
It is important for all of us to be grounded in a common understanding that we all operate within systems in 
which racist policies and practices are deeply embedded. When we look at the timeline of key decisions that 
have determined who has full rights of US citizenship, we see how Black, Indigenous, and People of Color 
have been excluded. What we don’t see is their stories… their fight. Time is elastic. We cannot separate 
today’s oppression from our American history. Listed below are just a few examples in which our field is 
grappling with the ways that the early childhood system was built and our complicity in perpetuating 
inequities for children and families of color.  Moving away from the notion that early childhood and 
philanthropy are inherently forces of good, we ask that you read these excerpts and reflect on the 
provocations at the end of the document. 

Black women were many of the original child care 
providers in the United States, dating back to when they 
were enslaved and forced to care for white children. Lucy 
Cottrell was the daughter of Dolly Cottrell, an enslaved 
house servant. Lucy became the property of a University 
of Virginia professor at a slave auction on Monticello. 
Lucy cared for her owner’s children until she was freed, 
five years after she was bought. Read More 

Children as young as 4 who attended the Carlisle 
Industrial School were intentionally and painfully forced to 
relinquish their language, their customs, and their 
identities in a process of acculturation. Carlisle would 
become the model for dozens of similar schools across 
the United States and Canada. Read More 

The Children’s Bureau campaign from 1918 was “Save 
100,000 Babies.” This wartime campaign aimed to 
remind the country of protecting children “as a patriotic 
duty” and resulted in a series of recommendations. But in 
an effort to minimize conflict with organized medicine and 
those who feared governmental intrusion into family life, 
stakeholders accepted a series of compromises which 
inadvertently helped enshrine the racist, classist, and 
fragmented approach to child well-being that persists to 
this day. Read More 
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The History of Racial Power in Early Childhood

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/final_nwlc_Undervalued2017.pdf
https://indiancountrytoday.com/archive/cultural-genocide-veiled-as-education-the-time-for-healing-is-now-vBOUQUlvUky9sxP6Ukg3BA
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5993407/


New Deal Emergency Nursery School 1940: Child 
care programs sprouted in cities across the country as 
American women went into the workforce to support 
wartime efforts. It’s noteworthy to consider that child 
care in America again became a priority when white 
women returned to the workforce while many Black 
and brown people who had been working for 
decades depended on family, friend, and neighbor 
care.  

The Abecedarian Project is one of the most cited 
early childhood initiatives and has been described as 
a high quality program for at risk children with many 
programs and curricula having been modeled after it. 
Researchers recruited 111 children they considered 
at-risk from families in Orange County, North 
Carolina. Although race and ethnicity were not  
selection criteria, most children were Black.  Read 
More 

The 1995 Hart and Risley study looked for the cause 
of the disparity in linguistic/academic progress 
among children from different socioeconomic 
backgrounds and established the oft cited word gap. 
The acceptance of Hart and Risley’s findings is 
emblematic of a trend among some educators, 
educational policy makers and researchers to readily 
embrace a deficit stance that pathologizes the 
language and culture of poor students and their 
families. Read More
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REFLECTING 
What thoughts and feelings does this bring up for you?  

What stands out , surprises you, or makes you curious?  

What precedents and norms set by these historical events continue to show up in early childhood today?  

https://abc.fpg.unc.edu/abecedarian-project
https://abc.fpg.unc.edu/abecedarian-project
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/06/the-long-contentious-history-of-the-word-gap-study/562850/
Andrea Ryan
For this activity we broke out into small groups, read the story, and reflected in a small group then came back to the larger group to reflect.


	Reflecting

