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Eleven years ago my first child was born. 1
purchased cards to annouvace her birth. When 1 handed the
cards to the store clerk, she looled at the 1lluztration of
& bhaby on the cards. loocled at me, and thern said. "You ve

made @ mistale - youw don't want these cerds.”

I checled the cards, and replaied farmly, “ves 1
do."  The clert wrapped the cairds ard handed them to me 1n
puczlement. The baby on the card was a cute, curly-hesded.
hrown baby. I am a whate male. 4y first chald, Maia - libe
my other three cnildren - i< baracial. Before the birth of
Maiea, my wife and I had confronted the typical frustrations
and s1lly guestions all interracial couples enperience, but
we had rot seriously considered how to raise birascaal
children.

Si1nce that day we have read about baracaal
children, discussed the 1isue often, talled to other
interracial parents., and used ow bnowledoe in educataon and
child development to develop an approach to ralsing Onr
children. T have written ceveral angry letters=, sroucd on
‘alt shows, and wraitten many articles ~ for both local and
naticnal publaicationc. I believe 1 have progreceoet booox
point wrnere | have fai1-ly clear concluzions about

interracial marriansg — antd. more2 ooiplicitly, bareci-l
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children. My development in this area has been greatly
as=sxsied Dy my black wife, ard by the willaingnecs of
American publications to print my material. Because I am an
@arly childhood educator and a professional committed to
support ard celebrate diversity in ezrly childhood programs
and scihools, 1 have been very concerned abwoul the identaity
of biracial children and how programs should support that

identity. Frofessionals worbhing with interraciel families

sleo need scourate information. This paper will articulste
my posaition on interracicl familaes and biracial childreng
then 1t will cover ways early childhood programs and schools
should wort with these children and their families.

Misted Baclgrounds

Almost every person’s heritage 1s mined to some
extent. Eurcpe 1s the heart of miutures. becauvse armies,
merchants a2nd nomads roamed acrnss the seas and land,
producang children along the way. and geographic, cultural,
and ethnic boundaries Lept shiftaing. The Fomans ceonguered

mo=t of Eurcpe at one time, Moore from Narth Africa laived an

)

Spain - and, atter the Spanasly Armada - 1n Scotland, Ireland
and England: ana the Hums raped and pillaged across Asia and
PRUFOpe.,

lromizall e bermany waz the croseroade ot tribal
and mnatisonzsl congquests across Lurope.

Native Americens have mlised +or centuries - both
with members of cither tribes, and with other non-white

Americans.  Non-whlies who were brought to thie country for

bd




cheap labor — Chinese, Fhilippincs, Mexicans, etc.. were not
allowed to marry white Americans. Because a
disproportionate amount of men were brought to this country,
(for cheap labor) they married non-white Amer:icans: blacks,
Hispanics and Native Americans. Feople from HMe:ico are, of
course. products of French., Spanish and Indian heritage.
American blacks also have West Indian heritage — where
interracial marriage was more acceptable than 1n the United
Stattes ~. and some American blacks have white and Native
fAmerican ancestry. Thus today s Ameracan manorities have
rich, multi-ethnic and multi-racial heritages.

Eo we are all mixtures.

Why then the big oeal about interracial marriage
and biracial children? Clearly this attitude comes {from our
need tuo arbaitrarily break the esrth’'s population into
distinctive racial groups. Thig obsclete i1dea developed
from the notion that Europeans are a superior group of
people. amd the belief of White Americans that God had
appointed them as rulers and protectors - thus the creation
of divine destiny - the right of whites to congquer Native
Americans. The logic of superiority requires the definition
cf superaor and 1nferior groups. Unce detined., ome clearly
cannot allow groups to milv, because thet would contaminate’
the supesricr group. ‘Wirginia state lawmalers had problems
here, beceuse wne of their hercs, John Smith, had married an

Ihdran - Focahontas),
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In modern America. arbitrary racial classification
1s perpetuated by the govermnment: racial and ethnic
categories on everything from birth certificates to school
gentrance forms; federal money for Native Americans., as long
as they can prove a specified percentage of Native American
heritage. and federal funding of zocial and educational
programs based on the percentages of mirorities who will
benefit. Eecause of this. many minorities t+eel
intermarriage will jeopsrdize their federal funding - as
wiil a baracial category on federal forme: and other
minorities believe someone who crosses racial or ethnac
lipes to marry is rejecting a pride in thelr own group.

