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Ethnic-racial socialisation is broadly described as processes by which
both minority and majority children and young people learn about and
negotiate racial, ethnic and cultural diversity. This article extends the
existing ethnic-racial socialisation literature in three significant ways:
(1) it explores ways children make sense of their experiences of racial
and ethnic diversity and racism; (2) it considers ways children identify
racism and make distinctions between racism and racialisation; and
(3) it examines teacher and parent ethnic-racial socialisation messages
about race, ethnicity and racism with children. This research is based on
classroom observations, semi-structured interviews and focus groups
with teachers, parents and students aged 8-12years attending four
Australian metropolitan primary schools. The findings reveal that both
teachers and parents tended to discuss racism reactively rather than pro-
actively. The extent to which racism was discussed in classroom settings
depended on: teachers’ personal and professional capability; awareness
of racism and its perceived relevance based on student and community
experiences; and whether they felt supported in the broader school and
community context. For parents, key drivers for talking about racism
were their children’s experiences and racial issues reported in the media.
For both parents and teachers, a key issue in these discussions was
determining whether something constituted either racism or racialisation.
Strategies on how ethnic-racial socialisation within the school system
can be improved are discussed.

Keywords: racism; racialisation; ethnic-racial socialisation; children;
teachers

Introduction

Well that is racism, I mean you are not born being racist are you? So that is
something being passed on. (LPS Parent FG, 29/3/12)
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As illustrated by the above statement made by a parent in this study,
attitudes toward racial, ethnic and cultural diversity, including racist atti-
tudes, are developed through complex ethnic-racial socialisation processes.
Ethnic-racial socialisation refers to the processes by which children and
young people learn about racial, ethnic and cultural diversity and includes
verbal and non-verbal messages and behaviours about group membership
and identity, social stratification and intergroup and intragroup relations.
Research shows prejudice begins around three to six years of age when chil-
dren’s social cognitive ability is developing (Aboud et al. 2012). Children
tend to show the greatest explicit levels of prejudice between four and seven
years, followed by reduced prejudice after age seven (Raabe and Beelmann
2011). Thus it would appear that from an early age, children not only recog-
nise race but are also socialised to form particular attitudes about themselves
and people from different racial/ethnic backgrounds (Boutte, Lopez-Robertson,
and Powers-Costello 2011). However, research on the actual messages that
parents and teachers use to discuss race and racism with children, and
children’s readiness to understand these messages, is scarce. Additionally, there
is very little research about how children and young people identify racism and
conceptualise differences between racism and racialisation. The current study
will aim to address this empirical gap by examining ways primary school
children think about race and racism as well as how parents and teachers
talk about these issues with them.

As the concepts of racism and racialisation form a focal part of this
study, some clarification is needed. Racism refers to the ways in which
avoidable and unfair inequalities are perpetuated based on racial, ethnic, cul-
tural and religious characteristics at interpersonal, institutional and societal
levels (Berman and Paradies 2010). In contrast, racialisation refers to the
processes by which racial characteristics become meaningful in different
social situations (Delgado and Stefancic 2001). Due to conceptual ambigui-
ties and contextual specificities framing race-based speech and behaviours
(Walton, Priest, and Paradies 2013a), racialisation is often conflated with
racism, thus resulting in the belief that any mention of race is racist. This is
often exacerbated by a widespread belief in colour-blindness, which claims
to not notice or ‘see’ race or racial differences (Apfelbaum, Norton and
Sommers 2012). These tensions can be understood in the context of post-
racialism or the belief in a society that has overcome race-based discrimina-
tion, rendering race an irrelevant factor when considering social inequity
(Ono 2010). Related to colour-blindness and post-racialism are the concepts
of ‘racelessness’ (Kempf 2012) and ‘colourmute’ (Pollock 2004). Based on
research among Cuban teachers at a school in Havana, ‘racelessness’ can be
understood as a ‘strategic anti-racist stance’ and a marker of a progressive
society in which everyone is equal and race and racism are relics of the past
(Kempf 2012, 263). ‘Colourmute’ refers to a process in which race-talk is
actively silenced or removed in social interactions or written documents
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(Pollock 2004). Both colourmuteness and racelessness draw on notions of
colour-blindness but for different purposes. Paradoxically, to be ‘colour-
mute’ is to recognise racial difference in order to actively remove mention
of it, while ‘racelessness’ denies racial difference from the outset and aligns
more closely with post-racial approaches in which race no longer matters.

Although research evidence demonstrates that children notice and attach
meaning to racial differences from an early age, there is a paucity of evi-
dence examining how children understand and identify racism. A recent
review identified few qualitative studies that examine how young children
learn about race and racism through their experiences of ethnic-racial social-
isation with peers and adults (Una Qualitative Methods Learning Group
2010). Of existing studies, those using semi-structured, informal and open-
ended interviews or group discussions, rather than structured interview or
assessment tools, have predominantly focused on children’s racial attitudes,
as well as their own perceived racial and ethnic identity (Una Qualitative
Methods Learning Group 2010). Other studies have examined children’s
perspectives and experiences of racism and interethnic/interracial friendships
(Jaasma 2001; Pica-Smith 2009). However, there are few qualitative studies
examining how children negotiate and conceptualise their understandings of
race and racism or how they make sense of messages about race/ethnicity,
racism, and racial/ethnic diversity. One qualitative study that did examine
children’s understanding of these issues found that seven- to 12-year-old
Greek-Cypriot children (i.e., the majority group) did not think racism and
nationalism were issues at their school whereas Turkish-speaking children
(i.e., the minority group) identified many examples of everyday racism and
nationalistic behaviours at the same school (Zembylas 2010, 318). Clearly,
more qualitative research is needed before one can conclude that these dif-
ferences in minority and majority children’s perceptions of racism generalise
to other cultural contexts.

Adults are critical influences on children’s understandings of themselves
and their worlds, through both implicit and explicit socialisation processes.
In particular, parents play a pivotal role in young children’s ethnic-racial
socialisation, and are key influences on children’s development of ethnic
identity, intergroup attitudes and behaviours as well as understandings and
responses to racial and ethnic diversity and racism (Priest et al. 2014). As
children reach school age, teachers and the classroom also become signifi-
cant sources of influence on children’s ethnic-racial understandings (Paluck
and Green 2009; Smith, Atkins, and Connell 2003). There are a number of
situational and developmental factors that contribute to teachers’ influence
on children at this age. Brown and Bigler (2005) found that children’s per-
ceptions of racism in the school classroom were influenced by: (1) situa-
tional cues, such as a teacher of a particular race/ethnicity consistently
‘favouring/ignoring’ a student in class because of their race/ethnicity; (2)
their social cognitive abilities, such as children’s ability to make inferences
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about teachers’ beliefs and biases, which develops around age seven to
eight years of age; and (3) their sensitivity to racial/ethnic group informa-
tion, where minority children are more likely than majority children to
attribute a negative outcome for their group to racism, than an internal attri-
bution of their group. Additionally, among fourth grade African American
students, Smith et al. (2003) found their ecthnic-racial attitudes were
associated with those of their teachers, but unrelated to those of their par-
ents. Given these differential findings, there is a strong rationale for
understanding teachers’ roles in children’s understanding of racial and ethnic
issues, as well as intersections between teacher and parent roles.

