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sions, or develop/implement a colorblind curriculum (Kuh
Abstract et al. 2016). However, young children are aware of race
Despite calls for an increase in diversity and equity in early childhood classrooms, preschool teachers sometimes struggle
to e ectively address race in their classrooms, leaving young children to try to make sense of it themselves. Therefore, in
this qualitative study, researchers examined how race issues were manifested in the play of young Black preschool girls.
Findings indicate that young Black girls had a strong preference for the nonblack dolls. This preference was evident in their
repeated rejection of the Black dolls. These findings have significant implications for early childhood teachers and how they
anticipate notions or misconceptions children may have about race, structure discussions and activities about race and rac-
ism, and sca old children’s development of their racial identity. Further, the paper presents how teacher educators can help
to prepare future practitioners for work in helping to foster positive racial identities.
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be the same for Black boys. Many of the stereotypical
racial characteristics, such as skin color, and hair texture
and length, draw on an aspect of identity that is empha-
sized more with girls than boys (Earick 2010; Halim et al.
2018). Specifically, this inquiry sought to answer the fol-
lowing question: (1) How do Black preschool girls engage
in play with racially diverse dolls? The question allows for
an examination of spoken language, body language, play
choices, and other ways of communicating ideas about
race and gender with dolls that di er in only skin hue and
hair texture.

Findings indicate that young Black girls had a strong
preference for the nonblack dolls. This preference was evi-
dent in their repeated rejection of the Black dolls; through
their language and actions. These findings have significant
implications for early childhood teachers and how they
anticipate notions or misconceptions children may have
about race, structure discussions and activities about race
and racism, and sca old children’s development of their
racial identity.

Literature Review

Critical Race Theory (CRT) illuminates the negative aspects
of schooling for children of color (Ladson-Billings 2009;
Lynn and Parker 2006; MacNevin and Berman 2017; Souto-
Manning and Rabadi-Raol 2018). Additionally, CRT has
been used to analyze the concept of best practices in early
childhood education as it relates to minoritized children
(Souto-Manning and Rabadi-Raol 2018). Further, MacNevin
and Berman (2017) utilized CRT to examine how educators
addressed race in the policies and practices of preschool
centers. When examining the experiences of young Black
girls, however, using only a gender-based or race-based
analysis would be incomplete due to both racialized and gen-
dered experiences of women (girls) of color (Evans-Winters
and Esposito 2010; Wing 2003). Thus, we adopted a critical
race feminism perspective.

Critical race feminism (CRF) addresses the experiences
of Black women and girls as being di erent from the needs
and experiences of White girls or boys of color (Berry
2010). Critical race feminism is concerned with issues of
power, oppression, and conflict. It includes the tenets of crit-
ical race theory but calls for theories and practices that study
and combat both gender and racial oppression. In education,
CRF has been enacted to describe Black high school girls’
gendered and racialized experiences of being "adultified"
and sexualized (Carter Andrews et al. 2019; Evans-Winters
and Esposito 2010) as well as to study school disciplinary
policies of Black girls in urban schools (Annamma et al.
2019).
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Racial Identity Development

Racial identity development in young children includes
racial awareness, racial identification, and racial attitudes
(Byrd 2012). Research has shown that young children have
racial awareness starting as early as three months (Kelly
et al. 2005; Quinn et al.
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The issue of racial identity development goes beyond
Black children wishing that they were di erent or simply
preferring whiteness. Black children that identify less with
their race do worse academically and feel the impacts of
racial discrimination more than those with a positive racial
identity (Smalls et al. 2007; Zirkel and Johnson 2016). Posi-
tive racial identity development can lead to positive impacts
on educational attitudes, attainment, and grades, (Byrd and
Chavous 2009; Carson 2009; Chavous et al. 2008; Cokley
and Chapman 2008; Gordon et al. 2009) as well as overall
psychological well-being (Brittian et al. 2013; Brittian 2012;
Street et al. 2009; Whittaker and Neville 2010). Schools are
sites for racial identity development (Lynn and Parker 2006;
Staiger 2005; Van Ausdale and Feagin 2001). Consequently,
educators must examine children’s racial identity develop-
ment at a time when they are in the process of developing
their racial identities—early childhood.

