
How to explore race in 
Early Years

Bristol Childcare



What to 
consider?
When talking to children about race 
we must take into account:
• Their age, stage and ability
• Their families
• The appropriateness

Identity markers are important to us 
all – who we are and how we self-
identify.
We need to be in the discomfort and 
stay there, in order to change.



The 4Es of Anti-
Racist practice

• Embrace all children’s racial, cultural and 
religious backgrounds, especially when they 
differ from your own.

• Embed a culture of belonging and value 
amongst practitioners and children. 

• Ensure that your practice is culturally 
sensitive and places the child as the expert 
of their cultural, racial and religious identity.

• Extend learning opportunities for the child 
by showing interest, expanding 
conversations and using diverse resources.



Ethnicity, race, 
culture

What are these and what do 
they mean to you?



What is racism?  

All the practices and procedures that both historically and 
now disadvantage and discriminate against people 
because of skin colour, culture, religion.

• The term race was created in the 18th century to put 
people into racial groups.

• Talking about race is a first step in countering racism.

• A colourblind approach is deeply problematic, saying 
‘everyone is the same’ because no, they are not.

• Settings where one colour dominates specifically need to  
teach and encourage children to be anti-racist. 



Glossary

• Anti-Blackness: The bedrock of racism that denigrates, kills, harms and oppresses people 
racialised as Black, together with racist systems and structures that seek to ensure that Black people 
stay marginalised in a number of ways.
• Colourism: prejudice or discrimination especially within a racial or ethnic group favoring people 
with lighter skin over those with darker skin.

• White Supremacy: The systems that underpin societal structures that are rooted in the belief that 
people racialised as white constitute a superior race and should therefore dominate. 
• Race: The word comes from historical attempts to categorise people according to their skin colour
and physical characteristics. There is no science basis for this term and its divisions into biologically 
determined groups. There are some strong feelings about its usage. To indicate its controversy 
associated with its usage academic articles put the word ‘race’ into inverted commas. 



Conversations

• Language matters – communication is key.  Words, 
body language, gestures.  Don’t let fear of getting 
things wrong stop you from being empathetic.

• De-centring is so important – don’t defend your 
position as white – listen, learn, have empathy.



Intersectionality

• Intersectionality is an analytical 
framework for understanding how 
aspects of a persons social and 
political identities combine to 
create different modes of 
discrimination and privilege.
• These intersecting and 
overlapping social identities may 
both be empowering and 
oppressing. Professor Kimberle Crenshaw: lawyer, civil rights 

advocate, philosopher, and leading scholar of critical race 
theory.



Examples

• Being white and male – empowering

• Being black and female – oppressing 

• It’s a way of understanding sociality and how 
different aspects of discrimination may be present at 
the same time eg Asian, disabled, homosexual, black, 
woman.

• Unique challenges affect black women.

• Books – M is for Melanin; Sandra Smith – Creating 
an anti-racist culture in EYs. 



Practical 
Considerations

Bilingual and multilingual. Producing 
communication materials in various languages. 
Use Makaton and accompanying aids to support. 

Check your own biases. You don’t need to tell 
anyone but really explore HOW you feel about 
people who are from different racialised groups. 

Non-verbal gestures. Remember the largest 
percentage of what you convey is not via your 
words. 

Resources. Audit absolutely everything, what 
does it say about your environment?



What do we need to do in our settings?

We need to look specifically at 
being anti-racist

It’s not just having black dolls and 
different coloured crayons

Practitioners are the most 
important resource

Cultural appropriation – we must 
not do this.  We must show cultural 
appreciation.  For example, do not 

dress children up in traditional 
Chinese dress at Chinese New Year.  
Do not have cultural outfits – have 

fabrics and scarves.

Power – who has it?  Think about 
white supremacy – this is the water, 
not the shark.  We are all immersed 

in it.



Cultural 
Appropriation

“The act of taking or using things 
from a culture that is not your 

own, especially without showing 
that you understand  or respect 

this culture”

Cambridge Dictionary.



Cultural Appropriation
• Cultural appropriation can perpetuate stereotypes and exploit groups that are discriminated against.

• The bigger picture- when someone from a dominant culture adopts a hairstyle or look that is from a 
culture not of their own (most likely a minority culture) they do not receive the same prejudice as the 
persons from that culture. 

• For example: a black person wearing cornrows will be deemed “unprofessional” whereas a white 
person will be seen as fashionable 

• Black women face this oppression “[Black women] are told [certain looks are] not attractive in their 
culture, but then when it's on white women, it is depicted as being beautiful"

• Recently celebrities being called out for their role in appropriating another culture- a white woman 
who has reached fame by say singing or social media would have been at a huge advantage to get where 
she is by her whiteness. For her to then use customs from another culture which in turn exceeds a wider 
demographic and gains more popularity is oppressing to the culture she is appropriating.



Cultural 
Appreciation

“Cultural appreciation is when 
you earnestly seek to learn 
about or explore a different 
culture.
You learn. You listen. You strive 
to understand. You seek to 
honour its beliefs and 
traditions.”

Preemptivelove.org



Cultural 
Appreciation

To celebrate or show respect 
or honour for a culture

Learning from people from 
other cultures and having a 
mutual understanding which 
will benefit both parties



Yellowface & 
Sinophobe

• Sinophobia: or Anti-Chinese 
sentiment, is defined as hatred 
or fear against China, its 
people, its diaspora (scattered 
population), and culture.

• Yellowface: used to refer to the 
practice of wearing make-up to 
imitate the appearance of an 
East Asian person, typically as 
part of a performance. This 
practice is generally regarded 
as offensive. 



Celebrating Festivals in 
Nursery

When celebrating festivals/ Chinese new year- think 
about why we are learning about this- Is what we 
are learning the real lived experiences? 

Having children dress in traditional Chinese dresses 
is a form of appropriation 

This is where cultural appreciation plays a vital role 
in getting it right



What is in your 
hairdressing?

• Afro combs

• Wide toothed combs

• Silk bonnet and scarves

• Empty bottles shampoo, conditioner and oils

• Shower caps

• Display images taken from Black hair magazines 
to display in that area. Be conscious not to only 
display mixed and light skinned Black people with 
one type of hair texture.



Home Corner & 
Role Play Area

How does your role play area 
reflect real life experiences in 
the home for all children?

Keeping an inclusive classroom 
so all children can feel 
represented.

Communicate with families so 
we are never appropriating or 
stereotyping.
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