“Finally! Jennifer Harvey provides a long-awaited and much-
needed answer to a question often posed by white antiracist
allies: How do we raise our children to be allies in the strug-
gle against racism? Raising White Kids provides practical advice
and examples for parents that are well-grounded in the schol-
arship on racial identity and racial socialization. It would be a
mistake, however, to think that this book is only for parents
of white children. It is a critical resource for educators whose
efforts to teach about racial oppression are routinely hampered
by the wide knowledge gap between white students and students
of color. Harvey helps faculty to understand why white students
often need intense remediation around issues of race and racism,
and provides both faculty and students with language and tools
to grapple with the culture shock that comes with learning about
racism for the first time.”

—Chanequa Walker-Barnes, PhD, Associate Professor of
Practical Theology, McAfee School of Theology

“Raising White Kids asks parents to reconsider the conventional
yet failed strategies of promoting colorblindness and valuing
diversity (without addressing whiteness), which prove inadequate
in the face of our racial crisis by ignoring or white-washing racial
difference. Instead, Harvey proposes a ‘race-conscious’ approach
to raising white children that helps children not only to perceive
racism in ways a colorblind approach veils but also to contest rac-
ism through directly engaging with children about race and racial
injustice—early and often. Combining research on child develop-
ment with her extensive scholarship on racial formation and prac-
tices of antiracism, Harvey has written an easily readable book
full of examples and concrete practices that helps parents give
their children the tools they need to develop 2 healthy white racial
identity. Raising White Kids is urgent, important, and practical
reading for anyone involved in the rearing of white children.”
—Dr. Kristopher Norris, Visiting Distinguished Professor of
Public Theology at Wesley Theological Seminary, Washington,
b,
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INTRODUCTION

’f
Takeaways

v We live in a society that is racially unjust, that
is deeply segregated, and that privileges our
(white) racial group. But we can teach our kids
a commitment to equity and social justice,

v We know that teaching children to be color-
blind or to value diversity is an inadequate
strategy.

v Racial development is no different than physi-
cal, intellectual, or emotional development,

v Race-conscious parenting means talking about
race—and racism—early and often in our chil-
dren’s lives.

v Developing antiracism in our kids, and living
it ourselves, is a central commitment in what
it means to raise healthy white children in a
racially unjust America.
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CHAPTER

From Color-Blindness to
Race-Conscious Parenting

“Tve always taught my children to treat everyone with kindness
and fairness no matter who they are or what their circum-
stances and my kids do have friends of a lot of different races
and from different cultures, They never seemed to notice or
care what race someone was, until they came home from school
after Martin Luther King Jr. Day last year. Then, 4l of a sud-
den, they were talking about people’s race all the time, saying
things like ‘Our friend Joe. .. he's Black, right?” And I felt like
they actually might have been better off without that celebra-
tion. Because I really don’t think its good for them to focus on

peaples race and put them in boxes! st that the opposite of

what we should be trying to do?”

The concern this mother is expressing is not an uncommon

one among white parents. Her suspicion about the move in
school to emphasize difference comes from her sense that a color-

blind approach might better support harmonious relationships
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among racially diverse children than an approach that empha-
sizes their differences and seems to put them in boxes—or even
makes them start to put one another in boxes. This mother is
not expressing resistance to difference, itself. Quite the con-
trary, she seems to value it. But she’s afraid that teaching chil-
dren to notice and name racial difference is backfiring. She
wants her children to recognize human dignity, value equality,
and embrace everyone. Rightly so!

Color-blindness became one of the most prominent ways
to approach race and difference in the United States after the
civil rights movement, The basic principles of color-blindness
include the idea that we shouldn’t notice race, should look past
race, and/or, especially, should never use race as the basis for
making decisions, policies, or judgments about people.

Such principles can obviously be used in a cynical way.
Color-blindness can be used, for example, to shut down racial
discussions before they even get started—that is, “We’re all just
human after all, so why don’t we just get over it?”

Color-blindness can also be used to short-circuit attempts
to respond to the long-term effects of racism. Namely, decade
upon decade of racist policies and practices have created
uneven playing fields. If we want to address such unevenness in
the interest of creating equity, we have no choice but to notice
race. We have to use it in some way to develop policies and

practices aimed at leveling the playing field, Granted, there are
legitimate discussions to be had in response to difficult ques-
tions and diverse perspectives on how we best do that. But
if color-blindness is invoked at the start of such inquiry, any
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sertous discussion about how to even out the field is shut down
before it can even begin,

The motivations behind color-blindness are often genuine

A . 2
nd full of good intentions, however, as is true in the case of

this mother, Indeed, color-blindness i an outgrowth of a central

moral message of the civil rights movement: we’re one huma
family and race should never cayse 4 difference in treatm :
Many of us have rightly learned, T
moreover, that assuming someone’

Color-blindness
doesn’t work for
the siiple reason

that we cannot

not see race.

race can tell you anything meaning-
ful about that person is the epitome
of racial stereotyping. So the cop-
clusion that 2 good-way to teach
our children tolerance and equality
1s to teach them to not notice or

really logical, Color-blindness see
reasoning,

to look past race is actually
ms to stand on sound mora]

g To top it all off, there js at least one more reason color-
indness can be so appealing, Many serious challenges do

. so. What does it mean
to say Jf)e 1s “Black”? Does Joe identify that way? What are
tI‘lese children assuming they know about Joe or saying aboyt
him by debating whether or not he is Black? Ob

: ' viously, it’s
a problem if white children run around loudly .