The difference. then., between a white American of
English decent marrying a white American of German decent.
and a black American marryling & white American, is one
created by history. laws, and government caiegories. In
real terms the difference 1s one of degree. HEecause this
difference 1c one of degree, and not bhased on any scaentaific
facts. the definition of biracial’ 1s vague and non-
zcientaific. While the obvious definition of a biracial
child 15 & ~hild from one klact parent and one white parent,
the breoader definition includes any child of maed
parentage: black/Hispanic: Nabive fmerican/whites
fadiansblach; etc. This artiicle will emphosize the identity
and needs of children whoee psrents represent Lwo
distairctaive cultural. racial andrsor ethnic bach grounds.

What ' s In & Name




New groups always struggle with a name that best
identaifies them. In this area., at least two mames are
needed: one for parents who cross racial and ethnac
barriers to marry, the other for children of miued
parentage. Eiracial children desperately need a label to
help them develop & strong identity. and to acsist them in
talling to insensitive children and adults. "Biracial.,"
"interracial," “"multi-racial.," znd "multi-ethnic” are the
most common names used: 1 tend to use "interracaial" for
parents., and "biracial" or "multr-racial’ for the chiidren.
The use of "brown' by young children 15 also good. Uther
people use a name that comveys the specitic racial or ethnac
backgrounds of both parents. The hope 15 eventually rio word
1s needed., but before that time comes we might =till =ee
seme name changes.

Eiracaial Children Do Net Have 2 Duel Heritage

The biggest area of dispute aboat biracial
children 1s their adentity. Many peopie. including mysclof,
are insisting bir=cisl chaldren have anm identity bessed on
the collective heritage of both parents. Thie is not,
however, a dual aidentaity. Tts more than Lhat. A child of
Folaish and German heritage 1= not considered to have a dual
tdentity; a person of Fapago amd Yagul heritage dnes not
have a dual ident ty. 6 birscial chiid has & rach heratage
that includes — dependaing on the individual child - Asian,
Native Amer . can. Hrrican, Wect lndian. and European

ancestry. A biracial child should be raised wibth a family
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tree that includes every branch of his heritage. Dual
implies two distinctive, ircompatible, i1nseparable lines of
background, and this is obviously 1ncorrect.

The biracial child’'s heritage 1s a single unait,
comprised of a rich collection of equal, varied and exciting
parts.

When & biracial child marries. he will conftinue
Lne process of combining hertittages - regardless of the
bacl ground o+ hie zpousze. White Pmericans have dorme thas
for centuries.

Cenetic Heritage

S0 2 of the most beautiful flowers, the hardiest
farm anwnale, the most productive plants and the quickest
growing trees are hybrids fgenetic combinations). Apaimal
breeders. flower gevelopers, agronomists and tree plologists
esperiment constantly for better germetic combinations - to
resist disease, i1ncreasse oeauty, reduce fat content, and
increace speed of growth, among other qoels. While I am not
suagesting we breed pecple scientifically to produce
desirable recultsz, 1 am suggecsting the neotion of racial
purity 1% not based on any logicel or scientific
information. and 1 a rather si1lly notion. Children with a
mived genetic heritege zpproach ms imum geretic variabality,
which me-~s they exhilbit a vagt array of genctic
differences, There 1s zome truth to what many irmterracial

parents believe, unen they declare. "birai 1al chaldren are

-1




so eautiful"; many biracial children are also very

intelligent.

A biracial child can have blond hair, white skain
and blue eyes, aloeng with all other shim, hair amd eye color
cnmbirations. Hair texture and physical features also
differ widely. It 1s impossible to predict a child’'s
phveical appearance (phenotype) from the parent’'s heritage
{(genotype). And 1t 1s patently untrue that biracial
children are genetically more black thanm white. Infact 1t
could he argued that many are more white than black. because
their blaclk parent probably has zome non—black ancestry,
while their white parent probakly have little black
ancestry. But this clearly does not matter.

Society’'s Definition

i

Society will defirne your chilaren as bhlacl, so
vyou should raise then as black." All interracial parents
have heard this argument many., many times - especizlly from
writerse and professionals. 5Socizty once viewed Neltive
Americans as non—-cititens, women as 1ncompetent to vete,

blecls as slaves, and children as ©oeap labor Jor our

R

tactories. More ang more Americans then came to view thes
cocietal views &z beinmg wrong, and they changed. We ars
2aving society’'s view of the identity of biraciel chaildren
is ancorrect. We fpoint Lo other counmtries that define
biracial chaldren accurateiy; the combinations af

acl grounds that are accepred 1n thais country (Crecle.

mestizo, &nd evervorne who proudly claims some Native

&




American heritage) and the obvious genetic, cultural and
historic comb.nations that male-up biracial people.

