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Introduction


In any book about childhood some general decisions need to be made about words. I use the non-specific term ‘practitioner’ to include the different kinds of professionals who take responsibility for children in early years provision, school and out-of-school facilities and the childminding service. It will be clear when I am talking about a particular type of provision. The word ‘parents’ covers anyone who takes the main family responsibility for children. Please assume the word always includes ‘and other family carers’.


I have benefited from conversations over the years with many fellow professionals within the early years sector, college tutors and advisors and with a wide range of practitioners working directly with children. I have drawn from conversations with children as well as adults, and from my own observations, to develop fictional people and places for the scenarios in this book. In this revised, third edition, I was able to research using the extensive information now available on websites. However, I still appreciate the help I received via telephone or email on uncertain issues. All website addresses were correct at the time of writing (summer 2011). My thanks to Drew Lindon, who researched the online links.


Equality and Inclusion in Early Childhood covers a vital area of practice and one in which there will continue to be differences of opinion and interpretation. On especially contentious issues, my aim has been to make my position clear, with the rationale behind it. I have sought to distinguish between available information, for instance about law and guidance, and when I have expressed my professional viewpoint. Readers are responsible for seeking further information and advice if they face difficult decisions. This point is especially important if there are issues of interpretation of the law or related guidance. No section of this book claims to offer legal advice.


If I have made actual errors, then please let Hodder Education know and I will correct mistakes as soon as possible.




Chapter 1 Equality for early childhood practice


Equality and inclusion are crucial practice issues for early years, school and playwork professionals. There are legal obligations around equality, but the moral responsibility is just as important. Babies are not born prejudiced or bigoted, yet children are enthusiastic learners – they imitate the words and actions of familiar adults and of other children. Rigid and divisive adult views can be reflected in children’s choice of language, their expressed beliefs about groups in society, including their own sources of identity, and their choice of play companions.


Practitioners, of every background, share with children’s families, from every social and ethnic group, the responsibility of raising the next generation with a strong sense of their self-worth, which does not depend on disrespect or disdain for other people. I think best practice with children should develop an outlook, summed up by Shami Chakrabarti, Director of Liberty, the human rights organisation, when interviewed for The Times Magazine (21 May 2011). She said:


‘I’m anyone’s equal but no one’s superior.’


The main sections of this chapter cover:




•  reflective practice


•  equality and childhood.





Reflective practice


Young children are in the process of developing their attitudes, so early years, school and out-of-school practitioners are expected to be active in support of equality and inclusion. You are not expected to bring about changes in social circumstances beyond your control. However, within your professional sphere of influence, as a practitioner you have the responsibility to:




•  Promote equality of opportunity – equal chances – to the best of your ability for all children and families who are in contact with the service.


•  Contribute to the development and running of early years provision that actively welcomes the wide range of children and families and addresses any barriers to inclusion.


•  Work to equalise opportunities and reduce the impact of disadvantage for children and families whose situation or group identity could make them vulnerable.


•  Foster respect and mutual understanding between children and families who see themselves as so different from each other that they do not expect to share similar interests or concerns. Respect between groups is due in both directions. No group within the UK is excused from this obligation, regardless of whether they experience, or have experienced, inequalities within society.


•  Extend your professional knowledge and understanding of equality and inclusion around gender, ethnic group, social and cultural background, faith and disability.





Working as a reflective practitioner


Good practice for equality is partly a focus on the individual children and families who attend your setting or service so that your work naturally reflects the immediate community and local environment. But good equality practice also covers the image of the world that you are giving children: the big picture that extends beyond their own backyard. You, as a practitioner, should not feel responsible for matters of inequality or discrimination outside your control. However, you are definitely responsible for what children learn while they are within your care in early years provision of any kind: school, out-of-school settings or your home as a childminder.


In nursery, after-school club or your own home as a childminder, you will often have to deal with tricky situations by making swift personal decisions about what to say and do, or whether to ignore an event. Continued professional development fosters the approach of being a reflective practitioner: someone who is willing and able to think over options and discuss with team or network colleagues. Equality in practice is definitely an area that benefits from some reflection, as outlined below.




•  You need to be willing to acknowledge what you learned within your own childhood, as well as adulthood sources of your beliefs and assumptions.


•  Discussion with team or network colleagues is important for airing ideas, sharing knowledge and, with support, addressing areas of practice that are less comfortable to face.


•  Childminders, who usually work alone, need reflection and a chance to discuss issues, in order to be consistent over time in their reactions with children. If you work with an assistant or co-childminder, you need to discuss ways of handling sensitive situations.


•  In group provision, it is essential that the whole staff team reaches an informed commitment over policy and, just as important, a shared understanding about what policy means in daily practice.


•  There must be consistency between individual practitioners on key issues around how to handle types of situation that arise with children, in communication with parents or with fellow professionals.





Without a doubt, effective equality practice cannot stay with reflective discussion, however detailed, about getting the policy right or what might be done or said. Everyone needs to get to that point where something is actually said or done. For this reason, you will find sections in this book that offer direct suggestions. These examples are not telling you to use those actual words and nothing else; rather, my aim is to give you examples with which to work.