. i labeling other
children, and especially if they do so in ways that don’t fee]

good or accurate to those children so labeled,

Later in this book we’l] return and dig in to these challenges
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and explore ways race-conscious parenting helps with them.
At this point it’s important to simply be clear: to “not see” or
“not name” race is not a solution to the challenges this mother
raises, So let’s begin by understanding why color-blindness fails
if the goal is to teach white children to value everyone and
work for equity and justice, and why, in fact, color-blindness
actually causes harm to white children’s understanding of race.
After that we’ll explore some of the reasons teaching our chil-
dren to value diversity as a primary parental strategy, although
better, also falls short and what race-conscious parenting looks
like in contrast to these two approaches.

Color-Blindness Doesn’t Work

Even when the motivations are good, there are many rea-
sons to reject color-blind approaches in our parenting. First,
and most fundamentally, color-blindness doesn’t work for the
simple reason that we cannot not see race, In a society as thor-
oughly racialized as the United States, unless one has a visual
impairment it is literally impossible for any human, past their
first few months of life, to “not see” it.

Race is a social construction. This means that differences
such as skin tone, hair texture, shapes of faces, and so on don’t
have any significance or meaning in and of themselves. None
of these have any innate bearing on character traits. There is no
racial DNA. Instead, such physical attributes are given mean-
ing by society through a whole array of social practices.

Before going any further, let me emphasize a very important
point. Even though it has no innate meaning, because race is
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given meaning—it has been and continues to be constructed—
it is real. Sometimes realizing race is not biological leads people
to conclude that race is only an illusion. Couldn’t we get rid of
some of the challenges it creates by just ignoring it?

But constructed realities are real and cannot be ignored.
My house is constructed. Just because it was built at some
point doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. In fact, every time it rains ‘
I'am especially aware that my house exists and am gratefu] it
does. Further, my house could be remodeled, changed in some
fundamental way, or differently constructed. And all of these
descriptions of my house are analogous to race as well. (In fact,
the understanding that a construction s something that has
been built by people is a really helpful part of this analogy
when thinking about raising white children. Parents, teachers,
and other caregivers are part of the construction crew for chil-
dren’s embodiment of race.) -

Because race is social and human beings are deeply social
creatures, we learn to see race in and on the bodies of our-
selves and others. We also observe, internalize, and eventually
mimic the many social practices that abound in daily life that
give the physical attributes society uses to “mark” race power-
ful social meanings and effects. In the United States, the attri-
butes revolve heavily around skin color, but can also be hair, an
accent, the sound of a name, and many other overt and subtle
markers. This entire process gets underway very early in life—
much earlier than rn'any adults presume is possible.

There are thick socialization processes through which we
learn to see and feel race. This means race’s impact is much
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deeper and more encompassing than something having only to
do with how we think about difference, each other, or with what
we believe about people. In other words, race goes beyond just
our minds. The ways people of different racial groups speak
to one another, hold our bodies as we do $0, are or are not
present or represented in various physical spaces (especially in
a deeply segregated nation)—all of these are dimensions of our
social, racial experiences. Imagine how different the space of a
predominantly white church, a historically Black church, or a
church made of up Latino/a citizens or recent immigrants from
Mexico feels when one enters each of these respective spaces,
for example. Even as one can imagine the different feels of such
distinct spaces, parents need to understand that young children
pick up on and experience these differences no less than do
adults.

Within a few months of being born, babies begin to observe
and absorb, and even respond to the racial dimensions of our
society. Children continue to do so throughout their develop-
ment, day in and day out. This is true whether they are raised in
very multicultural contexts or in the whitest of spaces.

Many studies help us understand how early these observa- -

tions begin. Some studies have provided evidence that by the
age of six months babies begin to notice the physical differ-
ences that mark race. A chapter in the book NurtureShock:
New Thinking About Children reports on a number of these
studies. It shares one in which, when shown pictures of dif-
ferent faces, babies pause. Their eyes linger longer on pictures
in which the face has a different skin tone than that of their
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parents.! Other studies sy
as three months.2
ing that babies are

ggest this phenomenon starts as early
Researchers interpret the pause as indicat-

step taken after one notices

ferences are assigned meanings—negative ones. One does not

h a step, Rather, the NurtureShock

studie “chi i ici
s show that children’s brains are noticing skin color

differences and trying to understand th
to say prejudice s 2 likely develop-

mental outcome, however. Children e iy
)
neurologically predisposed to notice ~ As early as age

the physical attributes marking race five, children
are immersed in a myriad of socig] récognize that

experiences in which people who different groups
~are treated

differently.

€Ir meaning.”? It’s safe

have such attributes are constantly

treated or portrayed in particular
ways,

O engage race, navigate racially

di i i
Verse environments, and grow deep antiracist sensibilities and
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abilities. Color-blindness cannot teach children equity because
it does not line up with how their brains actually function,
They notice racial differences, and if we don’t interpret the
meaning of these differences with and for them, society will.