This current study aims to address these gaps in the ethnic-racial sociali-
sation literature. The key aims of this article are to: (1) explore the ways in
which children make sense of their experiences of racial and ethnic diversity
and racism; (2) consider the ways in which children identify racism and
make distinctions between racism and racialisation; and (3) examine teacher
and parent ethnic-racial socialisation messages about race, ethnicity and rac-
ism with children. The article concludes by identifying promising
approaches for encouraging a critical understanding of race and racism and
promoting positive attitudes toward diversity in schools.

The study

A qualitative research approach was chosen as appropriate to the study
aims, allowing for a critical, interpretive and open-ended exploration of how
children conceptualise the racial and ethnic diversity they negotiate, and
how these conceptualisations are influenced, and different from, those of
their parents and teachers. These study aims are highly consistent with those
of qualitative research; that is studying everyday life in naturalistic settings
and attempting to understand how people make sense of their social worlds
(Denzin and Lincoln 2011). Thus, a qualitative method was chosen because
the aim of this study was to understand a phenomenon from the perspective
of the research participants (Rice and Ezzy 1999).

More specifically, this study, and its methodology, was strongly guided
by anti-racism approaches and critical race theory in understandings of race
and racial privilege. Importantly, anti-racism and critical race theory both
acknowledge the limitations of essentialist notions of race and anti-racism,
but maintain the salience of a raced analytic viewpoint. These theories
advocate that the role played by race as a social construct in structural
inequalities be accounted for, rather than denied under the seductive myth
of post-racialism (Howard and Flennaugh 2011) that also strategically
ignores racism (Kempf 2013; Smith and Lalonde 2003).

The focus on children’s constructions and negotiations of racial and eth-
nic diversity, was grounded in the sociology of childhood that argues chil-
dren’s views and perspectives should be taken seriously, with children
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engaged in research that ‘recognises them as subjects rather than objects of
research, who “speak” in their own right and report valid views and experi-
ences’ (Alderson 2001; Morrow 2001). As highlighted in the introduction
above, few research studies have engaged directly with children and young
people themselves regarding how they learn about, and identify racism, and
how they conceptualise differences between race and racialisation. In addi-
tion, the existing literature whilst focusing on children’s views and perspec-
tives, still tends to engage with a fairly limited range of children’s social
backgrounds, with alternative children’s voices such as those from
non-white and/or ethnic minority communities often missing (Atree 2007,
Clavering and McLaughlin 2010).

In this wider theoretical context of anti-racism, critical race theory and
sociology of childhood, a case-study approach was used in this study with
schools as the primary unit of analysis (Yin 2009). As case studies are not
meant to be generalisable at a statistical level (Yin 2004, 2009), we selected
particular schools that would provide an in-depth understanding of how eth-
nic-racial socialisation operates in different contexts. Four primary schools
across metropolitan Melbourne, Australia, were selected to capture a diverse
demographic in terms of racial-ethnic diversity and socio-economic status.
These schools were identified in consultation with state education depart-
ment multicultural policy staff, service providers running refugee and new
arrival programs in schools, ethnic community peak body representatives, as
well as with the funding body, a state government funded health promotion
foundation. After consultation with these key stakeholders, school principals
were contacted to discuss the study and invite them to participate. Interested
school principals then approached their staff and parent communities regard-
ing the study, and invited the researchers to discuss the study further at staff
meetings and parent forums as appropriate within each local school context.
As well as obtaining consent from each school principal, informed consent
for participation in data collection was also obtained from individual teach-
ers, parents (for themselves and for their children), as well as assent from
students. Information sheets and consent forms were translated to languages
other than English as appropriate for each school community. Ethics
approval was received from University of Melbourne [HREC #1,238,446]
and the Department of Education and Early Childhood Research Department
[2011 001164]. All participants provided informed consent. All names and
identifying details of schools and individuals have been changed to ensure
anonymity.

Two of the participating schools comprised mainly Anglo-Celtic students
from mid- to high-socioeconomic backgrounds (Lynvale Primary School
[LPS] and High Flats Primary School [HFPS]) and two schools had students
from low- to mid-socioeconomic backgrounds. The other two schools
included one school where the majority of students had first and second
generation migrant and refugee backgrounds from East African countries
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such as Ethiopia, Somalia and Eritrea (Middleburn Primary School [MPS]),
and the other school with a significant proportion of students from first and
second generation migrant or refugee backgrounds from countries in South
and Southeast Asia and the Middle East, with over 60 different countries of
origin represented among the students’ families (Clarewood Primary School
[CPS]). Refer to Table 1 for a description of students who participated in
the focus groups by gender, year level and ethnic minority/majority group
status.

Due to the small sample size and the distinct cultural make-up of some
of the schools, identifying information such as specific geographic location
and individual teacher and student background including age, specific infor-
mation about cultural background and length of time at the school have
been omitted. Additionally, pseudonyms have been used to protect anonym-
ity of participants and schools. All teachers and key school informants
discussed their ethnic-racial background and all except one were white
European Australians, which included mainly Anglo-Celtic as well as some
Western European and Mediterranean backgrounds. Finally, all key
informants were female and all but five teachers were female.

Data collection included focus groups, individual interviews and class-
room observations. Focus groups were conducted separately with students,
parents and teachers in each school between September 2011 and March
2012. Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted during the same

Table 1. Focus group participant demographics by school.

