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Chapter Four

Diversity in Unity: Developing an Anti-racist
Framework within Froebelian Pedagogy

Shaddai Tembo and Simon Bateson

Introduction to our collaborative writing

While broadly aligned through a chance meeting at a conference in 2019, where
we shared personal experiences about the role of gender in the early years
workforce, our initial intentions for collaborative research were quickly overtaken
in March 2020. First, Covid-19 struck and then George Floyd’s murder and the
subsequent global resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement pulled our
activist energies in a new direction. As we found our feet and reconnected, we
shared concerns that emerging discussions about racism in educational spaces
remained largely focused on learning resources or responsive interventions to
explicit acts of discrimination, rather than being approached through deeper
paradigmatic questions and practices. Our ambitions, therefore, were twofold.
First, to examine the relation between Froebelian pedagogy and anti-racism,
given that — for reasons we outline below — Froebelian environments potentially
offer unique territory in which to observe children’s entanglement with
colonialism and proto-racialization. Secondly, to develop a practical framework
for understanding how race shows up in play through habits which may, in the
long run, perpetuate power imbalances between racial groups.

From initial writing shared by Simon on the role of whiteness in early years
settings, an iterative back-and-forth dialogue emerged on racial identity in
young children’s lifeworlds and also, fundamentally, the extent to which race
may have been affecting the discourse between us, as collaborating Black and
‘white’ researchers (Tembo and Bateson, 2022). For each of us, tensions were
present around our positionalities that needed to be addressed at the outset. This

was laborious but necessary work if we hoped to avoid imbalances of power and
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collaborate on more ethical terms. Yet these tensions afforded opportunities to
reflect on identity itself and lean on a long-standing body of scholarship that has
sought to trouble neoliberalism’s fixation on individualism in favour of more
relational ways of being (Gale et al., 2019).

Through ongoing discussion, we started unpacking terminology, identities
and assumptions together, adventurously rather than definitively. Here our
writing served as a form of inquiry in itself. It enabled a more liminal, fluid and
tentative voice to emerge on the page where boundaries blurred between our
individual and co-authorial positions. A new voice emerged on the paper that
was neither Shaddai’s nor Simon’s. Fixed terminology around identity became
less important. Instead, a slippery, more experimental, form of subjectivity
arose where who ‘we’ were as individuals began to matter much less than we
had previously thought. A new and liminal form of Shaddai-Simon co-being
emerged, productive yet irresolvable. Latterly, we came across the following
reflection by philosopher Gilles Deleuze in an interview with Claire Parnet -
whose broader work on ‘becoming’ informed our approach - as he discusses his

collaborative relationship with Felix Guattari. It resonates strongly:

We were only two, but what was important for us was less our working together
than this strange fact of working between the two of us. We stopped being
‘author’. And these ‘between-the twos’ referred back to other people, who were
different on one side from on the other. The desert expanded, but in so doing
became more populous. This had nothing to do with ... processes of recognition,
but much to do with encounters.

(Deleuze and Parnet, 2007:17)

For us, the wider encounter was the affective intensity of our discourses on
anti-racism in early childhood, pushing us to think critically about existing
approaches. Somewhat paradoxically, then, we spoke about racial identity more,
in order to make it matter (though not definitively) less. Connecting this process
to our knowledge of childhood, we sensed that the affordances offered here by
collaborative writing appeared to mirror the literature on the ways most children
are always-already enacting multiplicity from moment to moment. Indeed, while
conceptions of the child as a discrete individual are dominant in developmental
discourses, we follow others who note that such a focus reduces complexity
and elides an inherent relationality between people and their material worlds
(Murris, 2016). Situating the child as continually bound in relational assemblages
presents a challenge to educators and researchers. They demand we move beyond
a focus on individuals towards the encounters that they are composed within.