Because color-blindness is out of alignment with neural
development, it would fail even if the United States had no his-
tory of being racially hierarchical or white-dominated and was
not replete with legacies of hostility and tensions among racial
groups. But we do live in a society with such histories, hierar-
chy, hostilities, and tensions. Encounters among and between
people of different racial groups are almost always marked
with these tensions, even in amiable contexts, So beside the fact
that their brains notice differences, in this act of “neurological
noticing” children also take in many nuanced dimensions of
tension and racial embodiment that constantly impact interra-
cial exchanges in our society, however subtle these may seem
to adults.

Many other studies have demonstrated that the youngest
of children internalize racist perceptions of themselves and of
others.* As early as age five, children recognize that different
groups are treated differently. They understand something
about the social status of different racial groups—their own
group and others’.’

It’s pretty remarkable how astute children are and the pre-
cision with which they interpret the social meanings of race.
Other types of studies have shown that the youngest of chil-
dren begin to “play” with race as they engage one another,

Sociologists Debra Van Ausdale and Joe R. Feagin con-
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ducted a yearlong, in-depth study of a multicultyra] preschool,
Van Ausdale spent countless hours observing children’s inter-
actions with one another, In The First R: How Children Learn

Race and Racism, Van Ausdale transcribes story after story in

which children ag young as three or four, themselves of many

different racia] and ethnic identiti_es, make both subtle and
overt references to race and differenc

¢ as they play with one
another,

The children Van Ausdale observed enacted larger socia]
messages in sophisticated ways, Many of these messages adults
might assume would 80 right over their heads, To
one account, Van Ausdale transcribes an exchange among two
white girls (both aged four) and one Asiap, girl (age three) who
are playing with 4 wagon. One of the white girls is pulling the
.other two children. When the Wwagon gets stuck the Asian girl
Jumps out to help pull. The white girl responds

share just

3

“No, no. You can’t pull this wagon. Only white
Americans can pull this wagon.” Renee has her hands
on her hips and frowns at Lingmai. The Asian girl tries
again to lift the handle of the wa

Insists that only “white Americans” are permitted to do
this task,s |

Here, a four-year-old is using a construction that joins race and
perceptions of citizenship to exclude in her play. This is com-
plex understanding on display. She already knows something
about the white racial assumptions of who counts as American,

I frequently hear adults who see or hear of children acting
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in ways that look like bigotry simply conclude: “Well, obvi-
ously, they must’ve been taught this at home!” This is a tempt-
ing explanation. Shocked to hear an exchange like the one
between Renee and Lingmai, it seems clear an adult must have
said something direct for such a young child to invoke such a
blatantly racist trope. Children, we believe, are so innocent.

But there are many reasons to reject this one-dimensional
explanation. Most important, it leads us to conclude that if we
aren’t actively teaching racial bigotry at home, then our own
kids won’t fall prey to mimicking such messaging. This conclu-
sion couldn’t be further from the truth. If we believe overtly
bigoted parenting is the only or even main cause of the kind of
behavior seen in the wagon incident, we don’t appreciate how
pervasive racial messages are and how deeply observant our
children are. These messages are everywhere and our children
take it all in.

Let me share an example from the world of gender. When
my oldest daughter was four, she told me one day that she
knew “God must be a boy.” Now, I'm not only a feminist, but
[ have training in theology. | have many great arguments about
why giving God a gender—especially a male gender—is not
only not sound theology, but actually reinforces sexism. My
feminist Christian self was beyond alarmed.

But the declaration got worse. When I began to probe and
ask how she knew God was a boy, first she said something
about “God” being obviously a boy’s name. But then she said,

“God has to be a boy, because boys are better than girls!”

An outsider listening in, someone who knew nothing about
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my children or me, might understandably assume that such
a confident declaration must have been taught in our home
What four-year-old would otherwise spout such sexist non:
sense? But such a conclusion wouldn’t pe more off base, M

kids are being raised by two moms. Both of us buck mal;y o}fr
the common Stereotypes about gender. Neither of us has cop-

overtly pro-girl and antisexist in our modeling and teaching

But gender and gender messages are_everywhere

7 e So_are
face and racial messages. "

: “Generally speakin i

and 8, whites and
people of color do not occupy the same socia] space or social
Status, and this very visibje fact of American life does not g0

unnoticed by children,” for example.” This and sq many other

usions about them—cop.
e If white Americans are at the top of our
r:czcz hierarchy, bomnting out Lingmaj’s difference from me on
this front is an effective
way to make sure I get 10 b
ee

of the wagon! ) el

".I"l.le preschool where the Wwagon incident took place had an
explicitly multicultura] mission and curricylum, That doesn’t
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powerful. These transpire and impact our children well outside
of specific parental language and teachings.