You will never be able to anticipate all possibilities. So professional practice has to be led by willingness to talk over situations that you have already handled. Sometimes you will need to inform a colleague about what you did or said. Sometimes you will welcome a chance to reflect on whether you could have taken a different route. Be kind to yourself; it is hard to think quickly when faced with a difficult situation. You can learn from reflection and be ready to take a different option next time.


Reflection on approaches to equality


Professional practice evolves and a grasp of social history is useful, if only to challenge any assumption that the current face of equality practice is completely right and will not change. At several points in this book I will need to be clear about my value stance. Now is one of those times.




•  Good practice over equality does not mean blaming people for the past. A positive approach looks to the future. You are not responsible for what happened before you were even born. However, you are definitely responsible for your own attitudes now and your willingness, or resistance, about learning more and reflecting on your views.


•  A culture of blame and attribution of guilt soured some approaches to anti-racist and anti-sexist initiatives during the 1980s. In some cases, blunt criticism of workshop delegates or accusatory behaviour set a negative, divisive model for how to address the issues and led to defensive reactions.


•  Since that time, there has been a constructive shift to methods more likely to bring about reflection and change in outlook and actions. Effective challenge, rather than attack, leaves fellow professionals able to save face, find common ground and opt to change rather than focus on self-defence.





Action for equality should bring all groups on board in an even-handed way. Inclusive practice can never be about claiming that ‘everyone is the same’; clearly they are not. Good practice rests upon ensuring that nobody is excluded, that children and families have equal chances to be acknowledged, respected and included in authentic ways. Existing social inequalities will mean that not all families have the same starting point. So broad intentions in equality practice need to be fine-tuned for the particular situation.


Equality practice for children needs to consider their current experiences. Children especially should not be expected to make up for past inequalities, or for those that still exist. They cannot be held responsible for the society into which they were born. But children can appreciate the impact now of their words and actions, and learn a more open approach than seemed possible for previous generations. Equality means everyone.




•  Disabled children deserve to be treated as children first, and their child status brings responsibilities as well as rights. It is in nobody’s interests if disabled children are excused fair boundaries for their behaviour.


•  Girls need to show consideration to boys as well as vice versa, and a largely female workforce needs to take care in respecting boys’ choices and preferences.


•  Traveller or Gypsy children cannot be excused from offensive remarks to children from settled families because the latter do not belong to a defined minority ethnic group.


•  Putting equality into practice is not a competitive exercise. Paying attention to one faith does not require pushing aside another. Celebrating Divali does not necessitate ‘banning Christmas’.





Acknowledging differences should not entail judgement that one group or way of life is better than another. Different means just that – neither better nor worse. Within your practice all children, and their families, have the right to be treated with equal respect, attention and, when appropriate, concern for their well being.


The impact of adult attitudes on behaviour


All adults have developed attitudes about other people and the groups to which they belong. Attitudes are partly made up of feelings about other people or whole groups. But there is also an intellectual part that is formed by beliefs, expectations and assumptions. These are supported by information and the conviction that particular facts are true: the sense of ‘everyone knows that…’. You cannot see people’s attitudes, but they become visible through behaviour: their actions and chosen words.
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Take another perspective


There is often no neat and easy logic about people’s attitudes. Adults who are themselves on the receiving end of offensive behaviour may in their turn hold highly negative attitudes about people from other ethnic or social groups, or on the basis of the sex of other people. Those adults may not feel that their outlook is in any way illogical. Their confident rationale is probably that they are always the people in the right.
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Everyone holds attitudes. Some are mainly positive, some may be mildly rejecting of others, but some may be intensely offensive towards particular individuals, defined by gender, social class, faith or ethnic group. Attitudes are learned throughout childhood and some adults resist later change as emotionally challenging. Change is that much harder if someone’s sense of self-worth depends strongly upon feeling superior to specific other people, defined as the ‘wrong’ sex, skin colour, faith, social class or other group marker. However, adults continue to learn and are potentially capable of rethinking their views and assumptions about others.
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Stereotyping


Firm attitudes about other groups are usually supported by stereotypes. This word describes simple, relatively fixed, beliefs about the characteristics shared by individuals of an identified group.




•  Stereotypes are usually unfavourable. For instance, ‘Women are always so emotional,’ ‘Muslims are fanatical about their religion,’ ‘He’s so irresponsible – typical working class.’


•  Apparently complimentary stereotypes can have a serious sting in the tail when they restrict an individual’s options to those that fit the stereotype. Examples would be, ‘Disabled people are so brave’ or ‘Black boys are such natural athletes.’





Stereotypes are usually applied to groups to which the individuals speaking do not themselves belong. The development and maintenance of stereotypes depend on a belief that other groups have less variety than one’s own.




•  People are more ready to say of another social or ethnic group: ‘They’re all…’ or ‘She’s a typical…’. But they will say of their own group: ‘It all depends’ or ‘People differ, you can’t say that about everybody.’ Listen to daily conversations and you will notice this pattern.