In summarizing our unfolding collaborative relationship so far and intentions
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for further research, we gesture towards ongoing questions around these issues
rather than definitive conclusions. Our first paper (Tembo and Bateson, 2022)
has enabled us to better stay with and write through the tensions, play with
the boundaries of individual selves and provide a framework for reconsidering

childhood on more relational terms rooted outside of individualism.

Policy affordances

Our second paper (Tembo and Bateson, 2024a) reviews early childhood policy
in England and Scotland to examine the landscape for anti-racist practice.
Contextually, we make clear that the murder of George Floyd in 2020 brought
increased attention to racism, but the notion that young children are ‘innocent’
persists in limiting meaningful discussion of their racial experiences (Jenks,
2005). This ‘freeze’ position has been further ingrained by the ongoing stoking
of a culture war, in which so-called woke academics and activists are pitted
against ‘normal people’ in order to weaponize public opinion (Somerville, 2022).
Against this background, we used a scoping methodology to document existing
policy and analyse gaps to clarify future research questions.

In Scotland, first, anti-racism is generally promoted within the Scottish
National Party’s (SNP) social democratic values. They are largely viewed
as sympathetic to concerns about inclusion and equality (Alston/United
Nations, 2019). However, neoliberal economic priorities, driven by the SNP’s
independence agenda, are closely entangled with inclusion policies, producing
tensions that are evident in education and early learning and childcare (ELC)
policies. In its simplest form, these manifest in a dichotomy between the values
of co-production (social process) and individual attainment (a-social product).

More directly, new national guidance on anti-racism (Education Scotland,
2021) offers some conceptual, strategic and tactical frameworks for educators
to recognize and tackle explicit acts of discrimination and institutional racism.
However, this guidance together with limited Local Authority offers of (non-
statutory) unconscious bias training (welcome if reductive) (e.g. City of
Edinburgh Council, 2022) has had minimal dissemination and broadly excluded
(or bypassed) most ELC staff. Critically, while play is very strongly emphasized
across Scotland’s early childhood frameworks, it does not feature in this
guidance, making its occlusion all the more pronounced. Education Scotland’s
nod to ‘coloniality; however, indicates potential receptivity to future engagement
around affective experiences of race, perhaps including our work. The current

9781350441040_txt_print.indd 71 @ 25-06-2025 17:24:57



®

72 Anti-racism in Early Childhood Education

effect though, is that discussion about race within most ELC settings remains
scant — let alone embedded in practices which foreground its everyday
entanglements with persistent colonial norms and values. It will be interesting to
see what effect the Promoting Race Equality and Anti-racist Education Guidance
(Education Scotland, 2023) will have in the coming years, or if it will disappear as
the initial impact of Floyd’s murder retreats. In wider public discussion, despite
brief attention to an alleged racial discrimination against the infant children of
a government minister (BBC News, 2021), there remains resistance to the idea
that racial and cultural issues substantively affect children in ELC.

In England, meanwhile, during the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition
government’s post-2010 era, we witnessed the introduction of ‘fundamental
British values. Education providers in England, including early years settings,
are now required to promote four ‘British’ values of democracy: the rule of
law, individual liberty, mutual respect, and tolerance of those with different
faiths and beliefs. In nurseries, the guidance states that local authorities should
‘not fund providers who do not actively promote fundamental British values’
(Department for Education, 2024a). The recently revised statutory framework
for the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (Department for Education,
2024b) is currently in place along with the non-statutory guidance Development
Matters (Department for Education, 2021). An alternative non-statutory
guidance document, produced by the early years sector in response to perceived
shortcomings in the DfE guidance, Birth to 5 Matters (Early Years Coalition,
2021) is also available for the profession. Birth to 5 Matters cites the context
of Black Lives Matter, explicitly addressing contemporary issues in children’s
lives. Racism is named as a hidden yet present force through which Black
and minoritized groups are disadvantaged. Practitioner training is cited as an
‘important step toward opening dialogue and developing understanding about
white privilege, systemic racism, and how racism affects children and families in
early years settings’ (Early Years Coalition, 2021:25). In the revised Development
Matters (Department for Education, 2021), the need to value a diverse range
of cultures is emphasized, to provide books and play materials that ‘reflect the
diversity of life in modern Britain’ (ibid:102). We see then that both Development
Matters (though marginalized by culture warriors in the government itself) and
Birth to 5 Matters advocate diversity in explicit curriculum resources. Yet recent
updates to Development Matters subtly omit any discussion about how children
might become sensitive to racial prejudice and discrimination. This entails a lost
opportunity for ELC providers to engage with existing literature on these issues.