Methodology

The larger study from this analysis focused on the racialized
and gendered discourse of two young Black preschool girls.
The researchers used collective, within-site, instrumental
case study research to learn more about their racial aware-
ness, preferences, and identification. According to Mukheriji
and Albon (2009), qualitative research allows for the pos-
sibility of observing children "in the context of their every-
day lives" (p. 95) rather than examining the way children
react to an experimental situation. Our project fills gaps in
earlier research by focusing on the specific and nuanced
ways in which a dually gendered and racialized experience
manifested in young Black girls’ sociodramatic play within
a preschool classroom.

Context

The study classroom was one of two PK-4 classrooms for
Fairview ISD (pseudonym) and operated on a half-day basis.
Of the 12 students enrolled, eight were girls, and five were
boys. All five of the boys were Black, four were African
American, and one was Nigerian American. Of the eight
girls: two were Black, two were White, non-Hispanic, one
was Latina, one Indian American, and one girl’s family was
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Given the role of play for young children and particularly
sociodramatic play for children’s development (Frost et al.
2012), the researchers introduced a salon-themed prop box
into the classroom’s home center. Prop boxes allow children
to make sense of their world and to act out their experiences
(Myhre 1993). The prop box included four racially diverse
dolls, (1) a White doll with crimped straight, blonde hair that
was worn down with a bow, (2) a Latina doll with straight,
brown hair that was worn down with a bow, (3) a Black doll
with dark skin and dark brown kinky hair worn in an afro,
and a bow, and (4) a Black doll with skin and hair lighter
than the previous doll with kinky hair worn in an afro with
a bow.

All four dolls wore the same clothing to minimize addi-
tional di erences. The researchers included dolls with mid
skin tones to di erentiate between a preference for whiteness
and a preference for lighter skin, which are not necessarily
the same. Additionally, the mid-range skin tone provides
options that are more of a match for light-skinned Afri-
can American children (see Fig. 1). The researchers also
introduced tools to be used with the dolls, including combs,
brushes, a hairdryer, and hair bows.

Following a month of observation, the researchers noticed
children’s waning interest in the dolls. To maintain chil-
dren’s attention, the researchers added di erent changes of
clothing, hair ties, new small brushes and combs, a mini
hair straightener, and a makeup bag. The makeup bag
included four laminated foundation makeup palettes, four
makeup brushes, and the original four child-safe, handheld
mirrors (see Fig. 2).

Data Analysis

To elucidate the presence of racial and gender discourse
within the play of young children, the researchers analyzed

the data using critical discourse analysis. We specifically 1993
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created detailed descriptions of Everly and Amber, which
included their individual actions, language, and behaviors.
These descriptions, along with the sorting of transcription
excerpts, allowed for inductive categorical aggregation for
within case synthesis (Creswell and Poth 2018) as well as
cross-case synthesis (Creswell and Poth 2018). This syn-
thesis led to the major themes regarding the ways the girls
played with the racially diverse dolls and the discourse they
found within their play. For this article, we focus on the
girls’ racial preferences as indicated by their actions, lan-
guage, and behaviors toward the dolls.

Findings
Racial Preferences can Shape Play Behaviors

From the onset of the study, Amber and Everly had a strong
preference for the nonblack dolls and repeatedly rejected
the Black dolls. Although Amber and Everly occasionally
played with the Black dolls, these were for short amounts of
time. Each time a nonblack doll became available, the girls
would abandon the black dolls to the floor. Their language
and actions revealed four distinct ways in which the girls
rejected the Black dolls: playing with other dolls, sharing
dolls, playing with other toys, and mistreatment of the Black
dolls.

