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1 INTRODUCTION 

Issues like racism or skin color -based discrimination need to be discussed in the society, 

but before they can be discussed, we need words for the issues (Tuori, 2007). This applies 

both to adults and children. My aim with this research is to find out what children tell 

about skin color so that the issue can be discussed in the context of early childhood educa-

tion and among the early childhood educators. Research connected to children is never 

separate from the rest of the society, since children are part of the society. Children are not 

just future adults, they are active agents in their own life here and now. I wish to make 

children’s perceptions visible so that we as adults, educators and researchers can take them 

into consideration when planning and implementing early childhood education services. 

Children are not living in a vacuum and they have a lot going on in their minds 

(Lappalainen, 2006; Rastas, 2007). Silencing children’s thoughts and questions about skin 

color, “race” or ethnicity is not helpful: dealing with these themes is especially important 

now when racism in Finland is being discussed in the media almost daily due to the rising 

number of refugees arriving to Finland and other European countries. 

 

My research question is: what do Namibian and Finnish children tell about skin color? The 

methodological foundation of my research lays on an interdisciplinary approach, which 

combines elements from cross-cultural and narrative research as well as childhood re-

search. The analysis is a dialog between the empirical data and post-colonial theorizations 

combined with the spirit of Critical Race Theory that critically reviews concepts such as 

skin color, colorblindness and dichotomies. There is little research done about early child-

hood education in connection with Critical Race Theory and post-colonial research in Fin-

land or in Namibia. That was one of my motivators when choosing the topic for my thesis, 

but also made the research more challenging. I hope this research can contribute to the cur-

rent academic discussion of the education of young children by bringing in it anti-racist 

notions. I hope as well that it provides useful information about children’s thoughts for 

early childhood educators and other people working with children in Namibia and Finland. 
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1.1 A Brief literature review on children’s peer-relations, skin color, “race” and eth-

nicity  

A brief introduction to previous research around the theme of children’s peer-relations, 

skin color, “race” and ethnicity is in place. These topics are closely connected to my re-

search, although the topic of children’s perceptions on skin color has not been much re-

searched in Finland or Namibia. As much as the skin-color related research is focused in 

the context of USA, there is still much research conducted in other cultures as well, that 

approaches issues such as race, skin color and children. Based on this, it seems that chil-

dren’s thoughts on such topics interest researchers across cultures. 

One central viewpoint of children’s and young people’s peer-relationships concerns group 

memberships and in-groups/out-groups. Much research has been conducted on the topic 

with the results indicating, that children’s negative attitudes towards ethnic out-groups de-

crease with increasing age, although the in-group is always preferred to the out-group. 

Typically prejudices will emerge in situations where children identify strongly to their in-

group and the out-group is seen to pose some kind of threat. Ethnicity affects children’s 

willingness to “change teams”, which is connected to ideas of “high” and “low” status 

groups, usually from which the ethnic majority groups are perceived to have “high” status. 

(see Bennett et.al., 2004; Nesdale, Durkin, Maass, & Griffiths, 2005a, 2005b; Jasinskaja-

Lahti, Mähönen, & Liebkind, 2010.) 

In a British research, children’s awareness of familiar (“like us”) and unfamiliar (“not like 

us”) and choosing their playmates according to those factors were found forming through 

the kindergarten’s practices. The people working in kindergartens are challenged to pay 

attention to the (now alienating and discriminative) social practices and performances of 

children’s identities and make changes to open up other friendship possibilities for chil-

dren. (Barron, 2011, p. 655-670.) 

Finnish research indicates that children actively use “colouring talk” when referring to dif-

ferent skin colors, and are able to see differences among themselves and other. The chil-

dren learn as well how to turn those differences against someone. (Rastas, 2005; 2007.) It’s 

also typical that in a Finnish preschool environment “Finnishness” is defined through un-

questioned cultural practices and constructed tightly around the “white” skin color 

(Lappalainen, 2006; 2009). 
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A research made in Israel revealed how children acquire concepts or categories of social 

groups at a very young age and base those on visible “characteristics” such as skin color or 

clothing, but also on linguistic basis. The research indicates that when young children de-

scribe another person they tend to focus on observable and concrete features. (Bar-Tal, 

1996, p. 345.) Other researchers also remind that although children’s initial stereotypes are 

focused on concrete features, they quickly expand to include also abstract qualities (Brown 

& Bigler, 2005). 

Previous research made in USA indicates that skin tone was a salient personal characteris-

tic among African American children and some of the children had biases towards differ-

ent skin tones. In addition the researchers found out that interracial attitudes affected chil-

dren’s perception of their own skin tone. The research also implied that children were able 

to remember better stereotypic than counter-stereotypic information about skin tone. 

(Averhart & Bigler, 1997.) Added to that, it’s important to acknowledge that children be-

come conscious of their own color already from a young age (Phoenix, 2005). 

Societal norms or trends are also present in children’s daily lives, implies a research con-

ducted in Puerto Rico. There the researchers asked children how content they are with their 

own skin color. While most of the children were happy about their skin color, they also 

found “pro-white bias” and signs of “white beauty standards” among some “black” Puerto-

Rican children. Especially girls had a desire to measure up oneself against “fair skin”. 

Based on earlier research the researchers however claim that having “pro-white bias” and 

simultaneously maintaining a high self-esteem is actually possible. (Alarcón, Szalacha, 

Erkut, Fields, & Coll, 2000, p. 217.) 

South African researchers, investigating 2–4-year-old children, came to conclusion that 

even children that young are “active subjects in the construction of difference around race, 

gender and other social identities”. They also found out that the children were aware of the 

social power attached to “whiteness” and demonstrated internalized racism ”by taking up 

whiteness as an organizing principle for superiority”. (Ebrahim & Francis, 2008, p. 275-

281.) 

When examining young children’s friendships, research findings indicate that children play 

mostly with other children who are of same sex and same ethnic origin (Barron, 2011). 

Children also tend to have more same-race than cross-race friendships (Aboud, Morton, & 
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Purdy, 2003). Another research implies that while ethnicity did not play a significant role 

in peaceful situations when children chose their playmates, in conflict situations “ethnic 

stereotypes and prejudices were often drawn upon in the children’s strategies to gain the 

upper hand with one another” (Devine, Kenny, & Macneela, 2008). 

1.2 Researcher’s position  

In order for the reader to understand all the cross-cultural implications of this study, I fol-

low in the footsteps of other researchers and feel as an imperative to introduce myself as a 

researcher (Park & Lahman, 2003). As this is a research drawing from the narrative meth-

odology, I will start this chapter with a personal narrative leading to the making of this 

research. The second part takes a more analytic look at my position as a researcher in the 

research process and the third one looks at my pre-conceptions and biases concerning the 

research. 

There and back again – my personal relationship with Namibia 

Eleven years ago, in 2004, I spent two weeks in Namibia on a summer high school ex-

change camp. Those two weeks exploring the Namibian culture and interacting with my 

Namibian peers, pushed me out of the ethnocentric bubble I used to live in. Being exposed 

to a very different cultural and societal environment at such an amenable age of my life 

allowed me for the first time to really look around: to see my own culture with new eyes 

and start to question the cultural norms and ways of thinking around me.  

Up to this day, I have visited Namibia six times. The first possibility to spend there a long-

er period of time came in 2013 when I was accepted to do my internship in Namibia as part 

of my practical studies in University of Oulu. Being a qualified kindergarten teacher and a 

master’s level student of early childhood education, I was happy to find myself an intern-

ship position from the Early Childhood Development (ECD) department of City of Wind-

hoek, Namibia’s capital city. Before leaving Finland, I also decided the topic of my thesis: 

I would interview Namibian and Finnish children about their perceptions on skin color. I 

made the Namibian interviews on my free time during my stay and got back home – after 

the internship, data collection and also travelling over 7000km in a bus around Southern 

Africa – financially poorer but professionally and research-wise considerably richer than 

before.  
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During my internship, when I lived four months in Windhoek, I was able to familiarize 

myself with the education of the young children there. I saw and visited different ECD 

centers in socio-economically diverse areas and worked mostly in the area of informal set-

tlements. This helped me to form a bigger picture of the ECD in Namibia – although I have 

to admit that much learning has also happened here in Finland after I got back and started 

working on my thesis and reading through the literature for this research. I feel that my 

first-hand experiences at grass-root level in the field of ECD in Namibia together with my 

few years’ working experience in Finnish daycare centers were a benefit for me in the re-

search process. My involvement in the activities of the Finnish-Namibian friendship socie-

ty during the past years as well as being part of the Summer High School Association’s 

Finnish-Namibian summer high school exchange program for eleven years have improved 

my intercultural skills and my general knowledge about Namibia, it’s people and it’s cul-

tural diversity. However, I acknowledge that four months is a short time to spend in a for-

eign country and I can’t call myself an expert concerning Namibia. I can only state that it 

has been extremely educating to do research on this topic and I have learned very much on 

many levels. The process was also more fun that I could ever have imagined. 

On being “white” and many other things 

During the research process I have learned that positioning oneself as a researcher is essen-

tial when conducting a cross-cultural research and dealing with topics like Critical Race 

Theory and post-colonial research. Reading through the literature made me question almost 

every aspect of my being and sometimes even my ability to do this research due to my 

“whiteness” and other qualities that might affect the research process. 

The sociologists in the early 1970s started to understand that scientific research does not 

exist in a vacuum. They began posing questions like “How can white scholars contribute to 

our understanding of the experiences of racial groups?” or “Can dominant groups compre-

hend the experiences of outsiders and if so, under what conditions and with which method-

ological practices?”. (Andersen, 1993, p. 40.) There are problems especially around the 

social distance between the interviewer and the interviewee when white middle-class inter-

viewers want to study race relations. Fortunately for my research, it has also been argued 

that “majority group scholars can develop and utilize tensions in their own cultural identi-

ties to enable them to see different aspects of minority group experiences and to examine 

critically majority experiences and beliefs” (Andersen, 1993, p. 42). Still, a “white” re-
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searcher needs to be aware of the possible limitations to understanding the realities of 

“non-white” people (Rastas, 2004). In order to compensate for my “white middle-

classness”, I need to examine it critically. Fortunately for me, my research handles two 

cultural contexts: Namibia and Finland, so my position will shift from “outsider” in Na-

mibia to “insider” in Finland during the research – although it has been argued that in con-

ducting a research, the researcher is neither fully inside nor outside (Milligan, 2014, p. 5).  

Whiteness should be seen as a category that is socially constructed as much as any other 

“racial” category (Rastas, 2004; Löytty, 2006). Rastas (2004) writes about normative 

whiteness and Lappalainen (2009) about the self-evident whiteness in the Finnish Society. 

As a Finn, I’m used to belonging to a majority when skin color is concerned. My experi-

ences in Namibia about being a minority group member and “sticking out” from the crowd 

due to my “whiteness” have been important experiences and opportunities for me to step in 

other people’s shoes – experiences of being “the other”, the one who’s different. I have 

also encountered different stereotypic assumptions based on my skin color: since I’m 

“white”, I should also be rich and very potentially a racist, or at least a tourist from Ger-

many. I feel that these experiences have given me perspective to look at the world from a 

less ethnocentric angle than before, which is important for everyone and especially im-

portant for a teacher. 

Based on my working experience in different Finnish kindergartens I have learned that 

Finnish children don’t really talk about “race” nor is the topic commonly discussed togeth-

er with the children from the initiative of the kindergarten teachers. Finnish early child-

hood education is pervaded by the Finnish national culture, which bears in it the normative 

whiteness: “the official preschool has a tendency to celebrate Finnishness and to emphasize 

cultural differences” (Lappalainen, 2009, p.74). Having myself experienced the traditional 

Finnish daycare institution in my early childhood and being trained as a Finnish kindergar-

ten teacher in my early adulthood, I started to see and question the normative practices 

only after my bachelor’s studies when I entered the labor market. Also, if travelling to 

Namibia ten years ago helped me to see the Finnish society differently, most certainly 

working in a Namibian ECD center helped me to view the Finnish daycare system and my 

own profession as a kindergarten teacher in a new light. It led me, for example to reflect 

more on the “whiteness” in the Finnish daycare system and inside the teacher education 

system (see Brown, 2014; Gordon, 2005).  
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The children in my workplace in Namibia talked about skin color and “race” quite openly, 

on the contrary to my experiences in Finland. Or was it perhaps my presence that triggered 

their outcomes with the topic? Be that as it may, I am glad that the children felt free to ex-

press their color-related thoughts with me. The following excerpts from my personal diary 

explain how the children brought up the subject of skin color in my presence: 

 “Today I picked up the word “oshilumbu” [means a white person, not the most admir-
ing word] from the midst of children’s play. I wonder, if they were referring to me, af-
ter all I’m the only white person around at the moment.” 