Students Minority/majority
(n=67) ethnic group
Year level Gender status

Middleburn Primary School (MPS)  Year 3/4 2 boys All minority
2 girls All minority

Year 5 4 boys All minority
4 girls All minority
Year 6 4 boys 3 minority
2 girls All minority
Clarewood Primary School (CPS) Year 3 3 boys All minority
4 girls 2 minority
Year 5 1 male 1 minority
1 female 1 majority
Year 6 2 boys All minority
6 girls All minority
High Flats Primary School (HFPS)  Year 4 7 boys All majority
7 girls All majority
Lynvale Primary School (LPS) Year 5/6 10 boys  All majority
8 gitls All majority
Total: 33 boys 36 majority

34 girls 31 minority
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time period with key school informants (n=14) and four parents, including
three who required an interpreter. Overall, participants included 67 students
in Years 3—6 (8—12years old), 21 parents, 27 teachers and 14 key school
informants. Focus groups were semi-structured (Morse and Richards 2002;
Willis et al. 2009) and guided by schedules that included questions about
racial, ethnic and cultural diversity, identity and ethnic-racial socialisation
messages, behaviours and beliefs. Students were also asked about ethnic-
racial socialisation sources, or to whom they would talk in order to learn
about their own culture and other cultures, and views about things they felt
were good and not so good about their cultural background. Specific ques-
tions for teachers and parents included awareness of students’ cultural back-
grounds and intercultural student friendships, and views about the
importance of teaching or talking about cultural diversity. A set of four
intercultural scenarios, exploring situations such as race-based discrimina-
tion on a tram, were also presented to teachers, parents and students to
determine how students felt parents and teachers would respond and corre-
spondingly, how parents and teachers felt they would respond to students in
terms of key messages and behaviours. Focus group schedules were devel-
oped from an extensive review of ethnic-racial socialisation research in
order to identify key themes for exploration (Priest et al. 2014). They were
also informed by literature regarding best practice conduct of focus groups,
particularly with children, that recommends the use of multiple methods
such as scenarios as well as facilitated discussion around key questions of
interest (Baker and Weller 2003; Darbyshire, MacDougall and Schiller
2005; MacDougall and Fudge 2001; Morgan et al. 2002; Punch 2002). Sce-
narios were also used to minimise groupthink and reduce social desirability
bias in order to stimulate open discussion particularly among parents and
teachers (MacDougall and Baum 1997). Such methods are particularly
important when discussing issues such as racism that are bound by strong
social conventions regarding political correctness and appropriate opinions
(Supphellen, Kvitastein, and Johanson 1997).

Focus groups with students were held at each school during lesson time
and outside classrooms such as in the library or art room. Focus groups
with parents and teachers were held both during and after school hours as
negotiated with each school. Two researchers conducted each focus group;
all focus group facilitators were women, and they identified as having
Anglo-Australian, Korean American, Jewish and Native American racial,
ethnic and cultural backgrounds. As recommended in the literature (Morgan
et al. 2002), researchers provided food and drink for all participants and
shared simple personal information about their own racial/ethnic back-
grounds to build rapport and reduce power imbalances related both to
racial/ethnic background and to adult/child dynamics. As focus groups were
conducted following the classroom observations, students were already
familiar with the researchers as they had been present in the classrooms for
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several weeks. Translators were provided to parents when needed, with one
of the researchers being fluent in Arabic. Power dynamics between partici-
pants, and between researchers and participants, were carefully negotiated
by the researchers drawing on their considerable experience in focus group
facilitation with children and adults from minority backgrounds including
migrants and refugees. Teachers and parents were not present in the student
focus groups, and it was carefully explained to students that the researchers
would not be telling adults who had said what, and that no individuals
would be identified in the research findings.

Key informant interviews were also guided by semi-structured schedules
(Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2007; Morse and Richards 2002), although
scenarios were not used in these discussions. These key informant inter-
views were conducted separately with school principals and leadership staff
rather than including them in focus groups with classroom teachers in rec-
ognition of potential power issues between senior school leadership staff
and the teachers reporting to them.

Classroom observations were conducted by at least two researchers in
each school for a total of 45 hours across all four schools during class time
between November 2011 and March 2012. Each school was visited five to
nine times over a one-month period. A guide was used to document verbal
and non-verbal interactions between teachers and students and amongst stu-
dents. School staff informant interview schedules were used to understand
the broader school and community context regarding awareness of cultural
diversity, intergroup relations and school approaches to discussing cultural
diversity such as curriculum, programs and community visits.

Before, during, and after data collection, as well as throughout analysis,
the researchers met regularly to debrief and reflect on data collection pro-
cess and emerging analysis in order to promote reflexivity and rigour. This
was particularly pertinent given members of the research team included
members of both minority and majority racial/ethnic backgrounds.

All data were thematically coded drawing on pre-determined categories
as well as inductive emergent codes. Comparative analysis was used to
determine patterns within and across schools, and between parents, teachers
and students. Researchers from both minority and majority backgrounds
coded and analysed the data, thus being inclusive of multiple interpretations
of the data from their different ethnic/racial subject-positions and experi-
ences. Informed by critical race theory, we analysed the data using a raced
analytic viewpoint to understand ethnic-racial socialisation from the perspec-
tive of children from majority and minority racial-ethnic backgrounds, as
well as their parents and teachers. As Hylton (2012) highlights, such a focus
on race is not intended to be essentialist, nor is it intended to deny the
complexities of the intersections between race and other socially constructed
categories, such as gender and class. Rather, as per critical race theory, our
focus on race and racism in this study acts as a starting point to challenge



Downloaded by [Australian National University] at 17:09 10 May 2016

816 N. Priest et al.

multiple forms of oppression. As an exploratory study, we chose to focus
our analysis on race and racism within the context of ethnic-racial
socialisation, with a view to exploring intersections with gender and class in
future work.

The following findings and discussion sections examine children’s
experiences and understanding of racism alongside teachers’ and parents’
views about racial-ethnic diversity and racism with children. Other findings
relating to ethnic-racial socialisation messages about egalitarianism and
colour-blindness are discussed elsewhere (see Walton et al. 2014).

Findings
Children’s experiences of racism

Findings revealed that students across all four schools were well aware of
racism, although there was heightened awareness among students from visi-
ble minority backgrounds who had experienced racism themselves. These
students described experiences of racism perpetrated by their classmates
from both majority groups and other minority groups, as well as by people
in the wider community. Additionally, students described other examples of
racism they had heard about or witnessed as bystanders.

Students from East African backgrounds at MPS discussed racism expe-
riences considerably more often than students from other minority back-
grounds at this or other schools. The Grade 3/4 teacher, Andrew, asked
students to name racist things people have said to them. Students listed a
number of blatantly racist statements as well as a few racialised statements
about skin colour that may or may not have been racist.

Student 1: The f-word.

Student 2: A [white] boy in the park said to me, ‘Your skin is navy
blue’.

Student 3: You’re so dark.

Student 4: In the lift [of the housing commission flats he lives in] a

man said to me and my friend, “You f-ing black people go
back to Africa’ and he said the f-word.

Student 5: You’re not meant to be here.

Student 6: The [white] lady next door said, “You black people, go back
to where you came from, go back to Africa, you don’t
belong here’ and we said, “Why don’t you? You don’t even
own this, the Aboriginal people do’ [...]

Student 7: The n-word [...]