Children observe the world around them so carefully. They
notice patterns. For example, they see how many places at.nd
spaces have only one racial group present in them (and whllch
racial groups are present in what kinds of places). They notice
who holds which jobs at supermarkets, restaurants, schools,
or doctors’ offices. They then generalize what they see to draw
specific (false) conclusions about why it would be that doc-
tors are white and custodians are Latino/a, or why no Black
people go to church, and on and on. If children aI‘Efl’t taug.ht
the causes of the inequity they see, explains antiracism activ-
ist Emma Redden, their observations combined with the rac-
ist messages they pick up from various forms of media lead
“them to assume then that inequality is a reflection of peo-
ple’s intelligence, capability, or skills.” Meanwhile, Redden
writes, “talking about racism is not actually ‘telling them about
something they didn’t even know existed,’ but helping them
understand what they witness, experience and/or participate
in every day.”® Direct adult intervention is necessary, then, 'to
challenge and question the conclusions children will otherwise
draw, conclusions that will reflect the broader, racist messages
that float freely throughout society. We can’t intervene if we’re
teaching color-blindness. . ‘

As psychologist Beverly Daniel Tatum, an expert in racllal
identity development, puts it, racism is like smog in the air?
We all breathe it in, every day. Our children inhale it from the
moment they are born. The examples Pve just shared from
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careful sociological and psychological studies could not make
the truth of Tatum’s claim any clearer. If it’s literally the cage

that we cannot ot see race because of our neurological wir-

¢ messages about

w breath—but we
avoid talking explicitly about differences, then we are deluding
ourselves about what the results will be,
children for the long

ing—and if children are absorbing negativ
racial differences from the moment they dra

We fail to equip our
-term in a fundamentally Important way,

As we abdicate the responsibility of specific, clear racial
teaching in our children’s lives, we step away from them at the
precise point we need to be intentionally Stepping in. Without
us, society’s deeply racist messaging and the profound racial
tensions that permeate life in the United States move in and
take over. Our children continue to develop and interpret race’s
meanings, whether or not we actively cultivate this develop-
ment. Even when they are rooted in good intentions, color-
blind parental approaches leave our childreg on their own to
just keep breathing in soclety’s “smog” without benefit of a
face mask. And the impact is serious: left untended, racialized

behaviors and perceptions of self and others that are innocent
at age three will not
twenty.

femain innocent by age ten, twelve, or

There’s another reason to reject color-blindness. Even if we
could actually choose to Dot see race, being unable to see race
renders us unable to see and address ra

ability to challenge and resist racism
it is important, then [ must utterly an

cism. If my children’s
when they encounter

d actively reject color-
blindness, Over the long-term, the only way to address and
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challenge racism is to practice and learn effective strategies for

doing so.
There are two other kickers

Generic worth sharing at this point. During

teachings like
“we’re all equal”
don’t counteract
racism.

her year spent at the preschool, Van
Ausdale discovered that the same
children playing with race also
- already knew that adults considered
‘such behavior inappropriate. Thus
they would often hide their racialized play. When the conflict
came to a head in the wagon episode, for example, what was
reported to the teacher was simply that the four-year-old girl
was “being mean.” In numerous other scenarios kids similarly
downplayed or evaded the racial nature of the meanness that
had resulted in a conflict. “Children were usually encouraged
to be ‘friends’ and to ‘work out’ their difficulties without
name-calling and anger, but [racial] details of their conflicts
were rarely offered to teachers, nor did the teachers seem to
expect such particulars.”1
This doesn’t surprise me. Children pick up on taboos very
easily and know when they are violating them. Just one incident
managed to convey to me that something was very wrong with
what J. had said to me. The power of taboos around race make
it all the more urgent that parents and teachers step in and give
children language, tools, and support to navigate the difficult
social life in which the United States places all children.
The second kicker is more counterintuitive. Teachings such
as “we’re all the same inside” or “we’re all equal” do not serve
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our childrep any better

she wanted her
this js precisely what she

S, I would firg; res
hildren tog » pond

‘was calling for. T 4 of these desire
“Yes! I want that for my ¢

But numeroyg studies
ngs like “we’re 4] equal”
18 that such teachings

“repeatedly told her five-year-
equal.’ She thought she was getti
after seyen months of this, h
“equal” mean;’ »12

often say to my college students, «
core, But have you ever met anoth
10 gender, no Sex, no class,

0. “That’s riehs »
hat’s right,” | respond, “the only Way we show that
we
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actually respect our shared humanity, is by taking people’s spe-
cific, diverse experiences of their humanity very seriously.”

We’ve got to do the same with our kids, If we want children
who value everyone, and who deeply and authentically under-
stand we’re all part of shared humanity, if we want them to
actually live in ways that help to realize equity, the only route
Is to consciously and explicitly teach them about difference!

Color-Blindness Causes Harm

I hope it is clear by this point why color-blindness fails
as a parenting strategy. Before moving on, I want to take the
case against color-blindness one step further. Color-blindness
doesn’t simply not work, it is actually harmful to our children,
It damages their ability to embrace equity.

Color-blind teaching presents as an aspiration (“don’t see
it!”) a charge that is fundamentally out of synch with their
daily experience (“I see it everywhere!”). In doing so, it actively
distorts children’s engagement with and interpretation of real-
ity. When we teach an approach to race that fundamentally
clashes with children’s actual experiences and emerging knowl-
edge, we are active participants in this distortion.