“One child came to me in the afternoon, looked at me and said: “you look like Teacher 
Katarina [name changed] in the face”. I was earlier told that there had been European 
volunteer teachers at that same daycare center, the child was referring to one of 
them. I asked, was it because I am “white”, and the child said “yes”. 

(Personal diary, October 2013) 

However, “Whiteness” is not in any ways the only status attached to me: while I’m 

“white”, I’m also a woman, an adult, a teacher and European, among other things. All the-

se aspects of my being affect how I see and understand the world. That’s why they also 

affect the research I’m conducting (see Milligan, 2014). All these aspects also affect each 

other: since I’m “white” and a teacher, it might be that my relationship with some children 

was different than if I was “non-white”. Sometimes the children identify best with a teach-

er from their race (Park & Lahman, 2003). On the other hand, being a teacher might have 

positively affected my position in Namibia – at least Milligan (2004) found out that being a 

teacher affected positively to her position in the research environment: she was not seen 

only as an “strange white person” but through the role of a teacher, part of the community 

(p. 2). 

Regarding ethnicity and teacher’s profession, it has also been argued that the teacher-child 

interaction suffers in situations where the child is expressing difficult behavior, if the 

teacher and the child have different ethnic backgrounds. White teachers also assessed black 

children’s social skills lower and their challenging behavior more frequent than they actu-

ally were. (Bagnato, Gol-Guven, & Ho, 2012.) These are serious findings and even though 

they may not apply to all societies and contexts, I as a teacher need to be aware of them to 

critically review my own actions and behavior as a kindergarten teacher. Being an adult is 

also a potential conflict when conducting a research concerning children: can I, as an adult, 

never truly reach the world of a child?  
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During the research, constantly defining myself as “white” felt sometimes uncomfortable. 

Also Rastas (2004) had similar feelings during her research. She felt that even though fol-

lowing the “reflexivity recommendation” was beneficial for her research, she found the 

reflection on and talking about herself as “white” also disturbing. She feels reluctant to use 

the term “white”, because she would like to find a better way to talk about racism than re-

producing its powerful assumptions. If being against racism is being against racialization, 

the researcher should also not talk about other people by using these color-coded terms. 

(Rastas, 2004, p. 105-106.) 

Rastas also found out that most children talked about skin colors how they see them: 

“brown” instead of “black”. She interpreted that as an anti-racist strategy. I would like to 

apply the same strategy to my research: when I talk about skin colors, I will use for them 

color words, such as “brown” or “white” which should not be confused with racialized 

terms “black” and “white”. I will also use the term “mixed” to describe a person whose 

skin color in my eyes looks something in-between “brown” and “white” rather than using 

the term “colored” which in Namibia was a term used during Apartheid. I will also use the 

quotation marks around the words, to emphasize their ambiguous nature. Most importantly, 

I will also ask the children, how they themselves define their own skin color 

Mapping out my pre-conceptions and biases 

I had some pre-conceptions at the back of my mind when I started to construct this re-

search. In the spirit of reflexivity (see Mangen, 2007; Hirsjärvi, Remes, & Sajavaara, 2008; 

Clark, 2012) I will list them down for the reader to see and later judge whether I had let 

them influence my research process. 

First of all, I was sure that the Finnish children would talk a lot about “Africa” when refer-

ring to people who have different skin color. After all, also Lappalainen (2009) had found 

out in her research that Africa was often constructed as major of ‘difference’ in the pre-

schools she was investigating and ‘African’ children were represented as poor and hungry 

and as ‘others’ based on their skin color (Lappalainen, 2009, p. 70-71). Also the binary of 

Europe/Africa which has been discussed in the post-colonial context had impacted my 

thinking. However, only one Finnish child mentioned Africa in the research, as a place 

where the people who have a different skin color live. My additional assumption was that 

if the children had no first-hand experiences about people with different skin color, they 
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would claim to have seen them in the media: in TV or movies. However, only one child 

referred to television when I asked where she had seen people with different skin color.  

I was also quite sure that I would encounter racist name-calling or racist expressions for 

people with different skin color during the interviews. For my surprise, the “N-word” was 

not mentioned at all. Later when I read more literature about the topic, I found out that 

young children actually have their own ways and words for discussing skin color differ-

ences and the “N-word” comes to their vocabulary when they are older (Rastas, 2005; 

2007). Concerning the interviews in Namibia, I expected to hear more incidents concerning 

racism and bullying in the children’s stories. I heard some, but not to the extent of my ex-

pectations.  

I noticed, when looking back to my thoughts at the beginning of the research process, that 

my pre-expectations were quite negative in the way that I expected to find stereotypic an-

swers from the children – meaning that I myself had a stereotypic picture and stereotypic 

expectations of the children I was going to interview. This was completely against my idea 

to use in my research the theoretical framework inspired by post-colonial research and 

Critical Race Theory, which bear inside them the very idea of breaking stereotypes. I can 

only defend myself by admitting that when I came to read more literature and earlier re-

search, I got more tools to review critically not just at the research findings but also at my 

own views and pre-conceptions and the whole research process. As there is always room 

for improvement, I would like to conclude this chapter with Gordon’s words and state that 

“I want to see better and be better” (Gordon, 2005, p. 147). 
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

In the first part of this chapter I will define and explain the basic concepts for this research. 

Some concepts might have multiple meanings in different research fields (Löytty, 2006; 

Rastas, 2007) so the importance of the definitions is great. The second part introduces two 

theoretical viewpoints that have affected the research: post-colonialism and Critical Race 

Theory (CRT). Notable is, however, that the concepts and the theoretical approaches intro-

duced here are tied together and partly limited and interconnected – they will provide the 

theoretical framework together, not separately. The theoretical framework will later help 

me to put the results of this research into a wider societal perspective. 

The two theoretical approaches – post-colonial theory and Critical Race Theory – form the 

theoretical framework for this research together with the basic concepts. Most concepts, 

such as dichotomies, whiteness and colorblindness belong under the post-colonial and CRT 

umbrellas. These theoretical approaches will be used in the data analysis as “theoretical 

lenses” to look at the results with. In the field of post-colonial research there are some as-

pects that fit particularly well in my research. For example, research that deals with other-

ness, dichotomies and nationalities meets with my topic and research questions. CRT is 

closely related to post-colonial research and widens the scale of how “race” is understood 

and perceived. 

The figure below (Figure 1) represents how I visualized to myself the relationships and 

connections of each main concept and theoretical approaches presented in this chapter. The 

illustration is not meant to be comprehensive but to give the reader an idea about the many 

connections the concepts all share. 
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Figure 1: Concepts related to skin color in this research and their connections to Post-

Colonial Research and CRT 

A core concept for this research is skin color. When I’m discussing skin color in this re-

search, I will in my own text use quotes around the words (e.g. “brown” or “white”) to 

disconnect the research from any racial labeling – they are just colors. Other concepts, such 

as whiteness or colorblindness, are different aspects of the skin color discourse in this re-

search as well as important aspects of post-colonial research and critical race theory. 

It is important to note that the concepts defined below are complex and interconnected and 

might have different meanings in different situations as well as in different research fields. 

Some of the concepts were selected based on theoretical framework already at the begin-

ning of the research, before the data analysis. Some were added to the list later, based on 

the research findings when the data was analyzed. My view derives from Löytty’s (2006) 

acknowledgment: even when some of the concepts originate directly from the theoretical 

framework, part of them rise also from the research process itself (p. 27-28). In the next 

chapter I will explain how I understand these concepts in relation to my research. I follow 

Löytty’s thinking also when he understands concepts as “densitized theory” and sees the 

concepts more as resources than ready given answers (Löytty, 2006, p. 27).  

  



12  

 

  

2.1 Defining the central concepts of this research 

Race, “race” and racism 

I this research, I refer to “race” as a social construction – a changing, socially and cultural-

ly produced, flexible category according to Phoenix (2005, p. 107) – discharging the re-

search from the racial doctrines connected to evolutional and anthropological biology. To 

make the distinction, I will use the word without the quotation marks only when referring 

to the old, biological definitions of the race or the Apartheid legislation or citing someone 

else’s text. With this choice I follow in the footsteps of Rastas (2007) and Housee (2008).  

Racism is based on the idea of an existence of different races that can be put into a hierar-

chical order according to qualities such as physical appearance, intelligence or skin color. 

Historically racism can be seen as a rather new phenomenon, as Isaksson and Jokisalo 

(2005) write. They see the “finding” of America by Columbus in 1492 as the origin of rac-

ism – followed by colonialism, the suppression and enslavement of native peoples in 

America and Africa during the violent expansion of Europe. The modern racism, argue 

Isaksson and Jokisalo, was created to justify this ideology. Within the natural sciences, the 

scientist had a need to create a “scientific” classification system, which could be used to 

put the humankind into a ranking order according to race. On top of the artificially created 

racial hierarchy was the white race living in Europe. (Isaksson & Jokisalo, 2005, p. 38-

52.). According to Banton (2005) in the nineteenth century it was generally believed that 

“either God or nature had created races”. He adds that, in fact, “the belief that humans be-

long to races was an invention of the Anglo-Saxon Protestant West that has been spread 

wherever it had influence. In this sense, Westerners have made races”. (Banton, 2005, 

p.58.) Today, race is still a topic of conversation, and, as Nayak (2005) summarizes: the 

idea of race is one of the most persistent and seductive fictions of the twenty-first century. 

She also asks why does “the fallacy of race” still has such an appeal at this post-colonial 

age. (Nayak, 2005, p. 141.) 

Racialization 

Why is the term racialization important in this research? Murji and Solomos (2005) con-

nect the term to the constructed nature of racial categories and race-thinking processes and 

see that it “contains a more or less explicit instance that race is not real, at least in any bio-

logical sense.” (Murji & Solomos, 2005, p. 5). Banton (2005) adds that black and white are 
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primarily color categories - they become racial categories only when they are parts of a 

racial classification. This research aims in finding out children’s perceptions on a topic that 

has the potential of including elements of discrimination and prejudice. That’s why I agree 

with he when he continues: “such a [color-based] classification becomes important when it 

is a basis for unequal treatment”. (Banton, 2005, p. 59.) In addition, one of the cultural 

contexts for this research is Namibia and racialization is part of the country’s colonial his-

tory. 

Racialization can have different forms in the society: it can appear as “positive”, “nega-

tive” or “ambiguous”. (Nayak, 2005, p. 158). Phoenix (2005) made a research about chil-

dren’s earliest memories of becoming aware of their color. She sees racialization as posi-

tioning in relation to race and one of her research findings was that young people are well 

aware of how they are positioned within the society. It has been argued that racism is al-

ways connected to societal power-structures where some groups’ voice is heard and other’s 

not (Kanninen & Markkula, 2011). 

Brah (2007) introduces term ”differential racializations” to describe the complicated, mul-

tifaceted processes between different forms of racism and segregation. She feels that too 

little attention is given to all the “special signs – for example skin color, physical appear-

ance, religion or culture – around which the different racializations are built.” She is also 

curious about the power-dynamics behind racialized social relations that create racialized 

forms of subjectivity and identities. (Brah, 2007, p. 78.) 

Prejudices and Stereotypes 

In my research I view prejudices and stereotypes as forms of discriminatory bias. I empha-

size the importance of investigating children’s perceptions and the possible prejudices or 

stereotypes that emerge from children’s stories, because although prejudices are necessari-

ly not racism, they can lead to it (see Kanninen & Markkula, 2011). 

By making complex phenomena simple, prejudices help people to understand the world 

better. Many groups and individual people encounter many kinds of prejudices in life. In 

this research I will focus on the possible color-based prejudices emerging from children’s 

narratives. Prejudices can be for example positive or negative stereotypes. According to 

Kanninen and Markkula (2011) prejudices can be seen as “ignorance-based assumptions 

that often target to new and different, such as people from other countries.” (p. 18). 
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Stereotypes help us to define and construe the reality in many levels, define Löytty and 

Rastas (2011). It has been argued that by late childhood, “children tend to overcategorize 

and stereotype many things” because they find that kind of organizing system useful and 

fail to see its limitations. However, when children mature, their categories become more 

realistic. (Sleeter & Grant, 2007, p. 83.) Stereotypic thinking becomes problematic when 

knowledge is being selected based on stereotypes that strengthen our prejudice. Sterotypes 

can be defined as qualities that are attached to certain groups and are believed to apply for 

every member of that group, and stereotypes can be negative or positive (Wetherell & Pot-

ter, 1992). It would be beneficial to look at the concept of stereotype as a multifaceted con-

cept, suggest Coutant, Worchel, Bar-Tal and Van Raalten (2011). 

