritage and how it impacts on your perceptions. Talk to other people about family traditions and recognise how, even within your peer and friendship groups, or even extended family, there may be huge variance in how you experience traditions and accommodate differences. In my experience one of the hardest things to define is “English culture” and yet everyone assumes they know what it is and that experiences of it are the same. 

Teachers and practitioners need to consider how the ways they view and relate to people are informed by their personal assumptions and biases, arising from the clothes worn and linguistic code to the mannerisms adopted and behaviours observed.

Norms of behaviour are not universal, they are bound by history, culture and a specific social context. Childhood itself is a social construction and, despite dominant discourses, is not  universally experienced in the same way. It is also worth recognising that some cultural norms are more powerful than others and consequently valued more highly. Practitioners and policymakers need to question the values they hold, where those values originate and to what extent they inform their decisions as well as the impact these have on all our communities. If there is acknowledgement that we are all “experts in our own lives“ (Clarke and Statham 2005), then whilst we can never be experts in the lives of others, nonetheless sharing expertise and reflecting on our positionality and privilege enriches all our experiences. 

I hope I have illustrated how examples of cultural insensitivity, bias and assumptions can feed into systemic beliefs, becoming “facts” and “truths”. In this way they are insidiously woven into racist systems and structures to include what have been described by Peter Moss (2019) as: “invisible assumptions and values that turn subjective perspectives and understandings into apparently objective truths”.  
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