•  Stereotypes are often built from a particular event or experience, which is then generalised well beyond the original context of place and time. Firmly held stereotypes then shape the interpretation placed on experiences with individuals from the given group.


•  People who appear to fit the stereotype are taken as further evidence of this person’s beliefs. The experience of individuals who clearly do not fit is discounted as a reason to adjust beliefs because ‘You’re my friend, I don’t count you’ or ‘Well, most of them aren’t like her.’


•  People who object to having stereotypes imposed upon them are frequently further labelled as ‘touchy’ or being the one who ‘has a problem’.





Stereotypes are partly learned during childhood because children hear familiar adults, in the family or outside, expressing simplistic, fixed views about other people. Children remember these beliefs along with other information that they have gained from key adults in their lives. They repeat the beliefs unless experience leads them to question these views.
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What does it mean?


Stereotypes: simplistic beliefs, which are resistant to change, about the characteristics allegedly shared by individuals of an identified group.


Stereotyping: the process of using such beliefs to shape expectations of individuals who belong, or are presumed to belong, to a given group, in order to predict or explain their actions.
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Pause for reflection


Look at the examples that follow.


What kind of underlying beliefs are the speakers expressing? And what seems to be the source of their conviction that they are correct?


What might be the consequences if the comments go unchallenged? Silence from other adults will most likely be taken as agreement.





1 ‘Don’t ask May’s grandma to help the children on the computer. Older people aren’t computer literate and she’ll get all worried about it.’



2 ‘We let the boys run around and burn off their energy. There’s no point in trying to make them sit and learn, they only fidget all the time.’



3 ‘Nur’s parents shouldn’t be trying to teach the child two languages at the same time. She should be learning English like everyone else. Nur can learn Turkish when she gets older and she’s ready.’



4 ‘I don’t care what you say. We’ll never be able to work together with Prods. What on earth have we got in common with those Protestants?’



5 ‘Sunita looks a bit tired with the new baby, but she’ll be fine. Asians always have extended families, don’t they? There’ll be loads of aunties helping out.’



6 ‘I’ll wait until Liam’s mother comes in tomorrow. His father has this dreadful stammer and any conversation takes for ever. It’s so embarrassing and I don’t think he understands half of what I say.’



7 ‘I’m really not sure about asking Isaac’s father about the Hanukkah celebrations. Jewish people are so touchy, aren’t they? Don’t you remember Rebecca’s mother?’



8 ‘I give the children a proper balanced diet here, none of this vegetarian nonsense. They need to have a normal diet when they’re little; they can choose for themselves when they get older.’



9 ‘We’ve got some children coming on a visit to the country. I bet none of them has seen a cow before, let alone walked up a hill. These inner-city families never take their children anywhere.’
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Language reflects attitudes


Attitudes are represented through choice of words and phrases, even when adults are not conscious of the implications of what they say. Words matter because they are a reflection of deeply entrenched attitudes in our society.




•  Historically there have been more negative associations with the colour/shade of black than white. The whole ‘Black is beautiful’ movement originating in the United States from the 1960s was a concerted attempt to reclaim the word and create positive associations.


•  People who avoid racist remarks based directly on skin colour still sometimes use, perhaps without thinking, other offensive phrases, such as ‘acting Jewish’ (an implication of meanness) or ‘Welshing on a deal’ (untrustworthiness).


•  There is a range of insults based on a negative view of being female: ‘fussing like an old woman’; or upset boys are criticised for ‘acting just like a girl’. Some spoken and written examples still use a generic ‘he’ to cover both sexes, or terms like ‘mankind’, when the discussion is about everyone.


•  Words like ‘cripple’ or ‘spastic’ are used less often now as general insults. But you will notice comments like ‘He’s deaf as a post’ or ‘You blind or something?!’ used to criticise someone for general inattention.


•  The word ‘gay’ has been around for a long time, although with some very different meanings. In the Victorian era, the word was used to describe a racy, louche lifestyle for men. For much of the 20th century the word meant lively and fun loving. In the last decades of that century, support organisations for homosexual men claimed the word as a positive description for themselves. Following from that change, ‘gay’ also became a generalised playground insult between some children and adolescents.





Changing the words people use does not magically change their attitudes. However, an awareness of your use of words is a valuable part of a more general willingness to consider your attitudes. Unquestioned habits of language also extend to beliefs about those groups about which it is considered fine to make jokes.


In mainland Britain there has been a tradition of ‘Irish jokes’, in which the punchline depends on a belief that Irish people are stupid. Similar patterns can be found in other countries, except that the targeted ethnic or national group varies. For example, in the United States this kind of barbed witticism has been known as the ‘Polish joke’ and in Scandinavia it is the ‘Norwegian joke’. Traditionally, members of the given ethnic group can choose to tell such jokes. The longest run of ‘Irish jokes’ I have ever heard was during a convivial post-conference evening with the delegation from Belfast (and they did regard themselves as Irish; see page 66).
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Take another perspective


Previous generations in Britain expressed a casual anti-Semitism and disdain of ‘foreigners’, and the associated language became part of ordinary conversation. Try some Agatha Christie books written in the 1920s or 1930s. You will soon notice that the heroes and heroines – not the villains – use what reads now as anti-Semitism and dismissive terms for anyone who is not British. In terms of stereotyping, some decent minor characters from such groups are allowed to be an exception.


