
BEING BLACK IS NOT A RISK FACTOR: Statistics and Strengths-Based Solutions in the State of Pennsylvania

4

DISRUPTING DANGEROUS 
NARRATIVES IN EARLY 
CHILDHOOD EDUCATION: 
Being Black is Not a Risk Factor 

LORI DELALE-O’CONNOR, PH.D.
Research Assistant Professor

H. RICHARD MILNER, PH.D.
Director, Center for Urban Education 
University of Pittsburgh

INTRODUCTION

In this essay, we attempt to disrupt a pervasive, “dangerous” narrative that 
suggests that race does not matter and is inconsequential in early childhood 
education. Rather, we stress that it is essential for us to understand race and racial 
identity among young children in order to better serve them effectively. Indeed, 
there is evidence that has shown racial identity is strongly linked with academic 
achievement.1 From the Clark “doll tests” of the 1940s to studies showing that 
infants prefer similar “same race” faces, we know that young children are aware of 
and react to racial differences.2,3,4,5 Moreover, as educators, parents and advocates 
of young children, we also see and hear it in their actions and interactions. 
Ethnographic accounts have shown that young children (2.5 to 3 years old) are 
aware of and may even “hide” racial comments and actions from adults.6 Yet, early 
childhood educators may shy away from centralizing race and adopt a colorblind 
approach to avoid “exposing” young children to what they may perceive as  
adult issues.7,8 

When educators adopt colorblind approaches in their work, they ignore racial 
differences and invalidate who Black children are and can be. We live in a multi-
racial society, and matters of race filter down to even the youngest members. 
But why do adults tend to avoid deepening their knowledge and skill to respond 
to issues of race with young children? Early childhood and elementary years 
offer opportunities for interventions to address racism, as well as to build a solid 

foundation for positive racial identity development.9,10,11 As such, we stress that 
educators who work with young Black children need to convey to them that 
#BlackLivesMatter and that being Black is not a “risk factor” for failure. Educators 
should help tear down negative stereotypes about Black children and  
their families. 

Despite its attempt to be “neutral,” adopting a colorblind approach treats the 
acknowledgment of racial differences as something negative.12,13, Too often, 
however, early childhood and elementary educators—including teachers, leaders 
and staff—are not trained to talk about or include race in their classrooms. They 
adopt this colorblind approach because they don’t know what else to do.14 Here, 
we provide a brief overview of the ways in which race matters in early childhood 
and elementary classrooms and offer recommendations for educators to adopt 
positive, race-conscious approaches in their schools and classrooms. 

HOW DOES RACE MATTER FOR THE EARLY AND  
ELEMENTARY CLASSROOM? 

Racial differences play a role in early childhood settings in the ways that children 
are socialized, disciplined and evaluated in classrooms and informal settings. 
For example, we know that the disciplinary disparities between Black and White 
children start as early as pre-K—with African American pre-K students comprising 
48% of those suspended more than once even though African Americans are only 
18% of the pre-K population.15 The most recent data from the Commonwealth of 

It is critical that educators recognize the 
various range of assets that Black families 
and children bring to the classroom, 
as well as potential differences in 
engagement and connections that draw 
from these assets and differences.
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Educators must ask important questions about their own racial identity, privileges, 
and power. For instance, how do educators’ own racial identity influence the ways 
in which they understand and interpret referral decisions of their students? 

Make connections and recognize the strengths and assets of Black families 
and the Black community—Black children’s primary support systems—their 
families—can be devalued and excluded (both unintentionally and not) by the 
formal education system.22,23,24 It is critical that educators recognize the various 
range of assets that Black families and children bring to the classroom, as well as 
potential differences in engagement style, and create opportunities for building 
engagement and connections that draw from these assets and differences.25 In 
particular, studies have shown that Black families who demonstrate strong familial/
kin support—extended beyond the nuclear family to include both extended family 
and community—are more likely to engage in home-based teaching/learning and 
to demonstrate support for racial awareness and positive racial development.26 
These are strengths that can benefit both the classroom and individual child 
development.