Imagine the long-term impact if a parent or teacher repeat-
edly insisted to a child that he should call the sky green, as the
child is meanwhile learning his colors, pointing at the sky, and
saying blue! “No,” says the caregiver, “that’s green,” It’s not dif-
ficult to imagine the intellectual distortion and confusion that
would emerge out of such a contradictory toggle between the
child’s experience and adult response. Neither is it difficult to
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The cognitive dissonance of color-
but disable oyr children’s attempts to py
meaningfy] language and develop concepts that resonate with
something resembling reality, On jts own, this dissonancheﬂ is
darnaging. But the consequences to the parent-

blindness cannot help
t their experiences into

child relation-
€ meaningful parent-chilg dia-

parent is not being truthful,

A second harm of color-blind teaching comes i regard to

the impact of white children’ relationships with children of

color-blind messaging,

Race and racigm matter in the lives of childfén
they are recognized by such children g mattering
profound Wways. This recognition happens early. On

of color, and ;i
in deep and/
top of that,
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explicitly and in age-appropriate ways about the many ways
race matters in their lives,!3
As children of color develop and learn the ways race mat-

ters while white children are left alone to internalize racism

or taught to actively ignore race, the possibility of meaning-

ful friendships and connections between children of different

races becomes more remote. Many observers have noted that

elementary-age children in racially diverse settings play con-

tentedly across racial lines, By middle school these same chil-

dren start to self-segregare.” Interracial friendships among
adolescents are exceedingly rare. If you account for all other
variables (for example, different demographics in a school
setting), youth are almost twice as likely to form a same-race
friendship than an interracial one.1s

There are many reasons for these dynamics. For example,

adolescents go through all kinds of new, personal self-identity
explorations that impact interracial friendships. Many teenag-
ers, of various racial identities, begin to explore their individ-
ual relationship with their “own” racial group.’¢ And the racial
dynamics that exist in many school environments (between
teachers and administrators, and students) in the United States
have an effect on kids’ friendships, as well."” But aside from all
of this, it also stands to reason that if white children become
increasingly unable to identify with, to understand, or even
begin to actively deny what becomes for children of color a
deep and formative dimension of daily life experience, authen-
tic meaningful friendships across racial lines would be very
difficult,
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A third harm of color-blindness ig most directly antithet.

ical to the goal of raising healthy whyjte children, There jg an

amental message on which colop-

blindness rests—whether we realize
Bl

It or not—that there js something
wrong with color. Race-conscious

Consider the moments in which parenting is
white children are taught to not . brot?d 2d
. roac Ive wg
notice race. These are almost P Ty Y
ost always | of thinking

moments in which a white child
hears that it ot good to notice the
race of a person of color. It is rare-
to-never that children are told not

about how we
€ngage race with
our children,

as each other, dop’t notice”

Is actually received by kidg ag it
doesn’t matter that that pers

on is Black or Latino/a, we should
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like that person amyway.” The implication is that blackness or
brownness is somehow undesirable or shameful. It shouldn’t
be held against the person. And, more subtly, we white people
are somehow doing well and being kind by not noticing that
difference.

Race matters everywhere one turns in our society., Thus,
color-blindness can only mislead and present children with a
false view of reality, Even if it is used as an aspirational mes-
sage, color-blind teachings backfire badly, They convey to chil-
dren that something is wrong with people of color, ask them
to ignore their own observations, and fail to support them in
developing language for their own experiences, thus actively
impeding a crucial area of their moral and social development.

What is Race-Conscious Parenting?

Race-conscious parenting is an approach that insists on
noticing and naming race early and often. Being race conscious
means thinking about, talking about, acting in response to the
recognition (or consciousness) of race. It means noticing race,
seeing race, and admitting that we do so in direct and overt
ways, This approach stands in dramatic and stark contrast to
color-blindness.

Race-conscious parenting is a broad and proactive way
of thinking about how we engage race with our children, and
teach and live out antiracist commitments with them on a reg-
ular, day-to-day basis. This broad approach rests on particular
understandings about what race is, and how it is communj-
cated and experienced that will be taken up throughout this

42

From COLOR-BL!NDNESS TO RACE-CONSCIOUS ParenTING

entire book. But in addition to this big picture, race

| -conscious
parenting also enables particular responses and p

To make this concrete right away,
contrast between the behaviors to whic
VErsus a race-conscious response lead
ples many parents of white chil

I’d like to illustrate the
h a color-blind response
. Let’s take two exarn-

daughter,

Example 1: A parent is out grocery shopping with his three.
year-old. His white child sees an African American person in

the same aisle. She points and says, “Look that woman’s

7 quickly shushes the chilg
and whisks her away from the encounter.

brown skin.” The embarrassed fathe

Example 2: One day at school my six-year-old pointed at 4
Black student who looked to be a couple of years older than

she, who was standing at her locker putting away her back.-
pack. “Look,” she pointed, “that kid looks like A. [my daughter

cousin, who also happens to be Black]!” I froze,

Can you Imagine yourself in ejther of these scenarios?
Just as in the case of Ms. B. and two six-year-olds outside 5
bathroom talking about starting a white ¢

white children can fail to appreciate how
of these scenes would evoke. The anxiety

lub, few parents of
much anxiety either
here is not triggered
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by the pointing alone. Children do rude things all the time and,
as parents, we know it’s simply part of our job to teach them
otherwise. The anxiety has everything to do with the racial
dimension of these encounters.