Whiteness 

Whiteness is a central concept in my research: my own skin color is white, and I need to 

reflect on that and discuss how it can affect my research. The pictures that were used in the 

interviews also had “white” characters in them. Some reflections on whiteness are present-

ed in the first chapter, “Researcher’s position”. In the case of racism, as Rhedding-Jones 

writes, whites are (usually, but not always) the ones who dominate people of color 

(Rhedding-Jones, 2001, p. 150). Furthermore, whiteness is included in the dichotomy of 

black/white, which I will discuss later.  

Löytty (2006) writes about how whiteness is often perceived as not a color at all – it re-

mains unproblematic and as a norm, against with other colors are compared (p. 215). If 

whiteness is left unquestioned, [white] teachers are prevented from approaching immigrant 

families equitably, claims Adair (2014). She recalls for more evidence on how whiteness 

works, and how it is manifested in the settings of everyday school experiences of young 

immigrant children – after all, most early childhood educators in her research environment 

(USA) were white (Adair, 2014, p. 644) – as they are too in Finland. Although whiteness is 

a concept tightly connected to the discourse around skin color, it is important to remember 

that, like other racialized categories, it’s “not simply about physical attributes or skin color, 

but the relationships between those things and the social, political and historical contexts 

that give them significance” (Housee, 2008, p. 419).  
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Colorism and “pro-white bias” 

The concept of colorism is widely used especially in the United States. It can be defined as 

a skin color bias where the light-skinned people are seen more attractive than the dark-

skinned people and more whiter a person is, more positive qualities she/he is believed to 

have (Harrison & Thomas, 2009). The concept of colorism can also be linked to racism. In 

their research Harrison and Thomas came into conclusion that job applicant’s skin color 

played a considerable role in the treatment he or she received – racism was not necessarily 

a practice that allotted preference and privilege based solely on one’s race, the color of the 

person’s skin had an affect too. (Harrison & Thomas, 2009, p. 159.) In addition, in a re-

search about young African American children Averhart and Bigler (1997) found out that 

although many children had positive attitudes toward the wide range of skin tones associ-

ated with African Americans, at least some African American children also showed evi-

dence of a bias toward lighter over darker skin tones (Averhart & Bigler, 1997). In the arti-

cle of Alarcón et al. (2000) the researchers present the idea of “White beauty standards” 

and argue that Puerto Rican girls have a desire to measure up themselves against those 

standards. They also sum up earlier research with claiming that Black children can have 

“pro-white bias” and still maintain high self-esteem. (Alarcón et al., 2000, p. 217) 

Colorblindness 

Colorblindness, in its most generic form, suggests ignoring or avoiding discussion of group 

categories, write Rosenthal and Levy (2010, p. 218). However, it is important to bear in 

mind that colorblindness is merely a metaphor, not meant to be understood literally 

(Obasogie, 2010, p. 611). Importantly, Rattan and Ambady (2013) found out in their re-

search that the majority group members are more likely to endorse a colorblind ideology 

than the minority group members. 

Since ethnic and racial group categories are important and affect people’s life experiences, 

colorblindness in that form is not desirable, claim Rosenthal and Levy (2010). Within the 

colorblind thinking there can be found two contradicting but simultaneously existing ap-

proaches: on one hand there’s a tendency to avoid all matters related to differences (e.g. 

race or ethnicity). On the other hand, colorblindness can take the form of focusing on simi-

larities among groups of people: for example emphasizing nationality over ethnic groups or 

skin color. Emphasizing the similarities in a colorblind way is problematic, since it puts 
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different people in the same – sometimes artificial – categories and suggests that all groups 

should adopt the same ways, which are usually the ways of the mainstream, dominant cul-

ture. In addition, while color-blindness is an “ideology about de-emphasizing group cate-

gories” – and it can be also used to emphasize similarities and assimilation– Rosenthal and 

Levy further suggest that “it also can be implemented to emphasize individual differ-

ences”, for example claiming that “each person is unique”. However, also the “uniqueness” 

form of colorblindness has been criticized for the reason that it ignores the valued identity 

of members who belong to marginalized racial and ethnic groups. (Rosenthal & Levy, 

2010, p. 217-220.) Boutte, Lopez-Robertson and Powers-Costello (2011) have similar ar-

guments: they see colorblindness as something that can conceal “important aspects of a 

person’s identity, history, struggles and legacies” (p. 341). 

Dichotomies  

Often dichotomies such as black/white are emphasized in our societies. Those dichotomies 

need to be acknowledged and challenged, not to be taken for granted as societal norms. 

Without the challenging, the dichotomies might seem historically immutable. (Brah, 2007, 

p. 77.) Some researchers use the term “binaries” when referring to dichotomies. When re-

searching skin color, the black/white binary becomes of essence. Price (2010) defines the 

black/white binary as following: “The so-called ‘black/white binary’ refers to an approach 

to understanding race which places individuals and groups into one of two separate but 

unequal categories: white (superior, defined in opposition to blackness; ie, as not black) or 

black (for some, literally of black African ancestry; for others, any nonwhite or marginal-

ized minority)”. She claims that the binary is powerful on the grounds that it reaches many 

levels in our society: laws, popular culture, textbook content and also the scholarly inquiry 

of race. (Price, 2010, p. 154.) 

Also Tuori (2007) refers to dichotomies in her article about racialization and gender. She 

reminds that when the researcher makes categories, she/he might produce representations 

about stable groups with clear boundaries. In other words: naming produces the target that 

is named. (Tuori, 2007, p. 158-159.) In this research, I operate on some dichotomies, such 

as Finnish/Namibian. I will thus follow Tuori’s (2007) advice: if the researcher uses cate-

gorization, she/he must also simultaneously question the categories and remember – like 

Brah (2007) writes – that dichotomies and their meanings change in time and place (Tuori, 

2007, p. 158-159; Brah, 2007). The black/white dichotomy or binary is discussed both in 
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the context of post-colonial research and Critical Race Theory. I will in this research rely 

on Price’s (2010) above-presented definition of the black/white binary but will maintain in 

using the term dichotomy instead of binary. 

Otherness 

In post-colonial theory, researchers pose questions for example about “otherness” – who 

are “the others” and how do we situate ourselves in relation to them? (Löytty, 2006; Brah, 

2007). Löytty (2006) points out that of especial interest is how the otherness is constructed, 

and what kinds of perceptions are simultaneously produced about the writer and the culture 

the writer is representing (p. 131). “What image is being re-presented” and who benefits 

from it are relevant questions concerning the image of the “other” when doing for example 

a research in an indigenous community (Tomaselli, Dyll, & Francis, 2008, p. 362). “The 

concept of other helps to define the relationship between familiar and strange, norm and 

exception. The concept depicts a power construction, where someone or something is un-

derstood as different but also as subaltern” (Löytty, 2006, p. 147). When someone is per-

ceived as “other” based on one difference, the notion also often activates “a bunch” of oth-

er differences connected to the first one (Löytty 2006, p. 48). In short: otherness deals with 

differences, but the differences constructed in the process of othering are not equal: for 

example the familiar is often more valued than the strange. In this this research, the con-

cept of otherness is important because it often is manifested in relation to skin color 

(Löytty, 2006; Lappalainen, 2009).  

2.2 Post-colonial perspectives 

Namibia can be seen as a post-colonial society (see Katjavivi, 1988; Löytty, 2006; Stell & 

Fox, 2014) but what is Finland’s relation to post-colonialism? Kuortti (2007) sees post-

colonial theory as critique towards ethnocentrism and Europe-centrism – representing self 

and others in a biased, one-dimensional way. Ideologically, the post-colonial theory aims 

in revealing how the mechanisms of those biased representations work and offering alter-

natives for them. Thus it bears within a political motivation to dismantle those biases. 

(Kuortti, 2007, p. 11.) Ethnocentrism is always a danger when doing cross-cultural re-

search, and I will during this research explain how I intend to avoid some of its traps. 
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Rastas (2007) claims that the Finnish discussion around racism is strongly defined by the 

colonial paradigm of racism. Lappalainen (2009) points out that regardless whether or not 

the country has a colonial past, the thinking in that country is influenced on colonial rea-

soning and representations. Furthermore, Lehtonen and Löytty (2007) argue that even 

though Finland didn’t have its own colonies, the Finns can’t truly position themselves out-

side the discussion about colonialism. They suggest that the post-colonial theory can help 

in finding new positions for Finland and for being Finnish. After all, Finland would not be 

the same place it is today, without post-colonial relations. (Lehtonen & Löytty, 2007, p. 

106.) 

If Finland was no longer seen as a closed-bordered periphery, it could better open up to 

new, more open-minded and tolerant representation of Finnishness than before (Lehtonen 

& Löytty, 2007, p. 116-117). Presentations of Finnishness are also included in the context 

of my research, Early Childhood Education. Lappalainen (2006) describes the Finnish day-

care system as nation-state -minded where the basis for multicultural education is the chil-

dren’s identification to the Finnish nation-state culture and comparing “own” culture to 

“other” cultures. In her research about embodied nationality among preschool children, 

Lappalainen (2009) also concludes that embodiment is an important aspect of nationaliza-

tion and there’s always a risk of exclusion when dealing with national, ethnic and cultural 

performances (p. 74). Finland’s western neighbors, the Swedes, wrestle with similar issues 

as can be understood from Hübinette’s (2011) essay. He sees in Swedish society “exclusive 

Swedishness, which does not allow non-whites to be Swedes”. He argues that minorities’ 

experiences and perspectives are in that process being silenced and made invisible in dom-

inant representations of Swedish national identity (Hübinette, 2011, p. 32). 

Post-colonial theory in early childhood education 

The post-colonial theory has been discussed also in the context of education, to some ex-

tent also in early childhood education, although research in the latter are few. Teachers – 

also early childhood education teachers – need what is called “critical professionalism” to 

understand the impact and complex nature of colonial imagination on teacher professional-

ism. Teaching can be seen as a political act, transcending personal and professional bound-

aries and teacher’s relation to society central for it. (Lavia, 2006, p. 289.) In addition, chal-

lenging biases should be a “paramount responsibility of a teacher” also in the settings of 
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early childhood education (Loveridge, Rosewarne, Shuker, Barker, & Nager, 2012, p. 

109).  

How then could the teachers bring the spirit of post-colonial theory into early childhood 

education? Ebrahim and Francis (2008) propose that applying the post-colonial approach 

to early childhood education “allows for a more nuanced understanding of how early 

childhood education may address diversity through alternative ways of seeing, understand-

ing and responsing” (p. 286). But as an early childhood educator, I must also agree with 

Viruru (2005) when she complains in her article that post-colonial thoughts have only have 

minimal impact in the daily practices of early childhood educators, despite the powerful 

nature of its ideas (Viruru, 2005, p. 7). Postcolonial research around childhood(s) could 

benefit from an approach that crosses disciplinary boundaries, mixes concepts and methods 

and techniques from separate disciplines, suggests Nieuwenhuys (2013, p. 6). Encompass-

ing the discussion of issues such as power and voice in research with children should be 

seen as one aspect of post-colonial research (Swadener & Mutua, 2007). In fact, 

Nieuwenhuys (2013) proposes, a change in the researcher’s power position, which is need-

ed to conduct a relevant post-colonial research, happens naturally in childhood research 

“when an adult gets down on his or her knees to look at the world from the ever-changing 

perspective of young children” (p. 6). 

Post-colonial Theory can be seen also in a wider perspective than just limited to studying 

how nations have recovered from colonization: it can help the researcher in seeking social 

transformation, “adopting an activist position” and resist forms of control, even if they are 

hidden or subtle (Viruru, 2005, p. 9). As Viruru (2005) and other researchers suggest and 

as I have also experienced in my work as a kindergarten teacher, hidden and subtle power-

structures do exist in the settings of young children’s education, for example in their eve-

ryday practices (Lappalainen, 2006, 2009; Ebrahim & Francis, 2008; Barron, 2011; 

Srinivasan & Cruz, 2015).  