Playing with Other Dolls
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the hairdresser did not necessarily have possession of the
doll, but was an auxiliary person, performing a specific and
temporary duty, we considered this an act of sharing. The
hairdresser either did not get to hold the doll or had to return
the doll after completing the requested style.

Playing with Other Toys

The dolls and the props of the study were favorite play items.
Children frequently chose the house area and selected one
of the dolls as one of their play items. However, in instances
when there were only Black dolls available to choose from,
Amber and Everly would select another toy in the house area
with which to play.

On this occasion (transcribed from participant-observer
notes and video), researchers noted that Amber was frown-
ing because Everly was playing with the Latina doll, and
Agatha was playing with the White doll.

Sturdivant: Amber, why don’t you play with that doll?
(points to the lighter Black doll).

Amber: Agatha is playing with it (referring to the
White doll).

Sturdivant: No, the one in there. No one is playing
with that one.

Amber stands up and goes toward the sink. With a frown
on her face, she touches the White doll’s hair. She then picks
up a cellphone and pretends to talk on the phone.

Despite Amber’s apparent desire to play with a doll, when
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Everly places the doll in the pot and then turns the The speci city of prop boxes allows children to engage
knobs on the stove. with particular aspects of their world (Myhre 1993). In
Other dolls were not chosen for this activity; the Black"’lddlt.lon’.play performance helps to construpt social cat
. o egories, including race and gender (Bernstein 2015). The
dolls, however, were observed being 'cooked’ in the pot on . .
. . use of representative play items, such as dolls, created a
more than one occasion, by more than one child. Everly als . X .
. : evelopmentally appropriate approach to unearthing their
poked the darker Black doll in the eye with a makeup brush . . . . )
o . N mental representations and topics with which they might

and stated: "l poke her in the eye. : . . .
. . be grappling. By observing their play as it was naturally
Everly further engaged in an extended violent play : . :
occurring, data collection captured the perspectives of
rI[]he participants, provided insight into their thoughts, and

participant-observer notes and video recording). . . .
. .. allowed children to engage with aspects of their world.
The House kitchen had a removable round plastic sink. : o . )
Children are much more sophisticated in their under

Sometimes the children took the sink out to use it as a lar%?anding than we give them credit for, often because we

mixing bowl. When the sink was removed from the Cabinetbelieve ound children do not vet have the necessary cod-
it left a hole in the countertop. The children used this space young y y cog

as a washer and dryer, dropping clothes into the hole on tnltlve or social capability (Ausdale and Feagin 2001; Hus-

to be cleaned, and then opening the cabinet door on the frc?jrli%%nd2012

to reveal clean and dry clothes. Everly found a di erent use
for the furniture. Everly picked up the darker Black doll and
put her in the sink hole.

Everly: I'm gonna put the baby in here!

She places the baby inside the hole again.

Everly: Tyson put the top on it! (shutting the doll
inside of the space under the sink).

Everly removes the plastic sink again and begins to
pour baskets full of food on top of the baby doll.
Tyson: I'll put this in (adding more food).

Tyson goes to the refrigerator and gets more baskets
of food. Everly smiles and then opens the cabinet and
looks inside.

Everly: The baby!

After revealing the doll covered in piles of play food,
she tipped the toy counter over letting the food fall out,
and she and Tyson repeated the process.

The researchers did not observe this sort of mistreatment
with either of the nonblack dolls.

From avoiding the Black dolls, not wanting to play with
them, and mistreating them, Amber and Everly reveal their
preference for the White and Latina dolls. These preferences
shaped their play actions and choices. Their preferences
were strong and xed enough to cause them to exhibit clear
rejection of the Black dolls on multiple occasions and in
numerous and nuanced ways.

Discussion and Implications

The play of young children provides insight into their

thoughts and desires (Vygotsky 1978). In particular, girls
model gender expectations and use dolls in their identity
construction during sociodramatic play (Frost et al. 2012).
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