Attitudes about foreigners and Black ethnic groups also affected books written for children. The views were very clear in children’s comics well up to the 1960s and early 1970s. Adults may not regard comics as real literature, but children read them with great enthusiasm.
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Words matter – but so does courtesy


Responsible practitioners are observant of reactions to their spoken language and adjust in the light of feedback, even if they had no intention of being impolite or operating to exclude. However, it is important to avoid getting stuck in endless debates over words as an alternative to useful action. During the 1980s an initially constructive examination of use of words and phrases became weighed down by arguments about terminology. Some of the wilder, newsworthy stories about political correctness were myth; others were only slightly exaggerated.


Offhand or thoughtless language needs to be picked up, but in ways that still leave anyone – children, young people or fellow adults – with the ability to save face and make a choice to change for the future (see pages 127 or 129). Offensive language, in a context when it seems clear that insult was intended, needs to be challenged – whatever the group identity of the person who expressed this view. Otherwise, it is disruptive to behave as if there are ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ words in absolute terms. Equality and good relations between different groups are not promoted when well-intentioned practitioners, or other people, are criticised solely for their choice of words.


Knowledge of social history over equality issues soon tells you that preferred words or phrases change. Some people are left with ‘out-of-date’ phrases that they continue to use with courteous, not offensive, intentions. The older White generation in the UK population was taught that ‘coloured’ was the polite way to refer to anyone not of White appearance. Some people still use ‘mentally handicapped’ as the courteous term and will not have heard the phrase ‘learning disabilities’.


Furthermore, at any one time you will find arguments between specialists within the equality field about ‘correct’ terminology.


Over the years of the different editions of this book, there have been impassioned arguments over whether it should be ‘disabled children’ or ‘children with disabilities’. That war over words was put to rest most effectively by parents who said sharply that the exact phrase used to describe their children was considerably less important than doing something effective to help.


When I wrote the first edition, some race equality specialists were adamant that the travelling community should not be called gypsies, because that was a term of insult, probably racist. However, this stance had disappeared by the time of the second edition. A distinct group within the travelling community called themselves Gypsies and made their views crystal clear (page 56).


A well-rounded diversity model for equality and inclusion works on the assumption that most people mean well most of the time – certainly unless there is clear evidence to the contrary. Practitioners in any of the professions involved with children and families cannot work to make a difference for equality and inclusion if they are highly anxious about using the wrong word or phrase. It is not acceptable professional behaviour for anyone to boost their sense of worthiness by getting on a verbal high horse about terms: accusing others of racism, sexism and various other -isms.


Key words and phrases


Writers and advisors, with equivalent commitment and experience, do not all agree on the exact meaning for key terms within equality practice. There follows a list of the definitions I have used in this book and these reflect some changes since the last edition. There is further discussion about terms on page 25 in the context of the Equality Act 2010.


General terms


Equality practice: a move towards the common ground for different group identities of promoting equality in an active way and dealing with issues that undermine equality or operate in a discriminatory way.


Promoting equality/equal opportunities/equal chances: actions integral to regular practice in order to ensure that all children are enabled to have positive experiences supporting personal identity. Action is taken if children’s opportunities are blocked in ways that practitioners can directly address.


Anti-discriminatory practice (ADP): an active attempt to promote positive attitudes and behaviour, to challenge and change negative outlooks and actions, on the basis of any group identity. This approach stresses that practitioners should take the initiative, rather than be passive and wait until there is no option but to do something.


Anti-bias practice: a deliberate approach to play experiences and resources that avoids stereotypes and actively promotes understanding and knowledge of all groups within society.


Inclusion: this term, along with an inclusive approach, was initially developed with reference to disability. This term, and social inclusion now refer to general practice about equality. The terms mean an active effort to address ways in which children or adults may be excluded from services or experiences, whether this result was intentional or the result of unreflective practice. Inclusion is still used sometimes to refer specifically to equality issues over disability.


Race and racial equality


Race: the word used within equality practice to cover a group of people defined by their race (if that makes sense to them), skin colour, ethnic or national origins.


Racial equality: this phrase is used to describe promoting equal opportunities and challenging discrimination on the basis of racial/ethnic group as defined by legislation (see page 23).


Racism: the set of attitudes, actions and practice that subordinates a group of people because of their skin colour, culture or ethnic group. Racist beliefs are used to justify racial discrimination – the denial or restriction of opportunities to individuals from the defined group.


Ethnicity and ethnic group identity


Ethnic group: a grouping of people with a shared heritage of customs, language and possibly faith. People within a group have their national or cultural origins in common.