“The questions that post-colonial theory raises in the field of early childhood are questions 

that need to be dealt with if the field is to move in directions that represent all children”, 

argues Viruru (2005, p. 21). She refers to the phenomenon where early childhood educa-

tion worldwide has been heavily influenced by “dominant Western discourses about young 

children” (Viruru, 2005, p. 14) and left unquestioned by early childhood educators who 

blindly believe in the idea of a universal childhood. Of course, this is partly due to educa-
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tion: if a student has been schooled in a certain way, she or he is likely to become a teacher 

who replicates the same process (Lavia, 2006, p. 290). Also other researchers have sug-

gested the closer examination of familiar educational practices, because many of those 

practices are segregationist and restrict the learning of the students that for different rea-

sons don’t fit in with the “white middle-class form” (Brown, Souto-Manning, & Laman, 

2010, p. 513). There’s a need for research in the field of early childhood education con-

ducted from a post-colonial framework since much of the early childhood literature is writ-

ten without questioning the “Anglo, middle class values that may exclude non-dominant 

and non-western epistemologies and constructions of childhood, child rearing, heritage 

languages and multiple interpretations of literacy”, claim Swadener and Mutua (2007, p. 

189).  

2.3 The Spirit of Critical Race Theory (CRT) 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) was originally formed as a counter-discourse that was created 

by black legal scholars in the USA and that contains in itself an anti-racist ideology 

(Housee, 2008). It’s argued that despite its name, CRT should be seen as a perspective ra-

ther than an actual theory (Gillborn, 2006). In CRT race is traditionally seen as a social 

construct and focusing on the black/white binary (see e.g. Treviño, Harris, & Wallace, 

2008; Price, 2010). However, researchers also claim that CRT has “begun to move beyond 

the Black-White paradigm” to consider also the lives of other oppressed minorities such as 

Latinos, Asians and different sexual and gender minorities and within CRT there are now 

own research trends like critical queer studies or critical race feminism. As such, “CRT 

now grapples with such provocative and weighty issues as immigration, language rights, 

sexism – trans-nationality and citizenship status” and critical White studies. CRT can be 

seen as a tool for rooting out injustice and inequality as well as an influential movement to 

bring the race discourse out in the open in civil society outside academe. (Treviño et al., 

2008, p. 7-8.) This is often done by ‘voicing’ people from the margins of the society, using 

storytelling and counter-storytelling as tools to bring their experiences into wider con-

sciousness (Hylton, 2012, p. 26-27) – stories are considered to “provide the necessary con-

text for understanding, feeling and interpreting” (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 13). CRT has 

mostly been researched in USA, but its principles can also be transferred to other societies 

(Gillborn, 2006). This notion is important for my research, which concentrates in Namibia 

and Finland, not USA. For example “critical race feminism has already shown how CRT 
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can be useful in a wide range of international contexts, including nations in the global 

south”, explains Gillborn (2006, p. 250). 

When conducting a research that includes CRT, the researcher must bear in mind some 

methodological aspects related to it, although Hylton (2012) suggests that it would be more 

useful to talk about “The spirit of CRT” since CRT is not theoretically abstract or dogmat-

ically defined (Hylton, 2012, p. 35). Huber (2009) advocates for educational researchers to 

utilize a CRT framework in their work due to its abilities “to expose racialized structures, 

practices, and discourses that maintain and perpetuate educational and racial inequality”. 

She also sees the potential that CRT has for “interdisciplinary perspectives to identify and 

challenge all forms of subordination, working toward racial and social justice for Commu-

nities of Color.” (Huber, 2009, p. 642-643). In addition, Chapman (2013) argues that one 

of the goals of CRT in educational settings is to locate the discussion about race, class and 

gender to their historical and local contexts (Chapman, 2013, p. 613). Hylton (2012) claims 

that “the centering of “race” in the problematizing of social relations, underpinned by a 

social justice agenda and the transformation of negative social relations is fundamental to 

the identity of CRT methodologies” (Hylton, 2012, p. 28).  

Critical Race Theory in early childhood education 

Connections between CRT and education have been made for example to understand 

school inequity (see e.g. Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006) but it was a 

challenge to find research that looks at early childhood education through the principles of 

CRT. The above-mentioned qualities of CRT nevertheless make it an essential aspect in 

the research concerning young children in their daily environments and as part of the socie-

ty. Skin color biases and prejudices, even among young children, cause inequality in chil-

dren’s everyday lives and need therefore to be researched and brought out for open discus-

sion. And it’s not just the children whose actions should be critically reviewed: the beliefs 

of the teachers carry into their pedagogy and affect their attitudes towards “children of col-

or” (Adair, 2014, p. 662). That’s why, as teachers, we need to do self-examination and, for 

instance, critically view the way we present ourselves and how we perceive our own iden-

tity (Housee, 2008). Even the whole daycare environment with some of its practices can be 

biased. Brown et al. (2010) found out, that racism was formalized in many familiar prac-

tices in early childhood settings – the practices were segregationist and maintained the 
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“white middle class –norm” excluding children of color and children from low economic 

background (Brown et al., 2010, p. 513).  

Chapman (2013) writes about colorblind racism in majority white schools and sees CRT as 

a tool for examining topics like colorblindness critically: she connects colorblindness to 

issues of “white priviledge” and “white supremacy”. She also sees those issues as a threat 

for students of color - they suffer from the damaging effects of colorblindness and color-

blind racism and can become marginalized in academic settings. She further argues that 

since colorblindness includes conscious efforts to avoid the topic of race, it actually “con-

tradicts the notion of racial blindness” (Chapman, 2013, p. 614-615). Chapman’s (2013) 

research was conducted in schools where majority of the students were “white”. It provides 

a link to my research since in the Finnish preschool groups where I conducted my research 

the children were also mostly “white”.  

All the aspects of CRT presented in this chapter fit in with my research goals. I will later in 

chapter 8 discuss my research findings in the light of and inspired by the ideas of CRT to 

connect the theoretical framework as well as the present and historical situation in the con-

text societies to the results of this research. Eventually I will discuss these ideas in relation 

to the work of early childhood educators and present practical conclusions, which early 

childhood educators can use in their work to connect the ideas of CRT with their daily 

work. 
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3 COUNTRY PROFILES: NAMIBIA AND FINLAND 

In this chapter I will provide the reader with some basic information about the context 

countries of this research, Namibia and Finland. I focus on aspects that relate to this re-

search and my research questions instead of describing the whole historical, political or 

cultural situation in the countries. Some background information is, however, needed about 

the cultural contexts of Namibia and Finland: taking a cross-cultural perspective on re-

search and research ethics is much “about understanding the cultural context in which ethi-

cal codes have been developed” (Robinson-Pant, 2005, p. 99). It has been suggested that 

researchers undertaking comparative studies should have an intimate knowledge of more 

than one society, their languages and cultures, if they want to embark on scientifically 

grounded cross-national research (Hantrais, 2007, p. 11). The researcher should also have 

knowledge about the history and social interaction of the context country (Pietilä, 2010). 

3.1 Historical and present connections between Namibia and Finland 

Finland is a sparsely populated in North European country in which the majority of the 

population is “white” (Lappalainen, 2009). Namibia is a sparsely populated country in 

Southern Africa, in which the majority of the population is “black”. The common history 

of these two geographically distant locations started in 1870 (Löytty & Rastas, 2011) when 

a group of Finnish missionaries arrived in Ovamboland in Northern Namibia, which at that 

time was part of Germany’s South West Africa.  

Löytty (2006) argues that since the connections between Finland and Ovamboland – at 

least from the Finnish perspective – are exceptionally long-lasting despite the geographical 

distance between the two places, “there’s a good reason to assume that Ovamboland has 

influenced to Finns’ perceptions of foreign and especially African cultures” (Löytty, 2006, 

p. 35).  

The Finns established the Evangelic-Lutheran church and were active in developing the 

health care and education systems in Northern Namibia. The relationship between the Na-

mibians and Finnish missionaries was not always without difficulty – Miettinen (2005) 

sees the missionaries as agents of cultural change and the mutual relationship of the two 
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parties ambiguous, partly due to the collision of the two fundamentally different 

worldviews that each group presented. 

During South Africa’s apartheid regime, Finland supported Namibia’s independence strug-

gle in many ways and was after the Independence in 1990 one of the first countries with 

whom Namibia established diplomatic relations. Recent years have been flourishing for the 

relationship of the countries: Finland promoted the Chargé d’Affaires in Namibia to an 

Ambassador in 2014 (Saloranta, 2014) and Namibia opened an embassy in Helsinki in 

2015. According to the new Ambassador “Namibia wanted to open an Embassy to Helsin-

ki, because Namibia considers Finland as a "trustworthy EU-partner" (Sillanpää, 2015). 

3.2 Equality in past and present-day Namibia 

Namibia became independent 25 years ago, 21th of March in 1990. The independence was 

gained after a long struggle of independence under German colonial and South African 

apartheid rules (Peltola, 1995). Today the country has a stable democracy, good infrastruc-

ture and relatively low crime rates. “The good governance, apparent lack of corruption or 

violence and the very valuable resources make it a potentially attractive country for inves-

tors” (Penn, 2008, p. 381).  

Economically Namibia is an upper middle income country with the GDP of 13.11 billion 

US dollars in 2013. However, the GDP doesn’t tell the whole truth about Namibia’s econ-

omy: it’s one of the most inequal countries in the world according to the Gini index. Na-

mibia’s Gini index in 2010 was the highest in the world: 61.3. The Gini Index of 0 repre-

sents prefect equality, while 100 implicates perfect inequality. According to The World 

Bank Group’s (2015) World Development Indicators, “Gini index measures the extent to 

which the distribution of income or consumption expenditure among individuals or house-

holds within an economy deviates from a perfectly equal distribution” (The World Bank 

Group, 2015). The inequality in Namibia can partly be seen as a result of the apartheid past 

(Penn, 2008). 
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3.2.1 Namibia’s colonial years and apartheid 

The Oxford English online dictionary defines apartheid as following: 

“Name given in South Africa to the segregation of the inhabitants of Europe-
an descent from the non-European (Colored or mixed, Bantu, Indian, etc.); 
applied also to any similar movement elsewhere; also, to other forms of ra-
cial separation (social, educational, etc.) 

Namibia can be seen as a post-apartheid society marked by a legacy of ethnic and racial 

divisions (Stell & Fox, 2014). It was colonized by Germany between the years of 1884 and 

1915. There can be seen three defining elements in the German colonial rule: land was 

taken from the Namibian people and given to German settlers, traditional social structures 

were destroyed and Namibians were forced into labor for colonial purposes (Katjavivi, 

1988). 

The German period of occupation left a dark mark in Namibia’s history: tens of thousands 

of people were killed during the “The Herero Uprising” in 1904 and “The Nama Uprising” 

between years 1904 and 1907. Almost 80% of the Herero tribe (about 64,000 people) and 

from third to half of the Namas (5,000 to 10,000 people) were killed and in addition many 

surviving Namas and Hereros were held in concentration camps or deported from the 

country. (Katjavivi, 1988; Peltola, 1995.) 

When Germany relinguished its colonies after the First World War in 1915, South Africa 

took over the territory and named it as South West Africa. The apartheid rules were applied 

in the Namibian society. Stell (2014) writes about the creation of the racial categories in 

his article about social identities in Post-Apartheid Namibia: “The Apartheid legislation 

resulted in the entrenchment of two racial categories alongside whites, which were each 

assigned a specific socio-economic position.” The two categories were “coloreds” and 

“blacks”, which both consisted of many different cultural and linguistic groups. (Stell 

2014, p. 95.) Next “The black populations were pushed out of the towns and cities and 

forced into townships and squatter camps…much of the good cattle-ranching land was 

taken over by and is still owned by white farmers”, writes Penn (2008).  

It has been argued that the legacy of those days can today be seen in urban townships 

where the major occupants are poor Africans (Frayne & Pendleton, 2001). The colonial 

history can still be seen presenting itself in the problems and challenges of African cities in 

the form of urbanization and the polarization to rich and poor neighborhoods, even when 
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acknowledging that the situations vary from country to country and each city is unique 

(Teppo, 2011). In the Namibian context “the social inequalities created during apartheid 

(and colonialism) in Namibia have, for the most part, persisted into the independence era” 

(Müller-Friedman, 2005, p. 66). 

The Bantu education act in 1953 formed the basis of education in South Africa and later 

Namibia as its territory. The apartheid society had a need for literate black people as work-

force due to growing economy, but no more: the main purpose of the Bantu education was 

to educate ”Black children…to learn submission to the rules of the established order” and 

not in any way train them to equal participation in the society (Harber, 1993, p. 418). One 

aspect of the apartheid system was that black children were explicitly taught that they were 

inferior (Penn, 2008).  