Student 8&: I don’t like your skin colour. (MPS Grade 3&4 Classroom
Observations, 15/11/11)

Although the experiences students described were mainly between them-
selves and white people, another student who identified as both Eritrean and
Saudi Arabian explained that people at her Arabic language school had
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teased her about her darker skin colour relative to her classmates with
lighter skin colour (MPS Grade 5 Student FG, 13/12/11). The interviewer
prompted by asking, ‘In what ways?’ At this point, another student jumped
in and said, ‘Because you are black’. To this the student replied somewhat
relieved, ‘I thought you were going to say white’, implying that because of
her multiracial appearance, she might be seen as ‘white’ or ‘different’ at
MPS where the majority of students have darker skin colour. She then went
on to say, ‘They kept on teasing me and calling me black. When I was lit-
tle, I was dark-skinned’. The same student who commented earlier then
added quietly, ‘Because you are not black’, recognising that the student has
lighter skin colour than most of the students at MPS.

The student’s experience of racism from other minority students for
being categorised as ‘black’ is reminiscent of what Washington (1990) calls
‘brown racism’. This term refers to racism by other minority group mem-
bers who do not necessarily fit within a white—black dichotomy toward peo-
ple of African descent. He explains that ‘brown racism’ is partly about
attempting to associate oneself with an idealised position connected to hav-
ing fairer skin colour combined with the power of white privilege. The stu-
dent’s darker skin colour was the focus of her classmates’ derision in her
Arabic language school, whereas in other contexts, such as at MPS where
there is a majority of students with darker skin from African backgrounds,
her skin colour was perceived to be more ‘white’ or ‘not black’. Further-
more, rather than seeing race as an immutable category, students began to
think about how racism is based on socially constructed meanings attached
to skin colour, where they could be seen as ‘black’, ‘white’ or somewhere
in-between depending on the social and cultural context. Beyond the physi-
cal appearance of skin colour, social meanings attached to what it means to
be ‘black’ or what it means to be ‘white’ are also context-dependent. This
echoes Stuart Hall’s description of how he ‘became black’ when he
migrated to England, noting the ways in which ‘blackness as a political
identity ... is always complexly composed, always historically constructed’
(2000, 152).

While personal experiences of racism tended to be reported by students
from East African backgrounds, this was not so for students of East Asian
backgrounds. This was surprising given racist attitudes towards people from
East Asian backgrounds were evident within focus groups and classroom
discussions. One scenario asked students to imagine they learnt about
aspects of Chinese culture at school and then decided they themselves want
to be Chinese because they find it so interesting. The scenario was used to
explore whether students, especially Anglo-Celtic students, might discuss
their cultural identity (or apparent lack thereof) as well as explore issues
related to stereotypes and exoticism. However, in addition to students’ com-
ments that their parents or teachers would encourage them to learn more
about Chinese cultures rather than trying to ‘be Chinese’ (i.e., assume
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another ethnicity), the scenario also elicited racist comments. At HFPS, one
student explained why he would not want to be Chinese:

Interviewer: What else would they say do you think if you said, ‘I want
to be Chinese. I don’t want to be from my background’?

Student: If I said I want to be Chinese, personally I wouldn’t want to
be Chinese.

Interviewer: How come?

Student: Because I think it’s just something with Chinese, | think that

they all look the same and I don’t want to look the same as
somebody else, it would be a bit freaky and being like Matt
[a classmate]. (HFPS Grade 4 Student FG#1, 17/11/11)

At CPS, students drew on common stereotypes of Chinese people:

Student 1: And some of them are rude.

Interviewer: Who are rude?

Student 1: Some of the Chinese people.

Interviewer: Some of the Chinese people are rude.

Student 1: Yes, they’re rude and they have long moustaches and they
look very ...

Student 2: 0Ol1d?

Student 1: No, some of them look very, really ...

Student 3: Weird.

Student 1: No, not weird.

Student 4: Scary. (CPS Grade 3&5 Student FG, 24/11/11)

These stereotypes were not identified as racist by other students. An
exception involved two Grade 5/6 students. While mimicking epicanthic
folds to demonstrate what one student observed another student doing, he
said, ‘She’s being racist. She’s pulling her eyes like this’ to which the stu-
dent replied, ‘Chinese have really small eyes’ (MPS Grade 5&6 Classroom
Observations, 22/11/11). Only moments earlier, the students had debated
whether calling someone ‘black’ if the person doing so was also ‘black’
was racist. Similarly, as an example of the ambiguity between racialised and
racist behaviour, the student may or may not have thought that pulling her
eyes to imitate the epicanthic fold, commonly associated with people from
East Asian countries, was racist when she stated that Chinese people have
small eyes as it may have been more about demonstrating eye shape.

When students were asked to think about what racism is, most students
explained that it is about treating people differently in a negative way
because of their skin colour. However, there was some confusion around
whether simply talking about skin colour was racist. At MPS, the teacher,
Andrew asked the students what the difference was between being rude and
being racist. Students replied, ‘Rude is saying mean things. Racism is about
country and skin colour’ and ‘How we look’. During this discussion,
students also began to think more about how they might identify something
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as racist. At the start of the lesson, a student commented, ‘Some people
have different coloured skin’ to which other students responded, ‘That’s
racist’. Andrew pointed out, ‘I don’t think that’s racist because that’s a fact’,
referring to a common misconception that any mention of race or skin
colour (racialisation) is automatically ‘racist’ (Giroux 2006). When students
such as those at MPS were encouraged to explore their understanding of
racism, they also began to articulate subtle differences between racialisation
and racism. The ways in which children understand and identify racism is
discussed in the next section.

Children’s approaches and responses to discussing race and racism

Racism was discussed as a core part of classroom lessons at MPS. Conse-
quently, the majority of findings on race and racism are from this school.
However, whether or not racism was explicitly discussed in classrooms, stu-
dents from all schools discussed their understanding of racism to some
extent in the focus groups as illustrated by the following quotes:

Some people are judged by the cover of them and are not judged by the
heart.

(LPS Grade 5&6 Student FG#1, 19/03/12)

Student: Shouldn’t be racist.
Interviewer: What do you mean by that?
Student: Like when someone has a dark skin you call a name.

(CPS Grade 3&5 Student FG, 24/11/11)

HFPS, the majority white, high socio-economic status school, was the
only site where students did not discuss racism in any depth either in focus
groups or classroom discussions. Students there participated in a weeklong
curriculum unit on Aboriginal culture lead by an Aboriginal elder and edu-
cator. Although the curriculum unit was centred on understanding Aborigi-
nal cultures, reproductions of traditional representations and interactions
between Aboriginal people and Europeans, racism was not discussed.
During a lesson, one of the students repeatedly tried to talk about skin
colour; however, teachers and other students did not engage with this topic.
The only occasion when inequality was mentioned was in response to a sce-
nario that asked if it was okay to talk about different cultures. One student
decided it was acceptable to talk about people from other cultures as long
as it is done nicely equating this with ‘treating them fairly’ (HFPS Grade 4
Student FG#2, 17/11/11).