But even though they are understandable given the anxiety
evoked by each situation, the shushing and whisking in the gro-
cery store causes a huge problem. These are enacted versions
of “be color-blind” or “don’t notice!” Ir’s not difficult to see
how shushing and whisking this child away, especially if this
parent fails to have a follow-up conversation that specifically
addresses the racial dimensions of this exchange, will almost
surely be understood by the child as noticing race is bad. Even
telling this child generically “it’s rude to point” won’t cut it in
terms of interrupting that conclusion,

More alarming, the child is likely to infer there’s something
wrong with racial difference itself and with blackness specifi-
cally. (Again, it’s unlikely a white child is ever going to point like
this at a white person, so she’s not going to get messages that
there’s something wrong with white.) This learning that some-
thing is wrong with blackness may be so subtle it’s indiscern-
ible at first. And it might not happen in just this one moment
of encounter. But over time, when coupled with more overt
teachings of color-blindness, it will become very powerful.

Of course, the solution here is obviously not to allow this
young child to continue to point at people of color! But at this
point, a race-conscious parental approach offers a really different
set of assumptions, asks a different set of questions, and moves
toward different kinds of reactions than a color-blind approach.
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First, we have already rejected the notion that children
should not notice or observe race—even if they could do so. So
even while we need to support them in growing their abilities
to discuss race aloud, we do not assume a three-year-old should
not have made this remark. Instead, the starting assumption s
that what this three-year-old did was 4 deuelopmentally normal
activity, Our task as a parent, then, is both to support our.cnild
In engaging in a more appropriate manner but to do so while
simultaneously affirming and encouraging the fact that she is
noticing race and giving her a positive description of difference,

In short, the noticing itself needs to be affirmed, sup-
ported—even celebrated! The awkward and Inappropriate—
but utterly age-appropriate—parts of this scene need to be
redirected,

S0 what could that look like in this uncomfortable moment?
Well, a race-conscious parental response to the grocery store
€ncounter is going to consider first whether the woman saw
and heard the child, If she did, minimally, a response to the
child within earshot of the woman is appropriate and neces-
sary. This response might go something like this, “Honey, it’s
not polite to point at people. But, yes, that woman’s skin is a
beautiful shade of brown,” Depending on the situation, a turn
to directly address the adult who has been pointed at might be
appropriate as well. :

Right off the bat this response takes the child and her devel-
opmental state seriously. It responds without further loading
the moment just because it happens to be about race. Race is
loaded for both adults in this scenario but s not, yet, for this
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three-year-old. This response treats this moment no differently
than it would treat other moments of pointing (namely, point-
ing is rude).

This response also treats the woman being pointed at with
the respect she deserves. That is treatment the white tendency
to avert the eyes and rush away from uncomfortable situations
simply does not offer. Besides giving this woman her due, such
a response also models for the child a critical nonverbal teach-
ing: direct engagement of other people if, or when, we have
been disrespectful (even unintentionally) is no less appropriate
in racially fraught situations than it is in any other situation.
The proposed response I describe here is the equivalent of mak-
ing a child who forgets to say thank you go back and do so.

There is no doubt an encounter like this remains awkward.
It may or may not bother the person at whom your child has
pointed. You may not ever even know, Everyone is different.
The best we can do as a parent in this moment is to know and
accept that and to assume that our public and visible attempt—
because the pointing was public and visible—to positively
characterize dark skin and teach our child about the impor-
tance of being polite to others is required. This remains the case
whether or not the woman was bothered,

It’s worth noting that when we as adults commit to daily
living out our belief that we should notice race and teach our
children to do so, we become better equipped to respond well in
challenging situations. Part of the discomfort of this situation
is that white adults tend to have little daily practice in talking

about and responding to race; race feels loaded for us because
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we don’t engage it directly as often as we should. When we do

so with regularity, even if they remain awkward, moments like

less anxiety, Racia] tensions and challenges
are real because we are all impacted, and oyr re

these cause much
' lationships are
all impacted, by the racially fraught context in which we live,
ngage, the more we develop emotiona] intel-

ncy for navigating the many racial tensions
and challenges that exist in our worlds,

ligence and resilie
A second point js worth noting here a9 well. Early and

Ppen in the first place, For
example, a three-year-old who already has lots of div

her life, diversity cultivated in intentional ways (
reality that the organization of US society leaves s

ersity in
despite the

: ren less likely to be surprised by
difference—is a case for pursuing race-conscious parenting

But there’s an additional gain here, one that might be more
unexpected. The more equipped we are a5 barents, because we
ourselves talk about and éngage race in our own lives, the less
likely we are to impose adult anxiety onto our children, The less
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we impose anxiety on our children, the greater the likelihood
that our responses to them will invite and open up conversa-
tions with them, rather than closing them down. And when that
happens, sometimes we’re going to be happily surprised to find
ourselves learning things from our kids or having conversations
with them we wouldn’t have anticipated. To put it differently,
it’s been my experience that when I’ve managed my own anx-
iety and been therefore able to respond more openly, I often
discover some of my anxiety was unfounded to begin with.