In summary, our analysis finds that both countries do officially reference

racial equality, but implementation is so far limited and superficial. Not only
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do these limited and narrow focuses obscure the deeper ground in which race,
racialization and racism take root for all citizens, it critically renders race near-
invisible within early childhood settings, where free play, rather than didactic
curricula, is increasingly (and rightly) emphasized. Without government
support, individual settings are increasingly turning to private training and
consultancy on anti-racism to enhance practice, yet these remain exceptions to
the rule and are fraught with reputational risk (Somerville, 2022). As such, anti-
racism in ELC remains near-universally confined to promoting an undefined
‘cultural sensitivity’ towards the needs of children and families, alongside largely
performative changes to the story book corner, the diversification of dolls, and
token festivals. How racism is prefigured (and challenged) in the substrata of
children’s play remains in urgent need of exploration.

Reviewing the academic literature

Given that educational policy in England and Scotland is effectively silent about
how ELC practitioners should respond to the affect and prefigurement of race
in children’s play, in our third paper (Tembo and Bateson, 2024b) we focus
our wider literature review on the extent to which academics fill the void. At
the outset — while we hope to build on literature which speaks to the ways in
which educators make sense of race and have strategized to promote equity — we
rule out for consideration here large swathes of such writing on race and early
childhood for being distinct (and at times contrary) to our own interests. For,
although the history of the colonial fabrication of race is generally acknowledged
in the literature, we recognize and are concerned that the majority of writing
treats race as an a priori reality/inheritance, primarily requiring strategies of
explicit naming, showing and relational mediation (for example, through ‘equal
representation’ in story books, circle time discussion etc. [see Gaine, 2005]).
This is not to discount the important contributions some of these writers have
made to the limitations and avoidances in didactic and programmatic curricula
to attend to race inequality. It is simply to be clear that they do not address play
in early childhood as a principal arena for the re/production of race on affective
terms.

We approach anti-racism from the perspective that ‘race’ is a constructed
social and material category upheld through racialization (Vilaand Avery-Natale,
2020). Defined as the process through which racial differences are established
and naturalized, racialization usefully problematizes any understanding of race

as essential or biologically rooted. As Dabiri (2021:13) succinctly notes, racial
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identities were essentially invented to sow division in order to more effectively
produce oppression. Numerous others have demonstrated at length how race
was propagated as a cultural project through colonialism — which produced and
relied on Othering to institutionalize early extractive capitalism (Fanon, 1952;
Said, 1978; Eze, 1997).

We note in particular Veronica Pacini-Ketchabaw’s work as significant in
honing in on affective encounters which produce race and coloniality in formal
early childhood spaces. Yet her focus largely remains on adult-child interactions
(e.g. Nxumalo, Pacini-Ketchabaw and Rowan, 2011). We want to emphasize
with Alanen and Mayall (2001) that children are continually engaged in creating
new worlds entangled with, but also beyond adult ones.

Froebel and coloniality

Having found a policy and guidance gap for nurturing decolonial habits in young
children’s play, we now turn to the Froebelian pedagogy movement which, we
argue, stands out as the most conducive environment for nurturing decolonial
habits due to its emphasis on a form of free play that allows children to express

themselves in unadulterated ways.