Many of the students at MPS seemed to have experienced racism in their
community because their darker skin marked them as more visibly
‘different’. They were often quick to identify something as racist if there
was mention of someone’s skin colour. However, when pressed by their
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teacher to think further about why some behaviours were racist and others
were not, they began to question their initial thoughts about racism. During
focus groups, students were presented with hypothetical scenarios highlight-
ing racism. This prompted them to consider other factors affecting how peo-
ple in each scenario might react. For example, one scenario asked students
how their parents and teachers would respond if they were on a full tram
and yet nobody would sit next to a man with dark skin. A few responses
directly attributed racism as a possible explanation:

If I asked [my mother] why they are doing that, she would say, ‘Because they
are really bad people and they’re not, they don’t care about, they’re racist’.

Or, like [...] they think their skin colour [is] disgusting and they don’t like
their skin colour. (MPS Grade 5 Student FG, 13/12/11)

My parents would probably say that it is racism and if you want to make
him feel better we could go sit next to him. (LPS Grade 5&6 Student FG#2,
19/03/12)

These students defined racism as a negative valuation of skin colour. During
a classroom discussion, Grade 5/6 students at MPS also described racism as
‘insulting someone’s colour, religion or culture’. However, others disputed
whether racism includes religion:

Student 1: It’s about race not religion because it has the word race in it.

Student 2: You can’t tease religion because you might have someone
with light skin that is a Muslim and maybe dark skin is a
Christian.

Student 3: It’s usually about skin colour, race.

Student 4: But people tease you about what you believe in [...]

Student 5: Ridiculing someone’s culture or putting religion down.

Racism is where people don’t treat other races equally.
(MPS Grade 5&6 Classroom Observations, 15/11/11).

These students tried to understand whether any kind of demeaning com-
ment about someone’s culture, skin colour or religion, qualifies as racism,
thus tapping into the way religion is often conflated with ethnicity and cul-
ture (Hartmann et al. 2011). Moreover, whilst in Australia culture is not
synonymous with race or ethnicity, culture is commonly used as a proxy
for, and conflated with race, ethnicity and/or religion (Moran 2011). In con-
trast, others have argued that conflating race, ethnicity and/or religion with
culture serves to mask the social significance of race (Castagno 2008), and
thwarts efforts to effectively identify and address racism (Apfelbaum et al.
2010).

As students tried to understand the situation in more detail, they began
to interpret the actions of people on the tram by considering other factors.
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For instance, when clarifying who was potentially being racist to whom, a
student asked, ‘Was it the Indian guy [referring to the man with darker skin]
and then the Australian white people?’” The interviewer said, ‘It could be a
mix of cultural people on the train. Who do you think it would be most
likely to happen with?” The student then responded with:

White people [...] Most of the time I have not seen Australian people, white
people being racially abused. It’s mainly people, immigrants from other
countries like Vietnam or Africa, and they are being racist and they will call
Italian people a wog.! (MPS Grade 6 Student FG, 19/12/11)

Based on situations the student had witnessed, he understood that it is usu-
ally people from minority groups who are targets of interpersonal racism.
As the discussion progressed, another student asked if people could be racist
if both the perpetrator and the target were of the same background:

What if there’s an Indian person with the same background, the same colour,
the same everything and there was another Indian man or something and they
were still not sitting next to him, that wouldn’t exactly be racist because if
they’re from the same tribe and area, so because who would want to be racist
against their culture? (MPS Grade 6 Student FG, 19/12/11)

In response to this, a Somalian Australian student suggested that like in
Somalia, they might be from different warring tribes and therefore while
they may have similar backgrounds they might not get along. Students also
discussed other possible explanations including irrationality, choosing to
stand and inappropriate behaviour.

If it was my aunty, she would say, ‘Those people are so stupid, there’s a free
seat on the tram, come on this tram is crowded.” (MPS Grade 6 Student FG,
19/12/11)

Most of the people would be on them [holding tram straps] like next to the
chair so the person closest to them they would probably be the one who’s
being most racist. Because they’re so close to an empty chair but they don’t
want to sit there. But sometimes some people don’t feel comfortable around
other people, not just Indian people. Like, if someone saw a random person
there someone might not sit next to them because you don’t want to feel too
like claustrophobic. (MPS Grade 6 Student FG, 19/12/11)

My parents would probably say they should sit next to [...] but some people
think people who are different colours and from different countries are not
welcome in Australia. Or he might have done something gross, like pick his
nose or something and people did not want to sit next to him. (LPS Grade
5&6 Student FG#2, 19/03/12)

While students were primarily asked to think about how their parents and
teachers might respond, they also gave a range of possible explanations
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regarding what they thought was happening and why. It became apparent
during the focus group and classroom discussions that students not only
understood and experienced racism, some students also engaged in sophisti-
cated discussions about it, such as considering whether racism can be based
on religious differences and the inherently relational and specific nature of
racism (Berman and Paradies 2010) as being more than simply an aversion
to sitting next to ‘random people’.

Teacher and parent approaches and responses to discussing race and
racism

Teacher approaches

Teachers at all four schools differed in the extent to which they explicitly
engaged in discussions about racial, ethnic and cultural diversity with
students as well as in whether they took a critical multicultural approach by
talking about racism (Sleeter and Grant 2009). While all teachers high-
lighted the importance of students learning about cultural diversity, school
demographics had an impact on how relevant teachers felt it was to discuss
racism. Furthermore, teacher confidence impacted the extent to which
students were encouraged to engage in discussion about racism.

Only teachers at MPS discussed racism on multiple occasions as a cen-
tral focus of classroom lessons. This focus may have corresponded with
their awareness of racist experiences among various minority groups in their
community. Based on classroom observations, MPS teachers were compara-
tively more skilled and confident in these discussions as opposed to divert-
ing or silencing them, which happened more often at the other schools. This
may be related to the inner-urban location of the school and the high num-
ber of students from culturally diverse backgrounds, which might attract
teachers with a particular interest in critical multicultural pedagogy. Con-
versely, teachers at CPS, which is an outer-suburban school, did not discuss
racism even though the student population included a high proportion of
students from minority backgrounds who were likely to experience racism
in their community. Instead, the focus was on learning about other cultures,
including stereotypical depictions of Australian ‘ocker’? culture and archaic
examples of Australian slang. Moreover, in the process of teaching about
cultural diversity, there were multiple occasions when stereotypical represen-
tations of different cultures were reinforced. Furthermore, with the exception
of MPS, teachers at the other three schools focused primarily on culture
rather than race or ethnicity, emphasising sameness while glossing over how
certain differences are made to matter in society. This is a typical approach,
especially given most teachers are from Anglo-Celtic backgrounds, operate
from an undisrupted position of white privilege, and may not know how to
think about or discuss racism (Moon et al. 2009; Pollock 2004).
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At HFPS, even when European colonisation was discussed, teachers did
not bring up racism or skin colour. After reading a story in which a young
Aboriginal boy visited a cattle station, a Grade 4 teacher, Adam, asked the
students why they the station owners might have stared at the boy (HFPS
Grade 4 Classroom Observations, 19/10/11). A student responded, ‘Because
he has a different skin colour.” This same student had also raised skin colour
the previous day when discussing a misunderstanding between a white police-
man and an Aboriginal person. Rather than responding to the student, Adam
effectively silenced him by diverting the conversation with, ‘How would you
meet your family and friends?’ Distinguishing between teacher silence (e.g.
not intervening when students are making racist comments) and active silenc-
ing (e.g. silencing students when they make comments about race rather than
engage in discussion), Castagno argues that both approaches serve to ‘support
and possibly perpetuate racist beliefs and actions’ (2008, 322). By remaining
silent on how race is made meaningful, white privilege is maintained and the
normality of race-based inequalities is reinforced rather than disrupted.