Frayne and Pendleton (2001) suggest that due to the small population and the remoteness 

of the country, the administration of apartheid in Namibia would have been in some ways 

even stricter than in South Africa. It is also argued that Namibia still displays “the legacy 

of a ‘ternary racial project’ revolving around a threefold distinction between the racial cat-

egories ‘black’, ‘colored’ and ‘white’” and the people put into these categories were allo-

cated specific socioeconomic positions (Stell & Fox, 2014, p. 3). 

3.2.2 Skin color, race and ethnicity in Namibia 

According to The World Factbook (Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), 2013), majority of 

the Namibians (87.5%) are black. The rest of the Namibians are white (6%) or mixed. This 

categorization goes hand-in-hand with the term “ternary racial project” (Stell & Fox, 2014, 

p. 3), according to which Namibians were divided into “black”, “white” and “colored” 

groups during apartheid. These definitions resemble the racial divisions of the past and 

might not be how the Namibians define themselves or each other today. However, In Na-

mibia, ethinicity can be regarded as a central social category, historically co-defined by 

mainly race, language and place of origin (Stell & Fox, 2014, p. 2). 

Namibia has a number of ethnic groups among its almost 2.2 million people. The 

Owambos (consisting of eight different tribes) represent almost half of the Namibian popu-

lation. Other major ethnic groups are Kavango, Herero, Damara, Nama and Caprivian 

(each group under 10% of the population). Namibia’s indigenous people, the San (known 
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also as “Bushmen”) represent about 3% of the population – in total about 30% of southern 

Africa’s San live in Namibia. Basters (2%), Tswanas (0.5%) as well as other small minori-

ties like German-Namibians and Afrikaaners, are included in the society. (CIA, 2013; 

Haraseb, 2011.)  

In addition to many ethnic groups, Namibia has also 13 recognized national languages. 

Oshiwambo languages (48,9%) and Nama/Damara (11,3%) are the most spoken. Afrikaans 

(10,4%) is a common language for most of the population and for 60% of the white popu-

lation (CIA, 2013) due to Namibia’s colonial history. Since the independence the official 

language in the country has been “neutral” English (Akuupa & Kornes, 2013, p. 40) but 

particularly in urban areas many Namibians are multilingual. (UNESCO, 2013.) 

Racial representation of ethnic groups during the apartheid era can still have an impact on 

how the Namibians see their own cultures and ethnicity, but Fairweather (2006) sees that 

cultural heritage started to lose its prior association with apartheid divisions after the inde-

pendence and of late new opportunities have emerged for the performance and display of 

indigenous heritage (p. 719). Peltola (1995) claims that after the Independence, ethnic 

groups lived together more or less equal but each group has their own hierarchies and class 

structures. He further writes that the roots of Namibian ethnic groups and their relations lie 

far back in the history of people of the area and analyzes that after the independence the 

strive to build a nation overrode “the temptations of strengthening ethnic identi-

ties.”(Peltola, 1995, p. 47). 

I link Peltola’s thoughts to Namibia’s national slogan “One Namibia, One Nation”, which 

was created during the time when the government had to negotiate a concept of national 

unity, taking into consideration the multitude of the ethnic diversity in the country. In a 

more recent research Akuupa and Kornes (2013) analyze the rhetorics of the national Inde-

pendence Day celebrations in Namibia during the first ten years of the independency. Dur-

ing the first five years, the ethnic groups seemed to “disappear under a national plaster” 

(Akuupa & Kornes, 2013, p. 41). However, after the first five years the representations of 

culture and nationhood started to shift from “One Namibia, One Nation” towards some-

thing called “Unity in Diversity”. They further claim that “One Namibia, One Nation” was 

not an approach cohesive enough to hold together all the different ethnic groups in Namib-

ia. Instead the Namibian government started to embark on a “national cultures approach”, 

expressed as “Unity in Diversity”. (Akuupa & Kornes, 2013, p. 40-45.)  
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3.2.3 Early Childhood Development (ECD) in Namibia 

In Namibia, the education of the young children is split between two ministries: Ministry 

of Education (MOE) and Ministry of Gender Equality and Child Welfare (MGECW). Most 

children start the formal education at the age of seven. The year before primary school is 

called pre-primary education or preschool. Preschools are often attached to schools 

(Haraseb, 2011.) 

The Pre-primary education involves children who are 5-6 years old. The responsible minis-

try for the Namibian pre-primary education is MOE. The term “Early Childhood Devel-

opment” (ECD) is used when referring to the education of young children up to the age of 

four. The responsible ministry for the ECD is MGECW. In the Early Childhood Develop-

ment Policy of the City of Windhoek, ECD refers to “the goal-directed interaction between 

children and caregivers/day care staff to develop the child to its full potential” (City of 

Windhoek, 2007). 

ECD in the whole country 

Despite the Government’s current expansion of ECD (UNICEF, 2013), some researchers 

claim that the field of ECD is wide and scattered (Penn, 2008; Haraseb, 2011). Penn’s 

opinion (which is very critical like the rest of her paper) is that the current situation where 

almost all ECD provision is funded by charging the fees from parents cannot be relied to 

be the basis of the expansion of the ECD system. She also underlines the lack of trained 

ECD personnel in the centers and expresses her concern about the capacity of MGECW to 

handle the development of the ECD system (Penn, 2008.) Access to the services proves to 

be different for poor families according to MGECW: “poor families and children face bar-

riers in seeking to access quality services, due to distance, cost, lack of information and/or 

gaps in service provision” (MGECW, 2012). Also the National Integrated Early Childhood 

Development Policy (MGECW, 2007) emphasizes education of children from poor fami-

lies. 

Rural and urban areas require different kinds of [ECD] solutions (Lounassalo, 2011, p. 3). 

In the cities, where there are more single-parent households and families where both par-

ents work outside home, the need for full-time daycare is great. In rural areas alternative 

solutions such as part time or mobile preschools could be more practical. (Lounassalo, 

2011, p. 4.)  
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In the National Human Resources Plan 2010-2015 (National Planning Comission, 2012) 

the long term improvement of the whole education system is seen to depend on the sub-

systems of education, ECD mentioned as one of them. Also, MGECW has since (after 

Penn wrote her critical article in 2008) created national standards for ECD centers to en-

sure that the increased provision of ECD would result also as improved and better quality 

of the services (MGECW, 2012).  

The standards apply to the new centers to be established by the Government but it is also 

recommended that when private and community-run ECD centers want to register, they 

should meet these standards. It is also suggested that the managers of ECD centers would 

use the standards for self-review their centers. (MGECW 2012.) According to UNESCO’s 

country programming document, the standards were also translated into local languages 

and distributed widely. The Government’s current expansion of ECD, with attention to 

children from poorer households, can potentially pave the way for achieving universal 

primary schooling and improved learning and retention rates, as well as the broader devel-

opmental and educational merits for children of ECD-based play and social skills. This 

needs adequate reflection within national data systems for ECD and pre-schooling efforts. 

(UNESCO, 2013.) 

ECD in Windhoek 

The Namibian interviews were made in Windhoek, Namibia’s capital. The City of Wind-

hoek recognizes ECD as a fundamental area to be developed and has been working togeth-

er with different (national and international) partners to address the matter (Lounassalo, 

2011). The Early Childhood Policy for the City of Windhoek was approved in 2007 and its 

vision is to “Strenghten the capacity of families and communities in providing Early 

Childhood Development services and programmes to improve the livelihoods of its young-

est residents” (City of Windhoek, 2007, p. 6).  

In Windhoek there are numerous centers offering ECD services (in 2007 there were more 

than 200, from which approximately 70 were registered) and they are funded by the city, 

local communities, non-governmental organizations, religious and private individuals or 

other. According to its ECD policy, City of Windhoek will be actively involved in assisting 

the centers “to initiate and establish ECD facilities and programmes by facilitating access 
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to land and other resources within the means of the City of Windhoek” (City of Windhoek, 

2007, p. 7). 

Lounassalo discusses in his paper the possible ways to improve the quality of ECD in 

Windhoek. He is worried about the quality-gap of the ECD services between low-income 

and other areas in Windhoek, and suggests public subsidies for organizing ECD. He sees 

the Namibian Government’s focus on pre-primary education promising, but calls for solu-

tions that would benefit also the whole ECD framework and the needs of 0-6 year old chil-

dren. (Lounassalo, 2011.) 

3.3 Equality in present-day Finland 

Finland gained its independence in December 1917 – late compared to most European 

countries. Before the independence the country was part of Sweden from around 1150 until 

1809. After the Swedish rule, Finland was part of Russia and became an autonomous part 

of it during the years 1809 and 1917. The independence process in 1917 itself was peaceful 

and was connected to Russian revolution and its transformation into Soviet Union, but, 

during the first years of independence, Finland suffered through a civil war. (Varis, 2011.)  

Finland’s population in 2013 was almost 5.5 million people. Economically Finland is a 

high income country with the GDP of 267.3 billion US dollars in 2013. In 2010 the Gini 

index for Finland was 27.8, which puts the country in top ten of the most equal countries in 

the world according to statistics. (The World Bank Group, 2015.) Regardless of the good 

Gini index, there is still inequality in the Finnish society. For example, The UN Committee 

for the Rights of the Children recommended in 2011 that Finland should give more support 

to the less fortunate families, single parents and families with many children – there are 

still 3% of the Finnish children who live in a family with severe deficit of living standards. 

In addition, from a few percentage up to more than 10% of the Finnish children, by differ-

ent indicators, face many threats to their well-being. Many problems with this group are 

linked with late or limited access to different basic, mental health and family support ser-

vices. (Office of the Ombudsman for Children, 2014.) 
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3.3.1 Skin color, race and ethnicity in Finland 

Among the almost 5.5 million people living in Finland, 3.6% are foreigners. The largest 

minority nationalities living in Finland are Estonians (39 763), Russians (30 183) and 

Swedes (8 412). (Väestörekisterikeskus, 2013.) Finland has two official languages: Finnish 

(94.2% of the population) and Swedish (5.5% of the population). Sami, the language of 

Finland’s indigenous Sami people, is spoken among 0.2% of the population. (CIA, 2013.) 

A Finnish survey about racism and discrimination among the Finnish children and youth in 

2010 revealed that the ethnic background of the young people (10-17-year-olds) was the 

primary reason for discrimination among youth. Almost 30% of the youth belonging to 

ethnic minority groups had experienced prejudices, when the number for all the informants 

was 7%. (Kankkunen, Harinen, Nivala, & Tapio, 2010.) The report “Discrimination in Fin-

land 2014” claims that the attitude of Finnish people towards minority groups is to some 

extent more negative than in other EU countries (Sisäministeriö, 2014). 

In Finland the researchers have comprehensively researched immigration and the attitudes 

towards immigrants in during the last fifteen years (Jaakkola, 2009; Jasinskaja-Lahti, 

Liebkind, & Vesala, 2002; Liebkind, Mannila, Jasinskaja-Lahti, Jaakkola, & Reuter, 2004; 

Rastas, 2007; Lappalainen, 2009; Perho, 2010; Kankkunen et al., 2010; Sisäministeriö, 

2014). Ethnic groups who’s visual appearance was most different from the so-called ethnic 

Finns – mostly Arabs and Somalis – encounter most discrimination. Other group that expe-

rienced much discrimination was ”the old historic enemy”, Russians. (Liebkind et al., 

2004.) Another study that focused on the of ethnic hierarchy in Finland indicates that of 

Estonians, Russians, Polish and Chinese people and Somalis, the Finnish people’s attitudes 

were most negative towards Somalis and Russians (Jaakkola, 2009). 

The Finns have different attitudes towards different nationalities, minorities and immi-

grants. In an ethnographic study about preschool children’s embodied nationalities the re-

sults indicate that embodiment was “so tightly standardized”, that the children’s exclusion 

towards “darkness” was stronger than their inclusion based on state citizenship or Finnish 

language skills. When the children were asked how they knew that someone was Finnish, 

they often referred to skin color – Finnishness was conceptualized as whiteness and some 

of the children didn’t fit in the Finnish “color-scheme”. (Lappalainen 2009, p. 71-72.) 

Löytty (2006, p. 166) suggests that also Finnishness should be seen as an ethnicity among 
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other ethnicities instead labeling ethnicity belonging to ethnic minorities – believing that 

only “they” are ethnic. 

3.3.2 Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) in Finland 

In Finland, children under school-age have traditionally had a subjective right to early 

childhood education and care (ECEC). This might change in the future: the government 

has recently decided to reduce the subjective right to include only 20 hours of early child-

hood services per week for each child in 2016 (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 2015). The 

municipalities are responsible for organizing the ECEC services – most of the ECEC pro-

vision is by the public sector – and the Finnish approach is so-called “educare” model 

where education, teaching and care are combined and learning happens through play (Finn-

ish National Board of Education, 2015). 