Origins

As Lynn explored in her earlier chapter on anti-racist practice in early childhood,
Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852) was the founder of kindergarten, responding,
at least in part, with German idealists who sought out a grand unification
of humankind (within central Europe): one which recognized diversity in
counterpoint to the mechanization of life and learning promoted by the Prussian
Empire. For Froebel, the central image (one he was denied direct experience of
as a child) was the extended family: in which homesteading, learning, love, play
and nature combined to create the ideal conditions for life. This vision stood
in marked contrast to the coloniality of State education. Throughout his life,
Froebel took on the role of activist, writing to newspapers and infiltrating the

aristocracy to defend ‘unity in diversity’

If T had announced that I would educate [children] specifically to be servants,
shoemakers or tailors ... then I should certainly have won praise ... I should

have become a State-machine; I should have been busy cutting out and shaping
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other machines. But I wanted to educate them to be free, to think, to take action
for themselves.
(Froebel, 1826 cited in Lilley, 1967:41)

Inspired by Pestalozzi’s integrative ‘head, heart, hand’ approach to learning,
Froebel’s school at Keilhau (the centre of his wider educational initiatives)
was premised as a community which, in theory at least, put women, men and
children on a more-or-less equal footing (something which did not come easily
or without conflict). He attracted colleagues who, with him, were repeatedly
branded ‘demagogues’ by the State — though they were far removed from direct
political agitation. As a result, in 1851 the kindergarten was outlawed. This had
the direct effect that those who had been inspired by Froebel’s work took his
principles in varying ways into other parts of the world - unavoidably seeding
further diversity in their application. This legacy of distributive leadership,
despite Froebel's own desire to be involved in everything, has come to define
its continued growth as much as any coherent set of principles. As Helen Tovey
(2013:2) summarizes:

A Froebelian approach is not a method. There is no formula or recipe to follow
or set of equipment to purchase or prescribed curriculum to adhere to. Nor is it
a series of ideas and activities which practitioners can dip into and out of. Rather
it is a whole way of thinking

A clear set of key ‘Froebelian principles’ broadly remained intact. Yet the
Froebelian movement simultaneously came to accommodate a vast array of free-

thinkers and critical educators and continues to do so today.

Theoretical basis

Froebel's most consistent theoretical interest in his writing was the idea of
‘unity and connectedness’ — what it is to be a whole human being shaped by and
tethered to the wider world. From our own decolonial perspective, children in
Froebelian communities are, theoretically at least, invited to show up fully, in all
their entanglements, free of anxiety about standardized learning and testing.
Froebel wrote:

[All people] perfectly represent the essential character of God and humanity -
which is inherent in them ... if each one in childhood develops as individually
and personally as possible.

(Froebel in Lilley, 1967:59, our emphasis)
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Crucially, Froebel’s subject here is not the contemporary individual or atomized
citizen, inviolable and supreme in his or her identity. He is not Millennial in that
sense and refuses those kinds of Enlightenment separations that lead to ‘us and
them;, or T and thou’ ways of thinking that were — and remain - underpinning
of racism. (At some personal cost, Froebel often refused to use the othering
‘thou’ in his correspondence; [Wasmuth et al., 2023]). Rather, he explicitly and
repeatedly emphasized that we can only appreciate the whole (the Divine) if we
value multiplicity, poly-vocality, the creative tension within both individual and
ecosystem. Looking to nature to explain his thinking, he wrote:

[We] should recognise Nature in her multiplicity of form and shape, and also ...
come to a realisation of her unity. So in his own development [the child] follows
the course of Nature and imitates her modes of creation in his games.

(Wasmuth et al., 2023:37-8)

This understanding allows that life surfaces a continuous plurality of differences,
commonalities and transmutations everywhere. As ‘What If All the Kids Are
White?” (Derman-Sparks and Ramsey, 2011) argues, raising awareness of this
must be a cornerstone strategy of anti-racist practice in childhood. Yet for
Froebel, children to a very large degree are already able to naturally discern and
inter-relate within such a technicolour world, provided they have the freedom

and exposure to do so.