Remember? First I froze as [ heard my own child (example

two, above) seem to enact the worst version of “white child
points at and speaks about a black or brown person.” Even
worse in this scenario, I heard her seem to (loudly) prove the
stereotype that white people think all Black people look alike.
After I froze I tried consciously to relax and take a deep breath.

“Really?” I said to my daughter (not sure if the other stu-
dent heard her or not). “In what way does that girl look like
A.2” “Her hair!” my daughter responded. “Her hair is just like
A’s hair” And, indeed, it was similar. The girl had dreadlocks;
dreadlocks that looked much like cousin A.’s dreadlocks.

“You’re right!” I said. “Her hair looks a lot like A.’s. But
remember honey, it’s not nice to point.”

Was my response a perfect response? No. Could it have
backfired? Yes—in so many ways. My daughter might have
doubled down and said, “Her skin is dark like A.’s.” The child
to whom she was responding might have heard her. And if
these things had happened, T would have addressed my daugh-
ter directly and also made sure the other child overheard me
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contexts, Some of us talk with our children about how won-
derful our differences are. Others of us may seek to put our
children in diverse settings early in life. I have heard many par-
ents, including my own, for example, explain they chose public
schools for their kids because they wanted their children to
learn in diverse contexts.

This posture of valuing diversity is much improved over
color-blindness. In fact, this was the kind of approach taken
in the preschool about which I have written. Diversity as a
framework avowedly “notices difference.” This is highly
important, But many approaches to diversity are insufficient.
These insufficiencies can backfire in ways that leave white
youth little more equipped in racial
environments than color-blindness

White people leaves them. When they do backfire
receive benefits, it causes great harm to the children
protections, or youth of color with whom white

and pr ivi_lege in youth are in relationships or shared

systematic ways

while children of
color do not.

educational contexts.

To put it in stark terms: without
a carefully cultivated race-conscious
approach to being white, valuing
diversity doesn’t offer white children anything positive to claim
or hold on to. The things white children might be able to pos-

| itively claim as unique to whiteness come out of privilege and
injustice—so I'm not talking about encouraging kids to hold

on to these things!
The challenge of living in a white racial hierarchy, as
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opposed to just a diverse soci

ing difference would be sufficient,

S i 3 (17 2
aying we’re al] “just different, let’s celebrate” would be great

that are unique and specific to parenting whj

te children,
For example, the racial identity white

V.C/hat we need to teach white children is
Consider this exam

beautifyl1”

g complicated,
ple by thinking about the phrase “Black is

When I ask my college students what they would

probably sup.-
“White ig beautifult”
different reaction, A

portive. In dramatic contrast the phrage
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group of white students carrying such a sign evokes a fear of
white supremacy.

The point of this example is not that it should be okay for
white students to carry “White is beautiful” signs, My students
are nervous about this for good reason! The point is that the
dramatic contrast in these seemingly parallel accounts exposes
the limits of teaching our kids to value diversity. Teaching kids
to value diversity, on its own, doesn’t capture the whole truth
about our racial, social life. It doesn’t include attention to the
fact that white racial domination is the norm in our society,
It certainly doesn’t equip us to challenge that norm, When we
present valuing diversity as the primary or only response to
difference, then, we still set white children up for failure.

Being white and committed to equality is complicated in a
racial hierarchy. Adults in significant caregiving relationships
with kids must figure out how to help them understand and
navigate this difficult juxtaposition.

Another way in which diversity fails to offer parents and
white children what we need in order to journey toward racial
health is a direct outgrowth of this dilemma. When we talk
about valuing diversity we are often thinking about learning
from our different histories and cultures. But if one is commit-
ted to truthfully talking about history and culture, this posture
does not go very far in terms of the white racial experience, For
example, children of color have freedom fighters we can point
to and teach about when the agenda is diversity, If you ask chil-
dren of color about their culture they usually have something
to share and discuss. But the reality of white racial history is
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that white people do not really have “white” histories we can
celebrate. Ask any white US American (who is not commit-
ted to white supremacy) to talk about white culture and we
stumble. White cannot be celebrated in the same way Black
or Latino/a can. Our work to value diversity does not admit
and wrestle with this problem. But white children experience
this problem as they grow (we’ll look more closely at how this
plays out in older kids in chapter &),

If we do not explicitly work with white children and youth
to understand how they fit in to diversity frameworks, with
specific attention to their identity as white people, they are yul-
nerable to becoming deeply disaffected from and disengaged
with diversity, In fact, it may be counterintuitive, but the more
diverse the context and the fmore pronounced the emphasis on
diversity, the more disaffected white kids may become, as they
lack support for navigating their white social position.