Dther Myths About Interracial Farents and Their

Chaildren

Because i1nterracial marriage hae been taboo in
this country for so long., there are many myths about
interracial marris y3es and biracial children. These myths
include: peonles who marry someone from ancother racial or
ethnic group are :erverted in come way {(thev marry to ‘get

I

Pl

ch’ at a racist society: for spnarmel <erual desires, or
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lth and stacwglr; nterracial marriages:s end up an

divorce more often tnan other marriages; biracial children
are more ‘mesced up then other children, and minorities are
more accepting of biracial chaldren than are non—minorities.
The z'rongest myth about biracial childrer 1e that
these children must choose the same i1dentity as their parent
of color., because black genes are stronger than white gen:s.
cucirety sees these children as black, therefare they are
blect, buracial children are discrimirated againzt as much
a% minority children, so they should tasle on the identity o+
thesr minority parent, anag all non-barscial chitdren
(minority and Anglo) have a sanmgle., umiform horitage.
Finall, we have the myth that., while tairacial

children will receilve neogstive commente and irmsuvlte trom

mbther children and adults vand this wil)l heve a Liad 1mpact
on their self-concept development) mon-baracial children

never have any neative commente, atbtitudee -mcd behavaiors

ERIC
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directed toward them. There is the assumption that the

biracial nature of a child 1s an aindividual difference far
greater than any other individual difference: handicapped.
gender, gifted, etc. Therefore the negative impact of this
difference will be more destructive than asacial bebhavior
other children might experience. I thaink the issue 1s
really that other children with individual differences don’'t
choose thoze differences; i1nterrecial parents are
essentially accused of setting up their children for
fai1lure.

Many of these myths are stall accepted by much of

the public, and are actively perpetuvated by most
professionals (sociologists. psychologists. social worlers
and educators).

Supporting Eiracial Children 1n_the Early

hildhood School Setting

Because there has beern an 1ncrease 1n the number
of 1n.erracial relationships 1n this rountry during the past
twenty years there has also been an 1ncrease of biracial
children. The i1ncrease 1n 1nterracial relationships is a
result of the 1947 Supreme Court decisien striling down
ctate laws forbaidding interracial marriages, the 1934 school
desegregation decision. the increase of pecple from diverse
bactgrounds meeting 1n schools. colleges and the work place.
a new consclentiousress coming out of the 1760°'s., and. 1n
some parte of the country. more puolic acceptance ot

interracial marriage.




We do not lnow the exact number of tairacial
children. because schools, governments and the census bureau
do not recognizc them as a separate category.

A child's positive i1dentity development depends on
a secure sence of who they are. where they come from. and
how their tamily, child care program and community cupport
thelr identaity. Thie sense of idenlity. and the recognition
of physical cheracteristics - including skain coleor -+ beaing
an important part of i1dertaity. begin to be formed duraing the
early childhood years. This is whv 1ts essential child care
programs and schools positively zupport the biracial child
and the child’'s family.

Teachers Support of Biracial Chaldren

A teacher ' s support of any individusl difference
in her classroom starts with her own understanding and
comfort level with the difference. Does she respect the
individual rights of a handicep child. without pitying him?
Is she comfortable with all chaldren sitting on her lap™
Does she sincerely believe a biracial child in bher classroom
can be as successful] as any otper chi1ild™ 1Ie she sympathetic
to the needs of the abused child™ Teachers must snolore
their feelinas about biracial children: they muzst exemine
whether they believe the myths outlined in this article -
and, 1+ s - whether they are open to changina those mythe.

T+ they are not, then these teachers chould not wort with

10




biracial children. It is not acceptable to say. “"well, they

are just children., the same as all other children."”

At the 1nitial parent—-teacher conference, discuss
with parents of biracial children the 1ssue of identaty.

How 15 the child’'s identity viewed at home?™ How 1s that
identity cultivated and supported? How do the parents want
it to he supported in the classrwom and school?” Also
determirne how parents respond to negativz comments darected
at their children - from children and adults. What do they
tell *heir children to say? How do they reaffirm their
child’'s positive difference.

Interracial parents hold a variety ot ojranions
about the identity of their children. Some say the child’'s
racial i1dentity does not matter. others are very confused
araut the whole i1ssue, and a third groun have a clear
understanding of their child’s biracial identity. While you
need to respond to the parent’'s wisihes i1n the approach they
use to identify their child., you alsc need to support their
search for a true 1dentity.. Frovide them with i1nformation
apout local support groups: refer them to books and articles
about biracial identity, and let them brnow their struggle i1s
a legatimate one.

Do not respond to them by perpetuating one of the
myths, such az, "well, vou iLnow you have to choose one of
his parents,"” or "well, ofcourse., he’'s blaclt."

Specafic School and tlassruvom Activities

AT BB TR A— 8 o N .Y




There are many specific ideas that reachers can
use i1n the classroom to support biracial chaldren. But a
positive attitude toward these children and their families
must exist in tne entire center. This attitude must be
2stablishod by the dairector, — who must provide a claimate
that celebrates the diversity of all children and their
families. Trainings, posters., stat+f attitudes and
communicaticn, art worl, etc., will need to reflect this
trichness and diversity.