Pedagogical emphasis

Froebel’s resistance to the monopolization of space, religion, economy, education,
knowledge and citizenship led him to figure play, over and above Pestalozzian
empiricism, as not only the foremost site of learning but as fundamentally
resistant to prescribed identities. He believed it was in play that children give the
clearest outer expression to their entangled and emergent inner realities.

At this stage play is never trivial; it is serious and deeply significant ... for in his
[sic] choice of free play a child reveals the future life of his mind to anyone who
has insight into human nature.'

(ibid:84)

Again, that ‘future life’ is not a static projection of identity, but for Froebel, about
the degree to which a child is and will remain open to learning, integrating,
‘becoming’ (ibid:57). Tina Bruce captures why, for Froebel, the ability to play is
so foundational to this:
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In play there is no necessity to conform or bow to the pressures of external
rules, outcomes, target or adult-led ideas. Rules in play, can be broken, created,
changed and challenged. This enables children to face life, deal with and face
situations, work out alternatives, change how things are done and cope with
their future.

(Bruce et al., 2017:13)

In Froebelian thinking, then, play is not innocent, culture or race-avoidant. It
is a space where realities are born, ideas contested, risks taken, mistakes made
and identities challenged. Radically, as it remains today, Froebel advocated
that the adult’s primary role is to protect the space for play to occur with as
little intervention as possible, writing that ‘education must be permissive and
following, guarding and protecting only; it should neither direct nor determine
nor interfere’ (Froebel, in Lilley, 1967:51).

In relation to our own research interest, only this kind of free flow play has
the potential to bring to the surface the hidden desires, prejudices, relational/
colonial (in)capacities which make racism possible as well as children’s often
more radically inclusive ways of seeing/being. By letting play run free, adults and
children alike have the opportunity to see and ‘stay with the trouble’ (Haraway,
2016:2).

Froebel’s renewed influence

All of this would, of course, be of marginal value if Froebelian pedagogy were not
enjoying something of a manifest revival in the UK. In Scotland, thousands of
practitioners have undergone training via the University of Edinburgh’s Froebel
courses, established in 2016. Indeed, the new national practice guidelines for
early years in Scotland, Realising the Ambition (Education Scotland, 2020), were
written partly by trained Froebelians and robustly emphasize the importance
of child- and community-centred approaches over narrow developmental
goals. In England, meanwhile, the Froebelian resurgence, while not formally
recognized or incorporated into guidance, operates strongly below the radar of
current Westminster policy, with the Froebel Trust, Centre for Research in Early
Childhood and Roehampton Institute among others facilitating a number of
policy, advocacy and training interventions.

This implicit resistance to the thorough pervasion of education as economic
citizen-factory (Roberts-Holmes and Moss, 2021) infuses such Froebelian

training, networks and writing. Practitioners who today identify with Froebel,
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broadly share an interest in children’s rights and social justice issues. As such,
they - as a collective — offer us as researchers a unique starting place to explore
how play, anti-racism and decoloniality intersect, in the absence of any broader

national framework.

Criticisms of Froebel’s philosophy

We must also take stock of contemporary criticisms of Froebel’s pedagogy. While
Froebel is rarely named in them, general critiques of ‘child-centred’ pedagogies
from feminist and post-structural standpoints offer valuable checks and
balances to the depoliticization of childhood (Langford, 2010). These suggest
that ‘child-centredness’ promotes individualism as well as laissez-faire, colour-
or-difference-avoidant idealizations of children, just as much as mainstream
early learning and childcare persists in tokenistic multiculturalism. Some also
suggest that free-flow play is not inherently inclusive but assumes and requires
middle-class values such as social capital-rich resource procurement (e.g.
natural, open-ended materials) and highly self-regulated children from stable
family backgrounds.