Finland was the last of the Nordic countries to change the governing of ECEC from social 

services to educational services. The responsible ministry for ECEC and preschool in Fin-

land is now the Ministry of Education and Culture but until 2013 the responsible ministry 

was Ministry of Social Affairs and Health. Before 2013 most municipalities had already 

made the change at the local level (Karila, 2012). The national shift to Ministry of Educa-

tion and Culture will emphasize the educational aspects of daycare services and join the 

ECEC services in the continuum of life-long learning that starts from early childhood. In 

Finland pre-primary education is part of the ECEC and provided in the year preceding the 

start of compulsory education. It became compulsory from August 2015. (Finnish National 

Board of Education, 2015.) 

The staff in the Finnish ECEC centers is well-trained (Karila, 2012), but comparing to oth-

er Nordic countries the enrollment of under 3-year-old children is low. In Finland only 

50% of children between 0 and 5 years attend daycare, while in Denmark the percentage is 

82, in Iceland and Norway 75 and in Sweden 74. The Finnish home care benefits for under 

3-year-olds explain the difference when Finland is compared to other Nordic countries. 

(Office of the Ombudsman for Children, 2014.) 

The Finnish interviews were conducted in Oulu. The daycare services in Oulu are designed 

to support the growth and well-being of children under school age and their families. The 

services consist of home-based or center-based daycare, preschool and club-style daycare 
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activities. There are around one hundred public daycare centers in Oulu that offer daycare 

services. In addition to the public daycare centers run by the city, there are some 50 private 

centers as well. Preschools can be attached to daycare centers or schools. (City of Oulu, 

2015.) 
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4 RESEARCH QUESTION AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

The aim of this research is to find out what kind of perceptions Namibian and Finnish chil-

dren have on skin color. After introducing the research question, I will describe the re-

search design and the methodology used in this research.  

4.1 The research question 

The research question is: 

What do Namibian and Finnish children tell about skin color?  

Hirsjärvi, Remes and Sajavaara (2008, p. 122) write that when conducting a qualitative 

research, it’s possible that the research “problem” changes as the research proceeds. This 

also happened with my research: the question found its final form at a late stage of the re-

search process. A qualitative approach allows this due its flexible nature that takes into 

account the surrounding circumstances (Hirsjärvi et al., 2008, p. 160). Initially the research 

question was stricter, in a way that it asked direct questions about the data – questions 

linked to my pre-understandings and expectations of the data but limiting other possibili-

ties that might rise up during the research process. 

4.2 The research design 

This research is a qualitative study. According to Mangen (2007, p. 20), “The strengths of 

qualitative approaches lie in attempts to reconcile complexity, detail and context”. The 

foundation of my research lays on an interdisciplinary approach, which combines elements 

from cross-cultural and narrative research as well as childhood research. The data collec-

tion was carried out via semi-structured child interviews consisting of two parts: a combi-

nation of storytelling and questions based on pictures that were created exclusively for this 

research and a set of other, more specific questions to be answered without pictures. The 

data was collected from Namibia and Finland during the years 2013 and 2014. The context 

for this research is the education of young children: in Namibia Early Childhood Devel-

opment (ECD) and in Finland Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) and Preschool. 

I’m curious about children’s perceptions on skin color but this is not a research on early 
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childhood education in itself – this is merely a research concerning children in the settings 

of early childhood education services in two different countries.  

The methodological foundation of this research lays in an interdisciplinary approach. 

Rastas (2007) sees her topic, racism, as a phenomenon so wide and complex that an inter-

disciplinary approach is needed to understand and construe it. This research is not directly 

about racism, but I do benefit from similar approach than Rastas, and my research too con-

cerns children. In this research, the interdisciplinary research design has elements from 

cross-cultural research, narrative research and childhood research and the research findings 

are late discussed and located in the theoretical framework of post-colonial research and 

critical race theory.  

I am aware of the issues that might rise from the approach. On one hand, the interdiscipli-

nary approach can lead to challenges when defining the basic concepts used in the re-

search. But on the other hand, it “enables a reflexive approach, where the constant testing 

of the definitions and usefulness of the basic concepts provide new information on the re-

search subject”. This includes for example definitions like “black”, “white” or “mixed 

race”, which Rastas sees problematic or at least hard to apply in the Finnish research tradi-

tion. (Rastas, 2007, p. 36.). Also Löytty (2006) drifted with his research to using multidis-

ciplinary literature and methods when dealing with hard-to-define concepts such as “other-

ness” (Löytty, 2006, p. 26-28).  

4.2.1 Cross-cultural research 

Since this research moves within Namibian and Finnish cultural contexts, it can be viewed 

as a cross-cultural research (Liamputtong, 2008; Swadener & Mutua, 2007). Clark’s (2012) 

suggestion aligns with the notion: “Cross-cultural research also occurs when the research-

ers and study participants are of different cultural backgrounds” (p. 28). She also writes 

about the characteristics of responsive cross-cultural researchers. The ability to be self-

aware and self-understanding and openly communicate about “personal views of race and 

cultural diversity” as well as understand the influence of one’s own cultural beliefs, norms 

and values to the research is crucial (Clark, 2012, p. 28) – this is also called reflexivity (see 

Mangen, 2007; Hirsjärvi et al., 2008). 
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When conducting a cross-national or cross-cultural study, the definition of the basic con-

cepts of the study is difficult. In this research I have to take into consideration the research 

tradition of both Namibia and Finland and the fact that I’m operating with two languages: 

English and Finnish. In the Anglo-American and South African research field the use of 

definitions like “black” or “mixed race” is normal, but as Rastas (2007) points out, they 

don’t fit well – if at all – in the Finnish research tradition. She calls out for more conversa-

tion in Finland about the categorization in racism research, especially about the definitions 

of racialized relations. (Rastas, 2007, p. 36.) 

A cross-cultural approach requires from the research some methodological considerations. 

For instance, techniques and strategies that promote effective intercultural interactions 

should be implemented in the research. The methods used in this research are supportive to 

the cross-cultural aspect: for example using visual methods can be seen as a potential ap-

proach in cross-cultural contexts. (Daniels, 2008, p. 121.) Liamputtong (2008) writes about 

the ethical and methodological challenges in conducting cross-cultural research, such as 

cultural sensitivity and issues relating to language (p. 3-16). Also Clark (2012) raises in her 

article ethical concerns related to cross-cultural research. I will discuss these important 

aspects of cross-cultural research more in chapter seven, when I take a deeper look at the 

ethical dimensions of this research. 

4.2.2 Narrative research with children 

The starting point for this research is the suggestion of children’s agency in our society. As 

previous research implicates, young children are active subjects – experts of their own 

lives – interpreting and defining their social reality (Lappalainen, 2004, 2006, 2009; 

Karlsson, 2012; Puroila, 2013; Roos, 2015) “through the discourse and contexts they have 

access to” (Ebrahim & Francis, 2008). The potential in young children’s narratives has 

been emphasized by other researchers too: “they offer a rich ground for a researcher to 

learn from children’s experiences and their life-world” (Puroila, Estola, & Syrjälä, 2012, p. 

202). 

Childhood research is a wide study field with different approaches. This research is among 

other things a study of child perspective. The aim of child perspective research is to find 

out children’s views and perceptions as well as the knowledge they produce. The children 

are participants in producing the knowledge but that is not enough in itself: the child per-



37 

 

 

spective must be consistent throughout the whole research, not just the phase when the data 

is collected. In a child perspective research childhood is seen as a wide phenomenon and 

childhood is researched multidisciplinary; studies of child perspective have joint conflu-

ences with different research traditions such as minority studies. (Karlsson 2012, p. 23-24.) 

These joint confluences are one supporting argument for my interdisciplinary approach. 

Why combine a narrative approach with a child perspective research? Puroila suggests in 

her article that for children, stories are ways of understanding the world and help them to 

make sense of their experiences (Puroila, 2013). Karlsson on her behalf argues that narra-

tion is a natural way for children to express themselves, they need not to be taught “to tell” 

about their feelings or thoughts. She also reminds that for children – same as for any other 

people – it is important to be able to express their own thoughts (Karlsson, 2003; Hohti & 

Karlsson, 2014). Children’s stories may also be short or “small”, but it doesn’t demean 

their significance.) It has been argued that even though some stories might be short, they 

can be approached as knowledge (Hohti & Karlsson, 2014, p. 554). 

Children’s narration should, however, be seen differently as the stories produced by adults. 

Young children “are not able to produce verbal stories that fulfill the criteria of the term in 

a traditional, narrow sense” (Puroila, 2013, p. 338). In addition, children’s narratives are 

often fragmentary: “Children’s action and talk seldom follow one track; instead, many 

things occur at the same time”. Children may, for example, move back and forth in their 

talk and quite often a logical, linear order is lacking from children’s narratives (Puroila et 

al., 2012, p. 196.) Viljamaa (2012) also discusses the nature of children’s narration and 

concludes that whe children “tell”, they combine into their stories things that have hap-

pened to themselves with things that have happened to other people: “They can tell about 

things that happened to other people as if they have happened to themselves - - or things 

that have happened to themselves as is they have happened to someone else” (Viljamaa, 

2012, p. 178).  

Karlsson (2013) discusses the problems in the “traditional” way to get children produce 

data for the research, meaning that the adult is asking direct questions and the child is an-

swering to them. This kind of approach often leads to children answering according to the 

adult’s expectations; the adult makes the initiative and the child will answer to even long 

questions shortly with one or two words. She further suggests that if the researcher wants 

to get hold into children’s knowledge, she must find a natural way for the children to ex-
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press themselves and their thoughts. A natural way in this case means creating a situation 

where the children begin to tell and narrate, and spending time with the children – the 

Storycrafting method would be that kind of initiative. The research design in itself must 

also be flexible enough not to limit the possible surprising or unexpected perspectives that 

often emerge from the narratives of children. (Karlsson, 2013, p. 35, 50.) There are certain 

types of questions that children usually find easy to answer. One option is to connect the 

questions into children’s daily life – it usually helps the children to answer (Alasuutari, 

2005, p. 158). From my perspective and experience as a kindergarten teacher, pictures and 

stories are a good connection to children’s daily life. 

One important aspect to bear in mind when working with stories is that all storytelling 

events are situationally unique. As Narayan and George (2012) point out, “narratives heard 

or exchanged in interviews should not be carelessly confused with or substituted for narra-

tives that take place outside the interview context”. All stories that emerge from interviews 

will be influenced by the interviewer’s presence as well as “goals and the hierarchical dy-

namics of the interview situation” (Narayan & George, 2012, p. 515). This argument is 

also in line with Karlsson’s (2013) research. Early childhood educators have also been ad-

vised to pay attention to creating spaces for the children to narrate: this means concrete 

time resources as well as “ideological and moral space” where children’s expressions are 

valued (Puroila et al., 2012, p. 203). 

The narrative elements in my research derive also from the research methods. The inter-

view (see Appendix B) is of most parts based on pictures: the children were asked to tell 

stories about pictures (see Appendix A). The picture-based storytelling in this research 

draws inspiration from the Storycrafting Method, which has been defined as following: 

“The Storycrafting method is based on the premise that regardless of age, 
gender, cultural background, level of education, or degree of disability, all 
have something interesting and even important to say; everybody has 
thoughts, information, and stories that are unique. Every person’s thoughts 
are valuable, worth listening to, and relevant to Storycrafting.” 
(Karlsson, 2013, p. 1111). 

The questions in my research were designed in a way that children had the possibility to 

tell small stories about the pictures – not just answer with “yes”, “no” or other short an-

swers. As suggested by other research, at the end of each set of questions the children were 

also asked if there was something else they wanted to say or tell, to support their chances 
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to express whatever off-topic was on their minds (Roos, 2015; Karlsson, 2006). In the 

Storycrafting Method the stories are not traditionally analyzed, which distances my re-

search from its pure form: I intend to analyze the stories. Also, in the Storycrafting method 

the story is read to the child afterwards for comments and clarifications (Karlsson, 2013) 

which I did not do in this research. The theoretical background of the Storycrafting Method 

is however useful in my research for the reason that it emphasizes the child’s voice and 

participation as well as respects the knowledge children possess concerning their everyday 

life. 