The HFPS approach to lessons was likely influenced by the school’s
emphasis on acceptance regardless of differences, and supported by teacher
beliefs that their students do not notice difference. Related to colour-
blindness which is ‘the belief that racial group membership and race-based
differences should not be taken into account’ (Apfelbaum et al. 2012, 205),
teachers claimed that while students recognised difference, difference did
not play a part in who they chose to interact with at school. When asked if
they felt it was important for students to be friends with people from differ-
ent cultural backgrounds, a few teachers commented that difference was not
something they stressed as ‘important’ or drew attention to as they felt stu-
dents just got along ‘quite naturally’ as a part of just ‘what we do’. This
claim runs counter to observations and student discussions identified earlier
in which students with Chinese backgrounds were discriminated against.

I don’t know if the kids actually see a whole lot of difference in each other,
yeah sure they might be aware that [a student is] Indian or whatever but
there’s no kind of, ‘You’re Indian, you need to stay with that particular group’
or whatever but they just seem to just intermingle quite naturally. There’s no
thought about the fact that they’re from another culture. (HFPS Teacher FG,
24/11/11)

Instead of considering the significance of race and ethnicity in student
friendship groups, the teachers took a position of ‘racelessness’, which
moves beyond a reluctance to talk about race toward an insistent denial that
race matters (Kempf 2012). For instance, in response to the tram scenario
discussed above, some teachers actively discounted racism as a possible
explanation, stating: ‘It’s just ignorance or not knowing sometimes’ and
‘See you don’t know, you assume that it’s a racial thing. You don’t know
what the reason is’ (HFPS Teacher FG, 24/11/11).
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Teachers at LPS discussed the ‘Stolen Generations’ child removal
policy’ and the White Australia Policy during observed classes. However,
surprisingly racism was not explored in any depth, and was only partially
mentioned even when students made explicit comments about skin colour
or racism. During a lesson, teachers Blake and Lisa used a video of an
Aboriginal girl’s story to discuss the ‘Stolen Generations’ (LPS Grade 5&6
Classroom Observations, 15/02/12). They began with a list of keywords
from the video. Lisa referred to one of the words asking, ‘Mistreatment,
what does that mean?” A student replied, ‘Not treated right. “Mis” means
“not’”’. Other students explained that mistreatment just means ‘wrong treat-
ment’ and could be ‘not only people but trees’ and ‘not treating a toy prop-
erly’. Another student asked, “Would it be people pushing you around and
bullying you?’ to which Lisa responded, ‘Bullying is a form of mistreat-
ment’. A fifth student identified slavery as a form of mistreatment and men-
tioned the word ‘race’ by explaining, ‘I’ve heard of several races being
kidnapped. It’s when you keep something, usually a person and you keep it
for your own good’. Further along in the discussion, a student connected
the treatment of Indigenous people with slavery saying, ‘A long time ago,
people used to treat Indigenous people as slaves, treat them like dogs.
[They] didn’t think the Indigenous people were equal to them’. Blake
prompted with, ‘Which Indigenous people?’ and the student explained that
he meant all Indigenous people. The other issues the student raised about
inequality and slavery were not explored further. However, another student
persisted, ‘Racist people tease people because of the colour of their skin’.
Blake replied by confirming what the student said, ‘So people may be racist
to them because they are Indigenous?’ as a way to prompt further discus-
sion. As the discussion continued, a few students continued to raise the ori-
ginal topic of mistreatment. One student talked about a family member who
experienced apartheid in South Africa and described race-based segregation.
Lisa briefly explained what segregation was but again, did not discuss
reasons why this happened.

Compared to HFPS and LPS, teachers at MPS talked more openly about
skin colour and racism. As a result, more nuanced distinctions were drawn
between talking about race (racialisation) and racism. The teacher, Rebecca,
then supported students to think about what is and isn’t racist. Similar to
adult conceptualisations of racism (Walton, Priest and Paradies 2013a), stu-
dents drew on contextual clues such as familiarity, intent and effect of
speech to determine whether something was racist. In the following discus-
sion, they talked about whether using ‘nigger’, a highly racist derogatory
word, was always racist depending on the intent (e.g. a ‘joking’ context),
who was saying it and to whom and whether it could potentially offend
someone else that overheard. Student 2 was the only Anglo-Celtic student
in the classroom. One student asked, ‘If you’re joking around with a friend
is it still racist?” Other students around the room said, ‘No.’:
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Student 2: Some people say it as a joke.

Rebecca: Is that racism? If [a student] came up to me and said,
‘What’s up nigger?’

Student 3: If a friend says it, it’s a greeting. You have to use the greet-
ing to someone you know really well.

Rebecca: So you have to have a relationship? You have to have a

relationship with someone and it’s about their intent. How
do you know what their intent is? Voice, facial expression?

Student 4: And the voice that you use. If someone was white and said
to you ...

Rebecca: What if [Student 2] said it?

Student 2: It would be racist if I said it but not if he said it to him. If
you talk to your own skin colour [it’s okay] [...]

Rebecca: It’s okay if someone is your friend? If you have a positive

social relationship with someone, there are different bound-
aries.

Student 2: If you said something to a friend, what if someone else
heard it? They might take it differently. (MPS Grade 5&6
Classroom observations, 15/11/11)

Later on, the topic was brought up again with one student asking, ‘Is it
racist to laugh at a racist joke?’ to which another student replied, ‘Yes it is.’
They concluded that if someone tells a joke and it is considered to be racist
(not just racialised) after assessing the context in which it was said, then it
is racist to laugh by supporting the joke. These students demonstrated
sophisticated theorising about identifying race-based talk as racist based on
a number of contextual factors.