Taken out of context, individual passages of Froebel’s work risk propping this
up, and some Froebelians are undoubtedly vulnerable to idealizing childhood
as innocent and their own settings as uncontested cradles of harmony - in
contrast to Bruce’s image of crucibles of emotional, social and imaginative
risk and challenge. It is also true that not every child has equal capacity for
‘pure play’. Perhaps they labour under anxiety, produced by intergenerational
trauma including that precipitated by racial injustice. Children of colour or of
migrant families, may not instinctively, feel as free as racially white children.
There are of course, no fixed causalities here, and intersections with other social
characteristics (gender, class, ability) remain salient, but if Froebelians champion
free play then they have an obligation to attend to these differences and scaffold
equal access to it.

Yet Froebelian pedagogy also thrives today in many diverse and low-income
communities, particularly in Scotland, where practitioners see themselves not
as curators of neat communities but midwives to children’s diverse coexistences.
As today’s leading biographers of Froebel’s life write: ‘Froebel didn't see such
unification as perfect harmony; tension was actually necessary’ (Wasmuth et al.,
2023:172). We therefore see a clear opportunity as anti-racist researchers to come
alongside Froebelian practitioners and uncover (as well as provoke) stronger and
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perhaps even exemplary connections between Froebelian theory and practice. It
is this that our research within Froebelian settings moves towards.

Our ethnographic research

In the absence of existing tools which support practitioners to consider coloniality
in young children’s play, as precursive to more entrenched exclusions including
racial discrimination later in life, we turned to the work of Kenneth Jones and
Temur Okun (2001) to generate a framework for observational research in two
Froebelian nurseries in the UK. Jones and Okun (2001) articulate the historical
construction of an insider culture shaped by colonialism (denoted materially
but also figuratively as ‘whiteness’) through the following (constructed)
characteristics. These occur at both individual and cultural/institutional levels.

* Perfectionism

e Urgency

* Defensiveness

* Individualism

* Accumulation (quantity over quality)

*  Worship of the (reified) written word

* Objectivity/rationalism (distinct from body/emotion)
¢ Singularity (there is one right/best way)

* Paternalism (decision-making for others)
 Either/or (black and white) thinking

» Power hoarding (power as scarce)

* Fear of open conflict / the right to comfort

Many of our practitioner colleagues already acknowledged that each of the
characteristics identified by Jones and Okun are at times evident ‘in play’ - among
young children and even babies, as well as between practitioners. For example,
children might seek an adult’s ruling’ as soon as different sets of needs come into
conflict (singularity) — or an adult may impose it. Others may be preoccupied
with hoarding all the pieces of a wooden train track - busily undoing the work
of others (accumulation) - or adults may instruct such consolidation (‘they need
to stay together’).

Crucially, however, Jones and Okun also offer a list of what they call ‘the
antidotes’ — decolonial habits which resist atomizing individuals and instead
promote ‘unity in diversity’ (to borrow from Froebel’s writing). These are:
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* Mistakes and different approaches are valued/incorporated
* Slow, deferred gratification, process, attunement

» Fears named/opened out, creative vulnerability

* Empbhasis on collective/collaboration

* Sharing and creating resources, process over product

* Non-verbal valued, words played with

» Embraces diverse perspectives, comfort with feelings

* Different methods/approaches co-exist

* Recognizing our limitations and refusing authority over others
* Both/and - different needs/play/ideas allowed to overlap

» Power actively distributed, open leadership

* Quality of experience, impact

* Staying with tension, creativity

Once again, we know anecdotally and from experience that young children
often embody these modalities. For example, we have witnessed children create
carnivalesque dislodgings of traditional songs and nursery rhymes, which see
daddies instead of babies going ‘wah wah wal’ in the “‘Wheels on the Bus’ Or the
generous, quasi-ritualistic circulation of objects of power (a toy or tool endowed
by the collective with special significance and authority within an act of play).
Epistemologically, we know that children possess a keen ability to ask (both
verbally and non-verbally) powerful questions and refuse scripted answers,
instead staying highly attuned to experience and change.