Minority ethnic group: an ethnic group with a relatively small number of individuals, in comparison with the national population. The group might nevertheless comprise the majority within a particular neighbourhood.


Black and Minority Ethnic (BME): a term that has emerged since the first edition of this book. The phrase is used to cover people visibly identified by a darker skin colour whose ethnic group identity is Caribbean, African or Asian. There is no agreed equivalent to describe people in UK society not covered by Black and Minority Ethnic. The census categories are a possible source of ideas. The options given to people who would classify themselves as White are appropriately wide. On this basis I have used White and Black as very general terms in this book when the point being made is that general.


If you want to find out more




•  Commission for Racial Equality, undated but post 2001, Ethnic Monitoring: a Guide for Public Authorities, www.equalityhumanrights.com/uploaded_files/PSD/12_ethnic_monitoring.pdf






Culture and cultural identity


Culture: describes the particular patterns of behaviour and associated beliefs that are shared by the individuals within a given group. Not all individuals will necessarily follow these patterns in exactly the same way. The term cultural identity is sometimes used instead of national identity.


Cultural diversity: the sense that a society includes myriad cultural sources and people who locate their identity in different cultural backgrounds. There is usually a great deal of within-group variation as well as broad differences and overlap between groups.


Multicultural: a word to describe a society, like that of the UK, in which the population is drawn from many distinct cultural backgrounds. The word is often misapplied, rather like ‘ethnic’, to mean not White European.


Faiths and religious belief


Faith or religion: a set of beliefs and practices built around one or more deities or individuals with paranormal powers.


Sects: the subdivisions that have formed within most world faiths after disagreements over detail of belief or religious practice.


Religious intolerance: hostility expressed by members of one faith towards a different faith, or between those who hold to a faith and people who do not follow any religious faith.


Anti-Semitism: religious intolerance and discrimination targeted at people of the Jewish faith and/or cultural background.


Sectarianism: intolerance expressed towards members of another denomination of the same religious faith. This form of discrimination can occur at an individual, group, cultural and institutional level.


Anti-sectarianism: the active attempt to challenge bigotry and inequalities that arise from a sectarian outlook and from religious intolerance of other types.


Sex and gender


Sex and sex differences: refer to the biological differences, created by the genes when babies are conceived, between boys and girls, men and women.


Gender: describes the psychological identity of being male or female, and the awareness of what sex differences mean within the social context.


Gender equality: aims and practice to promote equalising of opportunities on the basis of sex. Some writers prefer ‘gender equity’.


Gender stereotypes: firm beliefs about the characteristics, behaviour, talents or weaknesses of individuals on the basis of their male or female identity.


Sexism: an outlook of prejudiced attitudes and discriminatory behaviour towards individuals on the basis of their sex.


Sexual orientation: the preference about sex of partner made by young people or adults: for the opposite sex, their own sex or both sexes.


Disability


Disabled children or children with disabilities: children who live with any kind of continuing sensory impairment or chronic health condition that affects their development and/or daily life.


Children with special needs: the same meaning as disabled children. The phrase can be unclear, since all children have individual wishes and specific needs. The phrase originally included gifted children, but in practice has been applied to disability and chronic ill health.


Equality and childhood


A thorough understanding of how children learn has to underpin best practice for equality. During early childhood, children learn an impressive range of skills and a large body of knowledge. By middle childhood, they still have a great deal to learn, but they already have a firm basis to their view of the world. They have developed, and will continue to develop, their social attitudes about other children and people in general. By four or five years of age, children have developed opinions about and expectations of others, whom they judge to be like them or unfamiliar from what they already know. Children have also established views, which are still open to change, about their place in their social world, their personal identity and sense of self-worth.


Awareness of differences


Children are visually curious; they look at and are interested in people and the events around them. As they learn to talk, children comment out loud on what has caught their interest. What young children say will depend on their experiences so far, based mainly on their neighbourhood and family.


Four- and five-year-olds tend to remark on physical differences and contrasts with children or adults who do not fit their experience so far. They notice and often share their observations with familiar adults, with the assumption that you will be interested, too. Sometimes what children have seen or heard leads them to ask a question, but not always.




•  Children may point out an adult who is strikingly tall or heavy in comparison with the adults in their social network. They may comment, ‘That lady looks awfully old’ or ‘Why is that man so little?’ Part of adult responsibility is to explain courteously to a child that their comments may be accurate but concern for other people’s feelings means that observations should be made at less than top volume.


•  Children are learning about boys and girls, and their observation of differences is often linked with trying to sort out what makes someone a girl or a boy. They may comment about another child, ‘Is Nula really a girl? She’s got very short hair.’


•  As children encounter disabled peers or adults, they are likely to comment. A young child may say, ‘Did you know that Andy in my playgroup has a thing to make his ears work?’ or ‘Marsha’s daddy sits in a big buggy. Now why does he do that?’