Rebecca: Is it racist to tease someone’s accent?

Student 5: It is racist because that’s how you are, you can’t change that
unless you go to another country early on.

Student 6: The others thought accent was racist, but I don’t. It depends,
some people mimic accents they might not.

Rebecca: If you don’t intend it, is it racist?

Student 1: It depends on the way the person takes it.

Rebecca: If we’re trying to build relationships with diverse people, we

need to know what racism is. (MPS Classroom observations,
Grade 5&6, 15/11/11)

It is likely such sophisticated discussions would be possible at CPS,
where there was also a racially and ethnically diverse student population, if
the teachers were skilled and confident in facilitating such conversations.

Parent approaches

Parent approaches to discussing racism and cultural diversity ranged from
silence and de-emphasising difference to recognising and engaging in criti-
cal conversations about racism. Overwhelmingly though, parents reported
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taking a similar approach to the majority of teachers in this study by talking
about racism only when their children raised it or, more commonly, dismiss-
ing it as wrong without explaining why. Most parents, like many teachers,
felt it was acceptable to talk about culture rather than race or ethnicity.
However, some parents at HFPS indicated that even highlighting difference
was considered unnecessary:

I’d definitely say I’'m in the camp where we don’t initiate conversations and [
think that’s more along the lines of I wouldn’t want to bring to their attention
that someone was different or that something needed discussing. It’s more that
it just is. Unless they ask a question about it we just accept that that’s how it
is so I wouldn’t be initiating, ‘Why do you think they’re doing that?’ or
‘Why do you think we do it this way and they do it that way?’ because I
think that where I’'m coming from is that, that’s drawing attention to the dif-
ferences. (HFPS Parent FG, 14/11/11)

Another parent suggested that thinking about individual differences is some-
thing that adults consider meaningful whereas for children she felt it was
the opposite: ‘They don’t care. I don’t think the kids care. I don’t think they
notice’ (HFPS Parent FG, 14/11/11).

For these parents, talking about difference is construed as not only
irrelevant or inconsequential, but also as something that draws unnecessary
attention to perceived barriers between people. Therefore, focusing on how
everyone is the same was considered favourable to thinking about how
people are different. As one parent put it, ‘Different is just different. Dif-
ferent is not good. Different is not bad’ (HFPS Parent FG, 14/11/11). In
the process, the positive and negative ways that difference is meaningful
in society is rendered irrelevant and thereby reinforced. Drawing on
Pollock’s (2004) concept of ‘colourmute’, which refers to the active
silencing of any form of race-talk, such a strident belief in a post-racial
society contributes to mute inaction in which any mention of difference is
deemed superfluous and any type of ‘race-talk’ is labelled racist. A few
Anglo-Celtic parents in the CPS focus group noted that everyone should
be treated ‘as one’. The practical result of this is that everyone is
expected to conform to the same societal and school norms (i.e., as deter-
mined by the majority group). For example, they felt that all students
should be expected to only speak English at school. Their sentiments ech-
oed those of some of the Anglo-Celtic students at HFPS who talked about
a few students speaking Chinese and feeling left out because they do not
understand or assuming that they are saying something negative about
them (HFPS Student FG#2, 17/11/11). The parents’ discourse also
revealed underlying anxieties about their position of privilege in moments
when they became momentarily ‘other’.
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Brenda: It’s good to know we’re all one here, we should be all
treated as one here.

Michelle: While they’re here then I feel they should speak our
language and not speak their language during school time.

Brenda: And if they are speaking their language here well exactly,

they could be calling you you-know-what and you don’t
know what so it’s like they do have something to hide.
(CPS Parent FG, 24/11/11)

Therefore, under the premise that everyone is the same, any act that
draws attention to difference, such as speaking another language, is not only
unacceptable but can be used as evidence of the ‘other’ not fitting in (Hage
2008).

In spite of a strong push toward colour-blindness and being ‘colour-
mute’, other parents understood that talking about racism is difficult but
necessary. They thought it was important for their children to have the tools
to know when and how to challenge something they find unacceptable.

Claire: But challenging behaviour with a kid, and showing a kid
that you challenge that behaviour is a really important thing
to do as well. Because as they go forward in their lives, the
biggest thing you can give them is that the ability to stand
up for what is not acceptable.

Mary: And what they believe in.

Claire: Yep.

Abby: Even if it is tough.

Claire: Even if it is a difficult conversation. (LPS Parent FG,
29/03/12)

The importance of knowing how to act appropriately was reiterated by
students who said that their parents would use strategies, such as modelling
respectful behaviour, explaining why it was important not to be racist and
being open-minded and respectful.

Finally, similar to teachers and students, parents were also unsure about
whether talking about race was always racist. An Aboriginal parent
explained that her child had questions about whether using the words
‘black’ and ‘white’ meant that it was racist.

At the moment she’s got a very black and white view about racism. So just
trying to get her to think a bit more about what racism is and her understand-
ing of racism because I know we might be talking about, might be something
like even with the word black in it and she’ll go, ‘But that’s racist’ and I’ll
have to explain what racism is. That it’s not actually when you’re talking
about a black cat. (CPS Parent Interview, 16/12/11)

Compared to teachers and parents who did not feel comfortable or confident
talking about race, this parent helped her child understand how race is made
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meaningful and that words alone, such as ‘black’ and ‘white’ do not
necessarily signify race or indicate racism.

Parents at LPS also discussed how they might identify something as
racist. Similar to the students, they also considered relationships, familiarity,
intent and effect of speech (Walton et al. 2013a). Even though none of the
parents were explicitly asked to think about how they might identify racism,
questions about how they would talk to their child about various cultural
and racial/ethnic scenarios sometimes resulted in complex theorising about
racism. The parents talked about their personal experiences of race-based
talk:

Maggie: Yeah well it is tone and ...

Iris: Well yeah, like on the sporting field and we have a lot of
friends who call themselves ‘wogs’ [...]

Mary: My husband calls me a Lebo.

Maggie: It does not make you angry, does it?

Mary: Not at all. No, no, no.

Abby: But you would not say that to a stranger. (LPS Parent FG,
29/3/12)

These parents talked about the social context of demeaning words such as
‘wog’ and ‘Lebo’ referring to people of Mediterranean and Lebanese
backgrounds, respectively. They explained that while it was sometimes
acceptable to use those words if the target person is not offended, it was
not acceptable to use it with everyone.