Anchoring in Jones and Okun’s colonial and decolonial habits, we invited
two Froebelian nurseries in England and Scotland to take part in ethnographic
observation of children’s free play. In doing so, we were explicit that these
were not hard and fast coding tools, but interpretative provocations, and we
were interested in practitioners’ subjective experience of using them as well as
the ways they did not work. We chose to use ethnography by proxy as both a
practical and ethical commitment to the primacy of practitioner knowledge and
professional judgement. They, not we, know best the children they are observing,
and they, not we, have the embedded, situational knowledge and relationships to
respond. The ethics of our research was considered and approved by the Froebel
Trust’s research committee. It considered and took measures to promote:

* Child protection, including the Equality Act 2010.
* A non-interventionist methodology - children would not be asked to do
anything out of the ordinary or be provoked in any way.
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* Practitioner well-being - in our individual and group conversations
with practitioners we assured and modelled a ‘safe space’ for courageous

conversations, free of judgement.

The research itself had five phases. First, an initial questionnaire for volunteering
practitioners, exploring their understandings and experiences of race, racism,
its intersections with early childhood and their insight into specific affordances
for anti-racist practices in Froebelian pedagogies. Second, an introductory
online meeting in which we outlined Jones and Okun’s (2001) framework, the
methodology and our joint ethical responsibilities. Third, the observations
themselves, which practitioners recorded in unstructured ways, using Jones and
Okun’s (2001) framework to a greater or lesser extent. Fourthly, a focus group
reflecting on the observations themselves as well as their broader experiences of

conducting them. Finally, our own analysis.

Analysis

We distilled our writing around two principal observations which together
reflected the whole. One, from a racially diverse, inner-city nursery, observed
children in a seemingly heightened state of interplaying colonial habits and
decolonial resistance. Here, two children assimilated a third as the baddie in
their play and seemed, at face value, to make a game of excluding her, while a
fourth provided a conscious counterpoint - audibly questioning how the third
child was being identified and excluded and inviting her to play with him. The
tensions were clear and present — and stayed right on the surface. The difference
between the children’s needs, power, status, agency and reactions was palpable.
In the second vignette, from an all-white, rural nursery, three children play in
a seemingly harmonious way at making hot chocolate from mud and water.
One momentarily slips into ‘paternalistic’ and ‘perfectionist’ habits (Jones and
Okun, 2001), but there is an underlying assumption of coherence between the
children - and as a result any differences in view, control and desire among them
slipped below the surface. The practitioners in both instances delved deeply to
consider what was at stake for the children, but in the moment, both chose to
stand back and not intervene.

In both observations, we clearly see children playing and replaying with affects
of control, urgency, hoarding, black and white thinking - all precursive to an

emergent capacity for future Black and white thinking. We also heard (and saw
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deeply for ourselves) the interpretative dilemmas for practitioners — in which
at one moment an action which seems colonial can on a second look or seem
the opposite, or both/and. By rendering another child as, the baddie in their
imaginative world, are children simultaneously including as well as excluding?
Or conversely, by trying to make things right — to make friends feel better — are
children in fact avoiding conflict in ways which obfuscate difference?

Our analysis, paradoxically, favoured more intervention when these tensions
stay below the surface. Where the tensions sit on the surface, skilled Froebelians
may feel assured in standing back and letting them play out, with appropriate
leeway for emotional and physical risk — short of harm or its glorification. In
doing so, Froebelians allow children agency to gauge how their actions are
affecting each other dialogically and make adjustments or repair relationships
based on intrinsic motivations, ethics and insight, as clearly seen in other
observations during the research - rather than in shallow response to adult
directives. Conversely where coloniality dips below the surface in children’s
supposedly harmonious play, we recognize a danger that children do not gain
insight into it. Knowing how the colonial and decolonial can sit alongside each
other, it is both essential to amplify and celebrate the decolonial but also to bring
attention to the colonial, if and when attention to it is not naturally experienced.