In chapter five I will focus on the practical realizations of the research and introduce other 

narrative elements used in this research: “small stories” (e.g. Puroila, 2013) and re-telling 

(e.g. Viljamaa, 2012). Bamberg and Georgakopoulou have defined small stories as follow-

ing: 

“In our individual work, we have begun to give voice to and argue for the 
‘worthiness’ of stories that are still in the fringes of narrative research and 
that we call small stories both for literal (these tend to be brief stories) and 
metaphorical reasons (i.e., in the spirit of a late modern focus on the micro, 
fleeting aspects of lived experience).” (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008, p. 
379) 

I will in this research use their definition, since my “key” stories are also short literally, but 

can and from hereon will be approached as knowledge. 

4.2.3 Using visual tools in the research 

When I was planning the research, I had to decide how to interview children in a way that 

would be natural for the children but at the same time provide enough information about 

my research topic. The use of visual tools and storytelling soon caught my attraction. ”As 

visuals are not associated with a particular language, it has potential to be used widely in 

cross-cultural contexts”, claims Daniels (2008). Based on his experiences, visual research 

can help the researcher to gain a more holistic understanding of the problem they are inves-

tigating: for example visual artwork can help to gain insights into the worlds of children. 

Visual-oriented tools can be helpful “in research context where the researcher has to cross 

into an unfamiliar culture, ethnicity and language”. (Daniels, 2008, p. 121.)  

Visual methods can also “describe, reflect and evoke emotion – art is a tool for thinking 

and a very powerful means of expression and promoting discussion” (Prosser, 2013, p. 
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195). This is why I feel visual tools can also be used together with narrative elements. 

Based on above presented views and other researcher’s positive experiences of using the 

Storycrafting method (see Riihelä, 2012; Hohti & Karlsson, 2014) I decided to use pictures 

as the basis of my questions in my interview. However, even though I tried to construct my 

interview and the research methods of this research in the way that children’s voice could 

be heard, there are also limitations in using readymade pictures. Asking the child to tell 

about the pictures that the adult chose is often a pedagogical choice. It limits the options 

for the child’s narration from the beginning. When the child is asked to tell about a specific 

topic, his/her own experiences or perceptions, the space for the child’s narration is wider. 

Still, when the adult determines beforehand the topic of the narrative, he/she limits the 

voice of the child. (Karlsson 2012, p. 176.) 
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5 PRACTICAL REALIZATIONS OF THE RESEARCH 

In this chapter I will explicate the data gathering process in detail to give the reader the 

chance to evaluate the research process. I will describe the different phases of the data col-

lection – permissions, selecting the interviewees, conducting the interviews – in Namibia 

and Finland as well as the structure of the interviews. I will also shed light to the decisions 

and choices that have impacted the data transcriptions, translations and analysis processes.  

5.1 Data collection 

The data was gathered via child interviews. Total of 59 children between five and six years 

were interviewed: 30 from Namibia and 29 from Finland. In Namibia the ECD centers had 

English as the medium of instruction and I interviewed the children in English, in Finland I 

used Finnish. The interviews were recorded with a dictation machine and consisted of two 

parts: a combination of storytelling and specified questions based on pictures and a set of 

other, more general questions to be answered without pictures (see Appendix B). The pic-

tures (see Appendix A) were designed exclusively for this research.  

I conducted the interviews in three Namibian and three Finnish daycare centers (see Figure 

2 below). The Namibian centers were located in three different residential areas in Wind-

hoek, Namibia’s capital city. The Finnish centers were located in three different residential 

areas in Oulu, the fifth largest city of Finland. When selecting the daycare centers in both 

countries, I tried to include in the sample centers from areas that are socio-economically 

different from each other. However, important is to notice that since this is not a compara-

tive study, the purpose of this research is not to compare individual centers or the children 

attending them against one-and-another, but the interviews were conducted in many cen-

ters to get more variation to answers from both countries. 
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Figure 2: The interviews 

Why I chose a capital and a fifth largest city for data collection? The ECD situation in 

Namibia varies regionally. In the Khomas region where Windhoek is situated, there are 

more ECD centers than in other Namibian regions. Especially the rural areas and remote 

communities lack the preschool and ECD resources provided by the Namibian govern-

ment. (Haraseb, 2011). The staff in the big cities is more qualified and there are more re-

sources available for the centers than in rural areas, but also the overall variety in the quali-

ty of ECD centers and preschools in Windhoek is wide (Lounassalo, 2011; Haraseb, 2011). 

I chose to interview children in big cities, in Namibia my choice was Windhoek. Windhoek 

was also the most practical place for me since I was living and working there at the time of 

the interviews. In Finland I decided to conduct the Finnish part of the data collection in my 

current home town Oulu, which is also the fifth largest city in Finland. 

5.1.1 The research process in Namibia 

The Namibian daycare centers (see Table 1 below) were located in three different urban 

and suburban districts in Windhoek to get variation in children’s linguistic and socio-

economical backgrounds.  
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Table 1: The Namibian daycare centers 

CENTERS CENTER 1, NAMIBIA CENTER 2, NAMIBIA CENTER 3, NAMIBIA 

Location Suburban 
residential area 1 

Suburban 
residential area 2 

Near city center 
 

Capacity 
(children) 

+/- 90 +/- 100 +/- 70 

Skin color 
(children) 

”Brown” ”Brown” and ”mixed” ”Brown”, ”mixed” and 
”white” 

Medium of 
instruction 

English English and Afrikaans English 

Mother tongue 
(children) 

Mostly Oshiwambo Many languages Many languages  

 

Before starting the research process in Namibia I consulted the teacher education depart-

ment of University of Namibia (Unam) to get information about their normal research 

permission policies. They were very helpful and addressed me to the Ministry of Gender 

Equality and Child Welfare (MGECW), which I visited in November 2013 together with a 

staff member from Unam. By the ministry I was given a verbal approval for the research 

and the permission to conduct the interviews. 

In Namibia the administration of the early year’s education is split between two ministries: 

MGECW caters for Early Childhood Development (ECD) and Ministry of Education 

(MOE) for pre-primary education. Although my research targets were at the age of pre-

primary education, the environments for the interviews were in ECD centers. Hence I was 

advised to ask the permission from MGECW. 

After visiting the ministry, I contacted the daycare centers. Luckily all three centers which 

I had in mind for data collection were keen to participate in my research. At this point of 

the research process I encountered a problem with the schedule: by the time I got the re-

search permission from MGECW, daycare centers were already closing for the Christmas 

holidays. I couldn’t postpone the interviews after the holidays because my visa was expir-

ing by the end of December. The situation forced me to conduct all the interviews during 

one week and restricted the time I had planned to spend with the children at the center be-
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fore the interviews. I also had no time to do test interviews, which could have been wise – 

but I will discuss that later in the thesis. 

Due to same time limitations I authorized the directors of each daycare centers to select 

the interviewees for me and ask the permissions from their parents. My criteria were that 

the children should be equally boys and girls, 5-6 years old and have basic skills in Eng-

lish language in order to understand my questions and be able to answer them. I also 

asked the directors to arrange a quiet space for the interview. Fortunately the parents 

were compliant for their children to participate in the research and I managed to get 

enough interviewees in a rather short notice. 

5.1.2 The research process in Finland 

The Finnish daycare centers (see Table 2 below) were located in three different urban and 

suburban residential areas within the city of Oulu. Again, the purpose for gathering the 

data from differently located daycare centers was to get variation to the children’s back-

grounds.  

Table 2: The Finnish daycare centers 

CENTERS CENTER 1, FINLAND CENTER 2, FINLAND CENTER 3, FINLAND 

Location Suburban residential 
area 1 

Suburban residential 
area 2 

Near city center 

Capacity 
(children) 

+/- 70 +/- 60 +/- 90 

Skin color 
(children) 

“White”  “White”  ”White”, ”mixed” and 
”brown” 

Medium of 
instruction 

Finnish Finnish Finnish 

Mother tongue 
(children) 

Mostly Finnish Mostly Finnish Many languages 

 

In Finland I had more time to prepare the daycare centers, families and children for the 

interviews. After getting the research permission from the City of Oulu and choosing the 

three daycare centers I had a meeting with their directors. Next I met with the teachers of 
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each selected preschool group and told them about my research. From each three groups, I 

found ten families that were keen to let their child to be interviewed and I was able to start 

the interviews within a few weeks from sending the approval letters to the parents.  

Before I started the Finnish interviews, I spent about half an hour in each group with the 

children to give them a chance to get to know me. When I saw they were relaxed in my 

company, I could start the interviews. In Finland I proceeded with the interviews using the 

same pattern than in Namibia. One child refused to come to the interview, so my Finnish 

data consists of 29 interviews instead of the planned 30.  

5.2  Research procedure and interview questions 

Because I’m doing a research on a topic that has not been researched much in Finland or in 

Namibia, the importance of finding answers to specific questions was great. I decided to 

use a combination of adult-led, semi-structured interview and more child-friendly, narra-

tive and visual approach to respect the children’s natural tendency to storytelling, but lead-

ing them gently, with pictures of my choosing and design, to narrate on the topic that I’m 

interested in. 

Before starting to ask the questions, I explained to each child who I am and why I would 

like to interview them. According to Alasuutari (2005), explaining the child as clear as 

possible what the research is about and how the information will be used, is essential to the 

research. She thinks – and I agree – that the explanation is a matter of research ethics and 

doesn’t depend on the amount of information given to the parents before the interview 

(Alasuutari, 2005). After all, it is the children I am interviewing, not the parents. 

I also told the children that I would record the conversation and explained how the dicta-

tion machine works. Then we made a test together: the child could press the red button of 

the dictation machine to start the recording. I first counted to three and introduced myself, 

then asked the child’s name, age and favorite food or game. Then we listened the recording 

together – that worked well as an ice-breaker and I could see the children become less 

nervous before I started the actual interview. 
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Interview questions 

Each interview followed the same pattern and begun by looking at some pictures. The pic-

tures (see Appendix A) were designed exclusively for this research and drawn according to 

my instructions by my mother, Päivi Ketonen. I decided to use self-made pictures instead 

of photographs to avoid copyright issues – I was given full rights to use the pictures in my 

work. I also felt that drawn pictures would be simpler and more approachable for children 

and the characters in the pictures would look more universal than in photographs. Each 

child was shown the total of five different pictures.  

The three first pictures were all variations from the same picture of two girls standing on 

sand, friendly holding arms around each other. In first two of them the girls had same skin 

color with each other: “brown” or “white” while in the third picture there were one “white” 

and one “brown” girl. I first showed the children a picture where the girls had the context 

country’s majority skin color (which in most cases was similar to the child’s own skin col-

or) and secondly the minority skin color: Namibian children were thus introduced first to 

the picture of “brown” girls and secondly of “white” girls and Finnish children vice versa, 

while the third picture was the same for all children. The questions were the same for all 

three “Friends” pictures and the purpose of showing three variations of the same picture 

was to find out whether the children answer the questions differently according to the skin 

color of the children in the picture. The questions can be seen from Appendix B. 

In the fourth picture there were two boys – “white” and “brown” – fighting for a toy car. In 

this picture the body language and facial expressions of the boys were different from each 

other. To reduce the influence of the facial expressions and body language in children’s 

answers, I made two opposite versions of the picture, from which each child saw one. The 

fifth picture described a situation where a child (boy or girl, no specific features to define 

the gender) is playing with a ball and knocks out a vase of flowers. This picture too had 

two versions: one where the child has “white” skin color (picture “Accident A”) and one 

where the child has “brown” skin color (“Accident B”). Again each child was shown only 

one of them: about half of the children saw the picture “Accident A” and the other half 

“Accident B” 

One limitation can be found regarding the pictures: becuase it’s commonly agreed that 

“race” and ethnicity are related to gender even in young children’s realities (Ebrahim & 

Francis, 2008; Connolly, 2008; Srinivasan & Cruz, 2015), I do not know how the gender 
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choices I made with the pictures affect the children’s answers. By choosing to present girls 

in picture “Friends” and boys in picture “Fight” might have influenced on how the children 

perceive the ethnicity, “race” or other aspects of the children in the pictures. However, the 

choice of keeping the same gender for the children presented in each individual picture, 

can be seen to “alleviate the influence of gender” in children’s narratives (Srinivasan and 

Cruz, 2015, p. 25). 

In addition to the picture-based, Storycrafting-inspired questions, there were 16 other ques-

tions related to skin color (see Appendix B). They were more specific than the picture-

based questions: when telling about the pictures the child could choose whether to bring up 

the topic of skin color or not, with these other questions they were asked about it directly. 

These other questions were designed to ask the same questions as before with the pictures, 

but from a different angle. For example with each picture, I asked the child “Is this a Na-

mibian/Finnish child?” and later with other questions “Are the people, who have different 

skin color than you, also Namibians/Finns?”. I also asked about the children’s willingness 

to be friends with the children in the pictures and if the children in the pictures have many 

friends – with other questions I returned to the topic with questions like “Do you have 

friends who have different skin color than you?” and “Can people, who have different skin 

color with each other, be friends?”. I will discuss the ethical aspects of the questions in the 

last chapter. 