•  In a diverse neighbourhood, children may remark that some of their play companions are different in skin colour from themselves. Many parts of the UK have some level of ethnic group diversity, but the variation is not reflected in skin colour. So young children may make an accurate observation that seeing a child with a dark skin colour is unusual or that an adult is dressed in an unfamiliar way.
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Change and stability


Adults who pay close attention to what children say and to their questions can learn a great deal about the development of children’s thinking, as well as their current knowledge. The observations of parents and practitioners may be a source of endearing stories about children, but they are also a window onto children’s emotional and intellectual world.


One area of children’s learning focuses on what changes and what does not. Children observe that other people differ in many respects, but they are working out which physical characteristics will change as they grow older. Children are initially grounded in the present and what they personally know. So it can be a revelation to a boy that he will not always be a child; one day he will be a man, rather like his daddy, but he will not be able to become a mummy. In a similar way, children are often surprised to realise, perhaps by looking in the family photograph album, that Grandma was once a young person, even a child.


When children realise that some features change, they begin to wonder whether everything can change. They have to learn about those characteristics that are stable throughout life. So it is not surprising if some children allow for the possibility that their sex or skin colour, or that of their friends, might change as they get older or because of circumstances. Children are learning about health, illness and disability and it is not obvious to them which are the conditions from which people can recover. So a child might reasonably ask, ‘When will Andy’s ears get better?’ You may explain to a child that comments about people are usually best made in a quieter voice. It is a different situation from calling out, ‘Hey, look at the big, yellow lorry!’ because lorries do not have feelings.


From awareness to prejudice


Children who notice physical differences do not immediately assume that some characteristics are more valued. However, they are able to learn negative attitudes with the same ease that they are learning so many other ideas in their young lives. Children will use the prejudiced words and actions of adults, or other children, to build negative images of people from a given faith or ethnic group, or people with visible disabilities. Attitudes of rejection can limit children’s choice of friends and show in their words and behaviour towards children, or adults, from the defined group which they have learned to dismiss.


Children who live in divided communities learn the religious or social distinctions that are important to local adults, even when outsiders would be hard pressed to distinguish between the groups. Some writers focus on how anti-Muslim feeling has been absorbed by children over the early years of the 21st century (Lane and Baig, 2003). However, more than one generation of children has grown up with the conflict in Northern Ireland. Honest observation and research have documented the ease with which young children learn the bigotry that supports sectarianism. They become alert to symbols, such as flags or choice of sports, used to tell Catholic from Protestant (Connolly et al., 2002). Sectarianism is also a serious issue in some parts of Scotland.


Children’s personal identity


Young children steadily develop a sense of themselves as a unique person. Their personal identity builds from many aspects:




•  Their own name and an understanding of whether they are a girl or a boy.


•  Their immediate family, and their place in relation to their parents, brothers and sisters and other close relatives.


•  How they look and how people react to their looks.


•  What they can do and what they cannot do, and whether this seems to matter to other people.


•  A growing sense of ‘what we do in my family’ – children’s experience of cultural tradition and religious faith or other significant beliefs within their daily lives.





Children’s sense of identity and of self-esteem will depend a great deal on their experience of other people – children and adults – and their social world. Children may feel mainly positive about themselves, that they are worthwhile individuals and valued by others. Or they may doubt themselves and wonder whether some of the sources of their personal identity, perhaps being a girl or having a visible disability, make them less worthy than other children. All children have the right to feel confident that their ethnic group and cultural background are valuable and of potential interest to their peers, as well as to people who share the same or a very similar background.


Mixed heritage


Men and women have married, or formed long-standing partnerships, across every social, ethnic, faith and other group boundary. Personal commitments have been made in communities where such behaviour provokes disapproval, rejection and violence, even when the union has been illegal. Children’s identity is, then, potentially a blend of their heritage from both parents. Adults aware of racist attitudes in society have sometimes taken the view that children with two parents of different skin colour must commit to one side or the other: that they have to be either White or Black. Children from inter-faith relationships are sometimes given a similar stark choice.


Increasingly, it seems that children and young people are standing firm to determine their own identity, and that can include an insistence on valuing all sources of their family heritage. Studies of parents in mixed-race and mixed-faith families (Caballero et al., 2008; Parker and Song, 2001) show that individual families take a range of approaches. A key issue is that professionals do not make assumptions about the dynamics of mixed families, or what will, or will not, be best for the children.


In the UK, a considerable number of couples bridge various ethnic, social and faith group boundaries. Some live with the full support of their extended family and community, but not all. External pressures can be very strong on families, and some fragment under the strain. Children of mixed ethnic group parentage are over-represented in the population of looked-after children (those who have become the responsibility of their local authority), as are children of inter-faith couples in Northern Ireland.