1) Through stories, role nlaying., tilme, photos,
picture hools., etc.. che teacher can show her students how
people in this country have effectively miued relaigions,
nationa2l heritages and e’hnic., raciel, political and
linguistic differences through marriage. Use a child with
English/Folish parents., or Italian/Swedish parents to show
how mixtures in parentage are popular and acceptable.

2) Develop a family tree for each child in your
classroom — going as far back as you can with each side of
the child s family. Note the differences and origains of
each chiid: nation, language., culture, etc. Use photos and
artifacts, amd encouraqe parent. arandparents and other
relatives to come to the clascroom and tall with the
children.

) Encourage and =zupport dicscussions about
indiviaual differences. CUhildren are very curious: thev
also are uncertain and cometimes scared o the unblnown.

"Why do you lool difterent from your mommy "Why 15 your
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daddy white and you’'re not?" "Can I touch your hair?" "Are
you adopted™" Openly respond to these questions, and use
the i1nterest to talk about children getting their physical
characteristics from their parents. Use both biracial and
non-biracial children to make this point. This actavity
will naturalily lead into & project on different families.
Develop a bulletin board or collage showing every variety of
family - foster. adoptive. two parent. single female headed
family, single male headed family. interracial., extended,
minority. etc. Also invite as many of these families to
visit vyour classroom as passible.

4) Avoid curriculum materials, discussions and
activities that divide the 'ountry and the world into neat.
distinctive racial and ethnic groups.

This is very easy to do because young children are
generalists who like to put the real world into neat
categories. and because child care professiona's want to
expose children to the variety of ethnic and racial groups
that make-up this country. We need to help children view
all people b/ their individual strengths and weaknesses. In
supporting the richness and diversity of individual
differences 1n our classrooms. we cannot male the mistale on
Qroupang people into groups. based on physical
ctharacteraistics.

29 Frovide lots of activities for miving colors:

paints, food colors., colored plistic., tiessue paper. etc .




&) Frovide many activities where children learn
about their own physical characteristics, and learn to feel
positive about those characteraistics: drawing and painting
pictures. making collages. viewino in the mirror, making
life-size cutouts from butcher paper, and then filling in
the correct flesh—tone colors.

7) Make a big poster or bulletin board showing
all the peocole in your program (children. teachers., cools,
bus drivers. etc.) with a caption that conveys "The Heauty
of All Feople."

8) Frovide a wealth of cuwrriculum materials
throughout the year. BEooks. posters. oolls, bulletins,
artifacts., music, stories. toys. etc.. should cover & rich
variety and texture of peoples - i1ncluding people who have
biracial heritage. Aveid only studying Hispanics at Canco
de Mayo times; only “studying Indians® at Thanksgivingi; and
conveying that Native Americans are all the same.

?) Encourage biracial children to reflect on
their family situation - through comments. guestions,
discussions, dictating stories., playing i1n the dress-up

area. and painting pictures

10) View biracial children — and all children with
individual differences — as a positive concraibution to your
program. They facilitate ycur ability to develop

activaties, read stories. discuss 1scsuese and worl out
problems., that teach children to respond positively to

variety. richnegc. and differernces.

15
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11} Conduct several classrcom activities that address

the commonalty cf all children 1n your program. Do a
collage of hands, & poster of heads. have all children trace
(or use as praints}) their feet onto butcher paper. Do a
chart of emotions all children experience: note that all
children have parents., a language, clothes, etc.

12) PFrovide activities that illustrate the non-
racial/ethnic differences between the children in your
classroom: height, weight, likes., dislikes. Jjumping
ability, hopping abilaty, site of foot., size of hand,
parent’'s occupation, ball catching ability. etc.

13) Do mot allow anv child to say something negative to
a baracial child based on the child’'s physical
characteristics cr mixed heritage (obviously you should not
allow this kind of behavior toward any child in vour
program). Find out the real reason for the comment ("'well.
he stole my truck:" “she never plays fair:'" etc.). I+ a
ciiild continues to male negative commernts. respond as you
would to any unacceptaeble classroom behavior (throwing food,
fighting., etc.).

Biracial children are a new population that many
child care professionals are serving. We need to be
responsive to the i1dentity needs of these children. and the
needs of their parents. This 1s made more difficult because
of myths that surround these children and their parents; of
historical and socretal prejudice against thas population,

goverrmnment rules and categories that do not recognize people

16




of mied heritage, and because the whole gquestion of

biracial identity has only recently been directly addressed.
Frofessionals working with young children must overcome

these prejudices in themselves, gain information to destroy
the myths., then provide experiences to support the identity

development of biracial chaildren.
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