We wondered if there are opportunities, were this second vignette to be
repeated, for practitioners to trouble the play? To make visible that colonial
gesture which never quite finds its target. Could the adult, perhaps introduce or
signal a greater diversity of resources or of imaginative possibilities — troubling
the either/or singularity of the perfect and totemic ‘hot chocolate’? Might they
productively wonder with children (within the imaginative frame of play)
about the roles they are inhabiting? Could they playfully bring into focus the
children’s different values and approaches to the task — or delve further into
the children’s interest in hot chocolate itself and the presumably diverse stories
behind their real-world experiences of it?

This reading is echoed by Derman-Sparks and colleagues (2011:62), who
argue that practitioners everywhere but especially in white majority settings
have a duty to:

Develop authentic identities based on personal interests, family history, culture
and [children’s] interconnections, rather than on White superiority [i.e. the
presumed commonality and normativity of experience] ... Overemphasising
the differences between groups and, conversely, ignoring the differences within

groups, is one way that racism polarises people.
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This interpretation was echoed in our focus group by one practitioner:

Interview: Are there new opportunities for everyday practice springing from
this exploration?

Practitioner 1: It hasn’t just come from what we’ve observed, but just being
part of this project has opened up lots of conversations where we’re looking
more in depth at our practice - not only how are we teaching children
about diversity and inclusion, but are we challenging them ...

Yet as from another practitioner reflection, the tensions remain on both sides.

Interviewer: I'm curious, how did you feel about your role ... it looks like a
very pure observation - you didn’t intervene in what was happening ...

Practitioner 2: And generally I try not to in my practice, I try and ... you
know, I wonder if I might have stepped in before if I hadn’t tried to record
so meticulously what they were saying — might I have posed a wondering
question - but in some ways it was actually quite good not to, and just see
how it developed - and I think actually in all the cases there was some kind
of resolution, either by the original antagonists or by others.

Interviewer: So, it sounds like actually letting things play out revealed stuff that
was quite helpful in the relationships?

Practitioner 2: Not always, you know I think that’s the trouble with colonialism,
people don’t always see what they’re doing - it’s so ingrained, unless there’s
an intervention then potentially these behaviours will just keep repeating

and repeating and repeating.

It is these tensions, this ‘trouble’ (Haraway, 2016), that Froebel invites children -
with adult support - to stay with. Not to answer the questions, but to live them.
Subsequent to this research we have created a reflexive practice tool distributed
through the Froebel Trust, to support practitioners to do just that. Our collective

learning continues.

Conclusion

It is our hope that early learning and childcare will mitigate against
heterogeneous ways of being, seeing and playing so that children from their
earliest days are supported in their capacity to value their diversity and thrive
within it. In turn, our contention is that this will enable children to configure

their identities as entangled, not separate, preparing them to challenge exclusion
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and segregation in society as they take on greater responsibilities within it. At
present, however, there is simply not enough support, awareness, confidence
or resource among practitioners to consider how colonial histories can (and
do) show up in children’s play, let alone how to actively attend to them. This
has its roots in policy gaps which are themselves based in colonial histories,
some more benign than others - including that apparently harmonious play is
automatically positive; that children are innocent of racialization; that we should
promote Fundamental British values, and that top-down interventions work
best (including adult-led efforts to decolonize the nursery). They are backed up
by well-meaning literature which nonetheless risks recasting material, identity
and structural rigidities in the name of anti-racism, yet to greater or lesser
degrees ingraining difference rather than liberating it. By combining Jones and
Okun’s (2001) generous but challenging framework for attenuation to everyday
colonizing and decolonizing behaviours, on the one hand, with - on the other -
Froebelian pedagogy’s insistence on enabling children to surface the tensions in
their worlds through primarily unadulterated play, we hope we have illuminated
possible ways forward. Practitioner commitments — both to children’s right
to transgress and be entangled (in unity) with the whole world through their
play, and to cultivate a gaze which spaciously helps them bring difference to the

surface and stay with it — may yet be transformational.

Note

1 Of his time, Froebel uses masculine terminology in a universalist sense, but his
practice and writing demonstrate a strong commitment to gender equality. In
our quotations, we mix a retention of the original pronouns with occasional

substitutions to convey this.
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