Conclusion

This study not only confirms research evidence that children notice race and
begin to develop particular attitudes toward people from different racial, eth-
nic and cultural backgrounds from a young age, it also demonstrates that
children seek to understand the social meaning of race and racism in terms
of their everyday experiences. Interestingly, teachers (e.g. MPS) who created
an authorising classroom environment that encouraged children to openly
discuss issues and experiences of racism resulted in children also engaging
in complex theorising about differences between racism and racialisation.
For example, students at MPS confused racism with racialisation, assuming
that any mention of race or skin colour was racist. Other students debated
whether racism can be based on other aspects besides skin colour such as
culture and religion. The students’ discussions highlighted what Martin
Barker (1981) called, ‘new racism’ or racism based on cultural attributes
rather than visible physical traits, which nevertheless has the same effect —
to rank groups of people in a hierarchical order (Eriksen 2010).
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Additionally, these findings demonstrate that while children could
identify blatant forms of racism (as overt, aggressive, exclusionary and
judgmental), more subtle forms are likely to remain undetected and unad-
dressed. This is similar to the ways Australian adults in another study iden-
tified racism (Walton et al. 2013a), which saw more subtle forms such as
race-based jokes as more ambiguous and more socially acceptable. Not
being able to identify more banal forms of everyday racism (Essed 1991)
also obscures the ways privilege operates to reinforce inequities at an inter-
personal level through behaviours such as stereotypes and subtle exclusion
to those at a systemic level in terms of housing and employment. These
findings demonstrate that children also need the tools to understand how to
identify more subtle forms of racism. By not engaging in in-depth discus-
sion about these topics, as with the teachers at HFPS, students are left with
an uncritical understanding of race and its meaning in society.

In focus groups and classroom observations, students at LPS, HFPS and
CPS also described an awareness of race and racism. However, during
classroom observations, discussions were limited despite highly relevant
curriculum content, which included the White Australia Policy and the
Stolen Generations. Key differences for these schools included teacher
professional capabilities and confidence to engage in critical discussions,
perceived need based on student racial, ethnic and cultural demographics
and support from school leadership and parents. While some teachers and
parents understood that children need to engage in age-appropriate discus-
sions about the meaning of race and racism, many teachers also explained
that they did not always feel confident or supported (by school leaders and
parents) to do so. As a result, classroom discussions tended to focus mainly
on learning about cultural diversity with occasional talk about skin colour
and inequality. It is also possible that compared to MPS, issues of race and
racism were not as immediately pertinent to the everyday lives of students
at HFPS and LPS as they were mainly from white Australian backgrounds
and as the majority culture, less likely to experience racism.

However, despite some teachers at HFPS insisting that their students did
not notice skin colour, a number of students exhibited racist attitudes toward
students with Chinese backgrounds. Teachers at this school took a ‘raceless-
ness’ pedagogical stance, which supports the idea that it is more appropriate
and socially progressive to not draw attention to racial or ethnic factors in
social situations. This stance is aligned with a colour-blind approach, which
claims to not notice racial differences. Compared to students at MPS, these
students were not actively supported to discuss difficult issues about racism
and prejudiced attitudes toward racial, ethnic and cultural diversity. As a
result, racist behaviours and attitudes may have gone unnoticed or left
unchallenged. Importantly, emerging research evidence suggests that sup-
porting a critical understanding of racism in the context of promoting posi-
tive attitudes about racial, ethnic and cultural diversity can benefit students
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including developing a more open and varied understanding of people from
diverse backgrounds (Lee, Gamsey and Sweeney 2008; Walton et al.
2013b).

Recommendations

Overall, while most teachers and parents recognised the need for students to
learn about their own culture and other cultures, with a few recognising the
importance of having a critical understanding of racism, they often did not
feel confident engaging in such conversations. To varying degrees, teachers,
parents and students discussed what constitutes racism, how to identify
race-talk as racist and how to talk about racism. Some teachers such as
those at LPS recognised that it was important to dispel stereotypes and to
promote positive attitudes toward people from diverse backgrounds. How-
ever, there was clearly need for professional support and more explicit edu-
cational guidelines on how to talk about racism and cultural diversity in
critical and appropriate ways with their students and children. While critical
multiculturalism clearly identifies the need to move beyond celebratory
approaches to talking about racial-ethnic diversity and cultural difference
(Banks and Banks 2007; May and Sleeter 2010; Sleeter and Grant 2009;
Zirkel 2008), this study highlights that we need to know more about how
we can support teachers and parents to do this within their everyday lives
and settings. More research is also required on how children from both
majority and minority racial-ethnic backgrounds negotiate race, racialisation
and racism across different contexts, and how best to support them to do so
in positive ways within their particular settings (Pedersen et al. 2011). A
few parents from LPS were particularly comfortable in talking about these
topics with their children but understood that not all parents have that
knowledge or confidence.

Teachers primarily discussed professional development and support from
school leadership and parents as key factors for including lessons about cul-
tural diversity and racism in the curriculum. Based on the current findings,
professional development programs need to particularly target schools with
a majority white student population as these students, teachers and parents
tended to discuss issues relating to race and racism much less than teachers
and students from schools with higher ethnic-racial diversity. This is an
important recommendation as research shows that there are clear benefits of
learning about race and racism for students from both majority and minority
backgrounds (Walton et al. 2013b).

Teachers obviously cannot bear the full responsibility of addressing rac-
ism and teaching children to recognise and stand against it. Based on the
similar parent and teacher findings from this study, all significant adults
who play a role in socialising children about ethnic and racial diversity, first
of all, need to be supported to reflect on their own positionality in society
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and how racism and privilege intersect to reinforce social inequities
(Howard and Flennaugh 2011; Hylton 2012; Kempf 2013; Smith and
Lalonde 2003). Importantly, a multilevel approach is needed so that these
messages are reinforced at an interpersonal level amongst friends and fam-
ily, within schools, workplaces and the broader community as well as at a
systemic level to set the standards in terms of policy and practice. Impor-
tantly, parents and teachers need to understand that despite idealistic values
for a post-racial society, beliefs that children are innocent and oblivious to
social problems, children also live within the same world as adults and are
increasingly exposed to these issues of race, racialisation and racism
through technology such as the Internet. Without appropriate support and
open discussion from an early age, there is the risk of unchallenged preju-
diced attitudes being reinforced in childhood and into adulthood. Finally,
our findings show that, although discussing both racial sameness and differ-
ence is challenging for teachers and parents, a more active stance is neces-
sary so that children can be prepared for a world where race and racism
have enduring social significance.
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Notes

1. The term ‘wog’ has historically been used in Australia to demean people from
a Mediterranean background (e.g. Italians and Greeks). In recent times, it has
been reappropriated by people from these backgrounds as a term of empower-
ment and shared identity (Sala, Dandy and Rapley 2010).

2. ‘Ocker’ refers to those with an exaggerated broad Australian accent who use
Australian slang, often either affectionately or derogatorily associated with
people from a working-class background.

3. This refers to official Australian government policies from 1909 to 1969, which
systematically allowed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children of ‘mixed’
descent to be forcibly removed from their families without parental consent.
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