There is not full agreement about a general term for children or adults whose family background brings together two or more ethnic group backgrounds. Phrases include ‘mixed parentage’, ‘dual heritage’ and ‘multiple heritage’. If you need to know about individuals, invite them to self-describe. For some years, when parents differed by race or skin colour, the term ‘mixed race’ was unacceptable to professionals working in equality because of problems with the word ‘race’. Oddly, ‘race equality’ remained acceptable over that time. Since the second edition of this book, it has become more acceptable, professionally, to use the phrase ‘mixed race’ (Houston, 2007; Parker and Song, 2001). The change in attitude seems to be due, at least in part, to a conviction that ‘race’ as a pseudo-scientific term has been effectively quashed.


Positive pride rather than superiority


Children deserve a sense of pride in their sources of personal identity, but it is unjust if they achieve their confidence at the cost of other children’s self-esteem. Some children learn to boost their sense of self-worth by being disdainful about a child of the opposite sex, rude about a disabled child or rejecting of a child from an ethnic group different from their own.


This pattern can be learned through childhood from the family. Adults who experience a socially deprived position in life can be especially vulnerable to building an identity mainly through disparaging other social or ethnic groups. This pattern is not exclusive to White ethnic groups. Children may hear adults who are keen to blame another group for their misfortunes. In an economically hard-pressed neighbourhood, one group may be convinced that other people have gained unfair advantages. Offensive attitudes are not, of course, restricted to those families with few sources of positive identity. People with no financial worries and a secure social position can be breathtakingly dismissive of others not in their social class or ethnic group.


Young children develop attitudes


Some adults are still resistant to considering equality issues as they apply to childhood, especially early childhood. This resistance is reflected in the most ill-informed newspaper stories about equality practice. Some adults claim that children are ‘innocent’ and do not notice social or ethnic group differences, so they cannot develop attitudes based on such visible differences. But how could children not notice and learn? Adults responsible for young children base much of their everyday contact on the belief that children are alert to their surroundings and that they learn from what they hear and see.


Adults may prefer to believe children do not notice those aspects of the world that the adults themselves would rather remained outside children’s experience. Adults are especially uneasy if they believe that noticing a difference is the same as saying the difference matters and makes some people better than others.




•  Many adults, and that still includes some practitioners, believe that if you say that children notice ethnic group differences, such as skin colour, then you must also be saying that the children are prejudiced. This is not the case.


•  Adults can no longer easily distinguish awareness and prejudice; children are still learning. In a similar way, a child who notices another child’s disability is not automatically being offensive about that individual, or about disability in general. It depends so much on what is said and in what way.





Another source of adult unease arises from lack of confidence about how to react when children express curiosity, display potential prejudices about others or show distress at offence aimed at them. It feels easier to take the approach that alert and curious children do not notice any of the visible differences of sex, ethnic group or disability.


For a long time, many practitioners claimed that, since they never touched upon social or ethnic group differences, they could not possibly exert any influence over children’s developing attitudes. This approach was sometimes linked with the claim that talking about such topics destroys childhood ‘innocence’.




•  Even limited observation of children soon shows that they do not just learn what adults intend them to learn through deliberate telling or showing.


•  Children are busy building their attitudes from what they see in their immediate play environment and, by implication, from what is absent.


•  They learn from what adults say, but also from topics of conversation that adults avoid or with which they look uncomfortable.





Treating children with equality does not mean treating them all the same. This mistaken approach muddles up fair treatment of young children with behaving as if they lack individuality. Children are not all the same and it is poor practice to pretend that they are. Adults are being dishonest if they claim not to notice the ethnic group, sex or ability differences that make children into unique individuals. Reflective and good practice over equality is to work out in what ways it is appropriate to treat children as different, but with equal attention and respect offered to all children and their families.


As equality practice has become an integral part of best early years practice, another issue has emerged that merits just as much attention. One conceptual strand on equality issues applies analysis of social power to the world of childhood. The argument is that long-standing inequalities in our society, especially of race and sex, mean that some patterns of behaviour, even of young children, should be judged as more reprehensible than others. Examples of this approach can be found in David Gillborn on race equality (2008) and Naima Browne (2004) on gender. In my view, the serious problem with this approach is that it lays an unjustified responsibility on children, as young as early childhood, for the actions and inactions of older generations. As children themselves could say, ‘It is just so unfair.’
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Pause for reflection




•  Be honest with yourself and also, if you are a manager, about your staff team. Do some of the views described above influence your practice?


•  Are children seen sometimes as ‘innocent’ or ‘unaware’ in an unrealistic way?


•  What are the consequences for children if their reactions and actions are judged against inequalities in the adult social world?


•  Are some adult comments or reactions a way of stepping aside from a fuller discussion about what is going on between the children?


•  Could any of these adult outlooks in action have the consequences of blocking children’s experience or their developing sense of self-worth?
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Chapter 2 Equality law, guidance and policy


Professional practice requires a grasp of the main laws within the UK that relate to equality. This chapter describes, in brief, how legislation affects work with children and families. It is your professional responsibility, especially for team leaders or advisors, to know how to find out more. However, you need to seek proper legal advice if you face a challenge based on requirements by law.


The main sections of this chapter cover:




•  equality in law


•  policy for equality.