This specific problem, along with responses for it, will be
explored in detail later in this book. Here it suffices to be clear
that diversity is leaps and bounds better than color-blindness,
But if it is not utilized in 4 manner that enables white youth to
find a positive route through which they, as whites, can authen-
tically connect or contribyte to diversity and to building a just
racial present and future, it is not enough,

Race-Conscious Parenting, Some Baéic Principles

Race-conscious parenting rests on a number of principles
It goes beyond naming difference and engages with children
about the ways difference impacts our experiences.
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Race-conscious parenting goes deeper than a commitment
to introducing different-colored dolls and toys, reading books
at early developmental stages in which diversity is reflected, or
participating in multicultural playgroups and schooling. Race-
conscious parenting certainly affirms and includes these strate-
gies. But such parenting involves parents (and teachers) seeking
out—sometimes even creating—opportunities to address not
just race and difference but also racism—proactively and on
a regular basis. It also distinctly shapes the kinds of responses
adults might make when race and racism are “in the room”
in situations that were unanticipated. It actively models and
teaches the importance of work against racism and for racial
justice.

By explicitly engaging the racial dimensions of experiences,
spaces and places, and relationships, and by addressing these
in age-appropriate ways, race-conscious parenting conducts a
deep reading of the actual racial environment. It is able there-
fore to respond to children’s actual experiences, not the racial
experiences we wish they were having, It also teaches children
as they develop and grow to be able to do the same.

Consider this example. As noted above, many Black chil-
dren are taught by their parents that they must behave in cer-
tain ways around police officers—that is a much more complex
discourse than “police officers are safe.” If my white daughter
is only taught that police are safe, her relationship with her
Black cousin, who is (necessarily) being taught that police are
complicated, is directly and negatively impacted. The depth and
authenticity of that relationship will erode over time. Moreover,
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her actual racial experience—one in which she will pick up on
the many social cues that reveal the truth that police are much
more dangerous to some people than others—is ignored.

In contrast, a race-conscious approach assumes my white
daughter needs to and can be taught about this dimension of
the experience of African Americans, She must learn, just as
does her cousin, about the complexities of police~civilian rela-
tionships. Such learning is critical in support of her ability to
develop deep and sustaining individual interracial relationships
both in her present and in her future. It also starts her early in
the long, complex learning she needs to be able to locate her-
self in US social structures as a white person. And it builds her
own capacity for acting with agency as an advocate for a just,
egalitarian, and genuinely diverse society.

Assuming my white eight-year-old needs to have some
version of “the talk” (tailored to her specific experience) as
does a Black eight-year-old obviously takes us well beyond an
approach to race that ends with “embrace and celebrate your
cousin’s blackness as just as beautiful as your whiteness!” I do
want my children to celebrate the blackness of their loved ones.
But I also want them to know that society, as a whole, does not.
And I want my children to learn that thejr whiteness needs to
make them conscious of the work required to be active anti-
racist partners with their beloveds in surviving and challenging
such realities.

This basic orientation I am describing here, of course, raises
many difficult questions. Figuring out when and how to teach
a five-year-old about police killings of Black men, for example,
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is difficult. Subsequent chapters will explore the complexities
we face when teaching about injustice. But the reality is that
these questions are not new. Parents of children of color have
always asked these questions. Nor are these questions unique.
It’s not easier for a parent of an African American child to have
“the talk” than it is for a white parents. Parents of children of
color are only better at it because they have long been doing it.
Those of us who are parents of white children are simply
further behind. We have yet to directly face the challenges of
talking about race and justice with our children and to develop
strong parental strategies. We have yet to cultivate a basic tool
kit and set of age-appropriate frameworks for addressing the
specific ways these same issues play out with children who are
white. But knowing that we must and, more important, that we
can nurture our children’s capacity to function in racially com-
plex, tense, and difficult environments is an essential starting
point. Committing to such nurture is critical for enabling our
children to constructively address and respond to those envi-
ronments both now and as they develop and grow.
Race-conscious parenting engages in honest dialogue about
the inherited experience of being white, as well as the history of
whiteness. It is attentive to the developmental needs of white

children. This is not a “white people are bad” approach to
parenting. Rather, by responding to children’s actual environ-
ments, race-conscious parenting teaches advocacy and anti-
racism combined with the values of equality and justice. Thus,
even as white children are parented to take seriously the ways
their location in a white racial hierarchy privileges them, it sup—'_;
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ports their growth into a sensibility that helps them navigate
this with antiracist commitment. It

' models for them the reality
that a commitment to equality and

. justice as a white person is
not only viable but deeply empowering,

So these are the basic assumptions. When it comes to par-
enting white children for racial justice, there are many unan-
swered questions. There are also many questions jn regard to
which there are few clear-cut right and wrong answers. Ever
child is different. Each family is different. Byt in much o.f wha}tr
follows, examples and possibilities, questions and exploratory
responses to these questions, will be laid o
as a guide is to be part of an em
place among parents of white child
a generation of equity, justice
and equipped then were mos
by well-intentioned parents

ut. My commitment
erging conversation taking
ren who are seeking to raise
-committed children far more able
t of us—despite having been raiged
—currently reading this book.
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v Children notice racial differences and pick
up on individual and structural racism from
young ages.

v We need to proactively interpret the meaning
of racial differences for our children or they
will simply absorb the negative messages
about race and people of color that pervade
our society. Telling children to not notice
race or that race doesn’t matter actively dis-
torts their interpretation of reality.
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