Building a strong pipeline—In addition to districts, schools and individuals 
taking the steps described above to support educators already in the classroom, 
it is essential to build a strong pipeline of future educators with the knowledge, 
skills, and abilities to successfully nurture Black children. Building a Black teacher 
pipeline means that we are working deliberately to recruit and retain more Black 
teachers and teachers of color. The most recently available data indicate that in 
the 2011-2012 school year, just under 16% of the United States’ (U.S.) student 
population identified as Black/African American; in that same year, 7% of the U.S. 
teaching force identified as Black/African American. Similarly, in Pennsylvania, just 
over 15% of the student population identified as Black/African American, while 
just 2% of the teaching population did the same.27 Literature demonstrates that 
teachers of color provide strong role models for students and are able to draw 
from similar lived experience.28 However, being the same race does not mean 
a teacher and student will automatically connect, or that race and equity will 
automatically become part of the classroom.29,30 All pre-service teachers need to have 
diverse opportunities and experiences during their practicum and pre-placement 
training. Seeing a range of settings and student development while engaging in 
a supportive, race-conscious educator preparation program could contribute to 
equipping teachers with professional competencies needed to better serve Black 
children and families.31 

Pennsylvania mirrors these trends for Black children across the K-12 landscape 
(See Table 1). Black students made up just over 15% of the school population in 
Pennsylvania in the 2011-2012 school year; in that same year, they received 27% to 
nearly 43% of various disciplinary actions. 

To be clear, when educators are not committed to understanding race, they may 
miss opportunities to respond to these unfortunate disciplinary realities that leave 
Black students excluded from the learning environment. In addition to the direct 
relationship between disciplinary actions and the school to prison pipeline,16,17,18  
we also know that these interactions inform the ways that children feel about 
themselves, as well as their academic and developmental outcomes.19 Across the 
literature, we see support for the importance of developing positive racial identity early 
in life. These outcomes are, in part, connected to the instruction and interaction 
that children receive in their early childhood classrooms. 

HOW CAN EARLY CHILDHOOD AND ELEMENTARY EDUCATORS 
ACKNOWLEDGE RACE AND ADOPT RACE-CONSCIOUS PRACTICES? 

Be aware of racial biases and the “hidden” curriculum in your school and 
classroom—We know it is differential treatment (rather than different behaviors) 
that results in the disproportionate disciplinary referral of Black students.20,21 

Awareness of one’s biases, as well as the ways in which racism is institutionalized 
and manifest in our schools, is a critical step for all educators. Developing lenses to 
understand bias begins with critical self-reflection among educators themselves. 

TABLE 1. Percentage of African American public school students in 
Pennsylvania receiving disciplinary actions  (2011-12)

DISCIPLINARY ACTION

PERCENTAGE OF K-12 BLACK/AFRICAN 
AMERICAN STUDENTS RECEIVING 

DISCIPLINARY ACTION

Corporal Punishment 27.4

One or More In-school Suspensions 27.1

One or More Out-of-School Suspensions 42.8

Expulsions With or Without Educational Services 37.1

Referral to Law Enforcement 28.4

School-related Arrests 38.9
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Develop and sustain professional development—Regardless of the racial 
identity of early childhood educators, supporting them with tools to help build 
strong, positive racial identity is essential. Educators need ongoing professional 
development to learn how to address issues of race with young children in 
developmentally appropriate ways. In particular, they need to develop tools and 
strategies to help all students experience learning opportunities that validate 
and confirm their existence, and the possibilities for their lives. This professional 
development must be ongoing and sustained. 

CONCLUSIONS

The education that occurs in the early childhood and elementary years is critical 
to helping both Black children and children of other races understand that 
being Black is not a “risk factor.” Educators must engage in addressing race, and 
supporting students in disrupting discourses that would suggest they are inferior. 
Otherwise, Black students internalize lies about themselves and their potential. 
The time to act is now, and the issues are pervasive. We can no longer afford to 
avoid conversations and practices that center race. Our children’s lives depend, in 
part, on our ability to be courageous enough to shift our discourses and practices 
in ways that might better support all students in realizing and reaching their full 
capacity to learn and succeed in life. 

The education that occurs in the early 
childhood and elementary years is critical 
to helping both Black children and 
children of other races understand that 
being Black is not a risk factor.