Equality in law


Legislation does not automatically change behaviour or attitudes, but laws make a public statement about what is acceptable or unacceptable within a given society. Good practice for equality and inclusion is considerably broader than the requirements of the law described in this chapter. There are moral issues around what you judge to be the right way to deal with daily situations. All the fine details of legislation will not cover everything in your practice. The law, however, places a crucial framework around what you do in your professional life with children and families.


Where laws apply


Laws create a framework for residents of the UK by defining some boundaries around what must or must not be done. The UK comprises four nations: England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. The central government determines some legislation that applies across the UK and passes through Parliament at Westminster, London. Historically, Scotland has operated with a high level of self-determination and can set legislation through the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh. The Northern Ireland Assembly, in Belfast, can make laws for the Province. The process of devolution did not give Wales the power to make laws. However, the National Assembly for Wales, in Cardiff, exercises considerable control over how legislation is put into practice and the shape of services for this nation within the UK.


You will first hear about possible laws when they are debated in Parliament or Assembly. Proposed primary legislation is usually known as a Bill. When it has passed to become law, the legislation tends to be known as an Act in England, Wales and Scotland, and an Order in Northern Ireland. You will often hear or read about Bills that are in process, so it is important to recall that proposed sections often get modified during the debate. Some proposed Bills are defeated and do not become law – at least not this time around.


Law, guidance and advice


The legislation described in this chapter is primary legislation and the requirements built into the laws must be obeyed. However, legal language is not expressed in a way that allows straightforward application to daily life.


In the years after any new law has been passed, there are often court cases that test sections that are open to more than one interpretation. Legal decisions following this challenge build a resource called case law. This information sets definite precedents for when a similar disagreement arises in the future. You may see case law quoted in newspapers or information leaflets in the format of ‘Green versus Bloggs’ or ‘Bloggs versus the Crown’.


Sometimes the relevant government department issues further information through books of guidance or codes of practice. These documents do not have the same force as primary legislation, but they are described as statutory. Sometimes this statutory guidance is called a Code of Practice. It is required that local authorities or relevant organisations follow the details of statutory guidance or a code. Some good practice guidance is recommended, meaning that the associated government department strongly advises that the suggestions and examples are followed. These distinctions matter because it is not good professional practice to tell others that something is ‘the law’ or ‘we are legally obliged to…’ when that statement is untrue.
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What does it mean?


Primary legislation: the term used for laws that have been passed for a given country. The detail of law defines what is legally required or has been made illegal. The name of a law is given, with the date that it was passed by Parliament or Assembly.


Statutory guidance: issued by the relevant government department to explain some laws in less-legal language. Such guidance, often called a Code of Practice, describes what must be done or not done.


Good practice guidance: often issued to support professionals and organisations to put law and statutory guidance into daily practice. These publications may be ‘recommended’ by the relevant government department or ‘commended’ in a foreword by a minister.


Case law: built through court cases when individuals or organisations challenge the interpretation of a law. The legal decision at the end of the case establishes a precedent that can be used in the future.
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This section now describes the key concepts within legislation for equality and the main provisions of the laws. This information is correct to the best of my understanding, from the resources given on page 22. At no point does this chapter offer legal advice, especially if any readers face a complex decision, for instance over staffing, that rests on interpretation of legal requirements.


The Equality Act 2010


Legislation relevant to equality was initially most concerned with identifying discriminatory actions and making them unlawful. Over the final decades of the 20th century there was a significant shift towards legislation that also established an active duty to promote equality and equal treatment. Since the 1970s, laws came onto the statute books to address separate areas of equality and discrimination.


Legislation applies to all residents of the country, including children, unless a specific exclusion has been made. Respect for different cultural traditions, or a strongly held belief, never overrules the law; any exceptions have to be specified. Everyone who lives in the UK is subject to existing legislation.


The Equality Act 2010 came into force in 2011 for England, Wales and Scotland. This law brought together the existing separate laws to harmonise legislation within a single framework for equality. The Equality Act 2010 has created the Commission for Equality and Human Rights. The CEHR is the regulatory body to ensure equality, human rights and anti-discrimination within England, Wales and Scotland.


Northern Ireland


Apart from a few minor exceptions, The Equality Act 2010 does not apply to Northern Ireland. At the time of writing, this part of the UK does not have a single law for equality; legislation continues to address the separate areas.


The Equality Commission for Northern Ireland is the regulatory body for this part of the UK. The Commission oversees the implementation of key legislation on sex discrimination, race equality and disability. The Commission is also pressing for legislative reform to close the gaps in law for equality between Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK.


The Race Relations (NI) Order 1997 addresses race equality in Northern Ireland and the Order specifically included the Irish Traveller community as a racial group. Sex equality is addressed by the Sex Discrimination (Northern Ireland) Order 1976. The Equality (Disability etc.) (Northern Ireland) Order 2000 expanded the duties and powers of the Equality Commission to be much more active in promoting equalisation of opportunities for disabled people in Northern Ireland. The Special Educational Needs and Disability Order 2005 (SENDO) aimed to give full rights to mainstream education for disabled children.
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