5.3  Data Analysis 

The process of data analysis started in my head already when I was conducting the inter-

views and continued along the transcription and translation processes, excessing its tenta-

cles to almost every part of the research – in other words, it was an ongoing process. The 

analysis is a dialog between the empirical data and post-colonial theorizations combined 

with the spirit of critical race theory, that critically review concepts such as skin color, 

colorblindness and dichotomies.  

5.3.1 Transcription and translation 

The transcription process can be seen as a work phase where the researcher a) gets to know 

the research material and b) starts to make initial interpretations based on the material 

(Nikander, 2010). In fact, transcription in itself is regarded as interpretation (Ruusuvuori, 
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2010). However, the transcription process can never reach the original interview situation 

with all its verbal and non-verbal nyances (Nikander, 2010) and the limitations in the re-

searcher’s ability to grasp all available information affect the first impressions from the 

data. The researcher must decide how detailed a transcription is needed to analyze the par-

ticular data and explain to the reader why certain choices were made (Ruusuvuori, 2010). 

I started the transcription process full of enthusiasm, typing down every word, repeated 

questions, coughs and “ahems” in the interviews. After a few interviews I realized my tac-

tic was too slow and in order to have all the 59 interviews in a written form including the 

necessary information – answers to my research questions – I could benefit from a differ-

ent transcription style. After all, I was not planning to do a discourse analysis or some oth-

er research that includes detailed description about the conversation and its pauses and 

“ahems”. I just needed basic answers to my interview questions. I decided to transcribe 

only the children’s answers to my questions, leaving out all the disruptions and redundant 

words. The table below (Table 3) be illustrates the initial transcriptions and what it was 

eventually formed into. I acknowledge the potential loss of information when making this 

choice, however creating some kind of borderlines was necessary.  

Table 3: Transcription process 

Child Initial transcription Eventual transcription 

NT4 

“Memory” 

L: Ok. (coughs) Ah, excuse me! (coughs 

again). Are they in the same school? 

NT4: Yes. 

L: And are they both, both from Namibia? 

NT4: Ye… no. 

L: Ok, where are they from? 

NT4: Afrikaans. 

L: Ok. (coughs again) Excuse me. And 

aam, what do they play together? 

NT4: They play touch. 

L: Ok… and what hobbies do they have? 

NT4: Hmm? 

L: What hobbies do they have – what do 

they like to do? 

NT4: Pl… each other. 

L: Sorry? 

NT4: They play with each other. 

 

2.06 Are they in the same 

school/kindergarten?  
Yes. 

 

2.07 Are they both Namibians? 

No, Afrikaans. 

 

2.08 What do they play together? 

They play touch. 

 

2.09 What hobbies do they have 

(the things they like to do)? 

They play with each other. 

NT3 

“Tuilika” 

L: Ok. And what do you think: can a child 

have different skin color than the parents? 

NT3: No. 

L: Why not? 

NT3: Why? They’re not having the same 

6.15 Can a child have different skin 

color than the parents? How can / 

how cannot? 

No. Why? They’re not having the 

same skin. 



49 

 

 

skin. 

L: Ok. So can there be different skin col-

ors in the same family? 

NT3: No. 

L: Why not?  

NT3: Why not… they’re not… they’re 

not the same color. 

L: Ok, that was all the questions. Do you 

want to ask me something or say some-

thing else? 

NT3: Yes. 

L: What is that? 

NT3: That… I was wearing my dress… 

L: Ok? 

NT3: Then I wear my shoes, and I go to, I 

go to… going my bed, then I go to 

school… 

L. Ok? 

NT3: Then I come back to school, take 

off my clothes, then I wash my body… 

then I go eat, then I go to sleep. 

L: Ok, that was a nice story, thank you! 

 

 

6.16 Can there be different skin 

color in the same family? How can / 

how cannot? 

No. Why not, they’re not... they’re 

not the same color. 

 

6.17 Do you have any questions / do 

you want to ask me something? 

Yes: I was wearing my dress… Then 

I wear my shoes, and I go to, I go 

to… going my bed, then I go to 

school… Then I come back to school, 

take off my clothes, then I wash my 

body… then I go eat, then I go to 

sleep. 

 

In order to have comparable data I also had to translate the Finnish interviews into English 

language. In the table below (in Table 4) is an example of the translations – the translations 

are as accurate as was possible to achieve with my own skills, because I had no resources 

to use a professional translator.  

Table 4: Translation process 

Child Original answer Translation 

ST12 

”Lumi” 

Ku Pekka [nimi muutettu] yks kerta 

itki, nii sillä muuttu punaseks pää ja 

pojat alko nauraa sille. 

 

When Pekka [name changed] was one time 

crying, his head turned to red and the boys 

started to laugh at him. 

ST09 

”Emilia” 

 

En, mutta sitten Pärnussa on 

erilaisia ihmisiä, mä osaan vähän 

Pärnun kieltäkin. Ne Pärnun kielet 

on vähän erilaisia sanoja mut ne 

kuulostaa tosi samalta. Niiku tuo 

”tere” tarkottaa terve. 

 

No, but then in Pärnu there are different 

kinds of people, I know a little bit of 

Pärnu’s language. Those languages in 

Pärnu are a bit different words but they 

sound really same. Like that “tere”, means 

“terve”. 

SP11 

“Alex” 

Hö! Vaihesi vaatteet. Värjäsi tukka, 

[hihittää] ja sitten ne muuttui 

mustalaisiksi! 

 

Ha! Changed the clothes. Dyed the hair 

[giggles] and then they turned into gypsies! 
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5.3.2 Modified content analysis 

My approach to analyze the data was inductive but theory-guided. I applied content analy-

sis to the research, but not in its most classical form. Still, thematic organization and cod-

ing were in the heart of my analyze process. I also quantified parts of the data and used for 

example word counting to produce statistics from the data. In-between the text I used dia-

grams and charts to illustrate the results. The analyze process has two branches: first I ex-

amined the whole data inductively but still guided by my theoretical framework. After that 

I applied a narrative approach and took to closer examination specific parts of the data. 

The process of thematic organization was informed by my commitment to the theoretical 

framework presented in chapter two: post-colonial theorizations and critical race theory. 

Already in the early meters of the research, while I was conducting and transcribing the 

interviews, I made remarks in my research journal about some individual children’s an-

swers that caught my attention. As I later read through the interviews several times to ob-

tain a sense of the whole (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004), I was again intrigued by some of 

the answers. I started to construct the thematical categories around those especially inter-

esting excerpts, meaning units that can be called here “key” stories, guided by the theory. 

This was done by searching any similar meaning units from the whole data to see if they 

could, together with the “key” story, form a larger theme. When themes started to emerge, 

I located them within larger societal discussions around my research topic and the theoreti-

cal framework.  

The figure below (Figure 3) is a screenshot from my Excel chart where all the answers 

from all the children were organized. It provides an example of the color-coding process. 

 Pink color marks those especially evocative quotes that had the potential of becoming 

“key” small stories, yellow is for other interesting quotes which eventually formed the 

themes around the “key” stories. I later organized the contents of the “yellow boxes” again 

to find even more themes and color-coded them along the process: orange color seen in the 

screenshot stands for language-related answers. Finally, after discovering several themes 

among the data, I moved the individual color entities to separate worksheets and started to 

work with the themes individually. For example, I grouped and identified postcolonial and 

CRT concepts among the data (see e.g. Ebrahim & Francis, 2008). This was also the point 

when the translation took place, so I didn’t have to translate the whole data.  
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Figure 3: The color-coding process 

5.3.3 Small stories and re-telling 

The narrative analyze approach was the second of the two analyze branches mentioned 

earlier. It was formed around the few especially interesting, evocative individual answers 

that stood out from the rest of the data. Those I first named as “key” stories. I pondered a 

while how I could attach those answers – interesting small stories – to the research in a 

sensible way. At some point of the research process I was encouraged by my supervisors to 

take a step towards narrative methods and I started to seek “evocative anecdotes” (Puroila 

et al., 2012) and “small stories” (Puroila, 2013) from the data and realized that my “key” 

stories were just that kind of excerpts from the data. As I read through earlier research 

about young children’s narration and stories (e.g. Karlsson, 2012, 2013; Viljamaa, 2012) I 

found also other interesting narrative approaches that I could learn from and apply in this 

research.  

To analyze for example language-related answers in the research, I re-told the interview of 

one child, Emilia, to produce a “thick description” (see Freeman, 2014) of her language-

related answers. With this choice I followed in the footsteps of Viljamaa (2012) and 

Lappalainen (2009). Viljamaa (2012) chose from her large data a few excerpts for re-

telling and reflected them against rest of the data and Lappalainen (2009) writes how she 

identified “key” episodes through the coding process and took them for closer investigation 



52  

 

  

while the whole ethnographic data generated through fieldwork had its impact on her 

thinking. (Viljamaa, 2012; Lappalainen, 2009.) Also Puroila used re-telling when she ana-

lyzed children’s small stories: she retold what she saw, heard and experienced “and tran-

scribed this material in the forms of stories” in her research diaries (Puroila, 2013, p. 327).  

The re-told small stories will together with tables and figures from the whole data form a 

combination in my research that will, together with the dialog – named as dialogical re-

telling (Viljamaa, 2012, see also Roos, 2015) – between the small stories and previous re-

search, weave together all three elements of earlier presented strengths of qualitative ap-

proaches: “complexity, detail and context” (Mangen, 2007, p. 20; see also Viljamaa, 2012, 

p. 33). The tables and charts will also help to “round off the attempt to obtain a sensitive 

and multi-dimensional perspective of the situation or event under study”, which is not ex-

traordinary, since for example many primarily qualitative data case studies also rely on 

quantitative data (Mangen, 2007, p. 25).  

The small stories -approach will also help me to decontextualize and recontextualize my 

data. The re-told small stories as decontextualization allow me to lift out and investigate 

more closely parts of the subject matter, together with other similar issues that are found 

across the material. Recontextualization on the other hand will happen when I dialogically 

discuss the small stories with the rest of the data and other research. (Malterud, 2001, p. 

486.) 
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6 RESULTS 

In this chapter I present the central research findings, each presented in their own sub-

chapter. Some findings are based on the examination of the whole data, others built around 

chidlren’s “small stories”. 

6.1 Children’s “colouring talk” 

At the beginning of the interview, during the first questions which were based on pictures, 

the children could choose themselves if they want to talk about skin color or not. Only in 

the later part of the interview I asked the children direct questions about skin color. The 

vocabulary of the children interviewed for this research can be discussed in the light of 

“colouring talk”. “Colouring talk” is introduced as one of the discourses in young people’s 

lives where racialization can most likely be found. The use of words like “black” or 

“white” is the core of this discourse. “Colouring talk” is for example internalized in the 

stories how individuals are perceived by other people. (Rastas, 2005, p. 157.) 

Spontaneous “colouring talk” 

The children interviewed for this research made many notions about the skin color from 

their own initiative, based of course on the pictures they were shown. However, it is im-

portant to mention here that even though there were children with different skin colors in 

the pictures, none of the picture-based questions included vocabulary about skin color or 

other physical qualities of the children. That’s why it can be assumed that if children men-

tioned skin color during those questions, it was their own, voluntary initiative. The follow-

ing figures (Figure 4 and Figure 5) illustrate which words or descriptions the Finnish and 

Namibian children used and how many times each word or description was mentioned.  
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Figure 4: Spontaneous mentions about skin color (Finnish children) 

Finnish children made numerous references to skin color: 108 mentions in total (see Figure 

4 above). Also Srinivasan & Cruz (2015) noticed in their research that children were con-

stantly making manifestations on “color differences“ in their narratives (p. 39). Curiously, 

Finnish girls (64 mentions) made more remarks than Finnish boys (44 mentions).  

What I find particularly interesting is the Finnish children’s vocabulary when they made 

differences based on skin color: they used mostly words “light” and “dark”, which are not 

exactly words for colors but for skin tones. Finnish children in my interviews also used 

descriptions such as “this color”, “that color” and “different color”, implicating that there 

is a color or a difference but not naming it further. Rastas (2005) provides an explanation 

to this finding: “Sometimes small children talk about differences in skin color with expres-

sions like ‘brown’, ‘different color’, ‘this/that color’ or (someone is) ‘not of the Finnish 

color’”, (p. 157). In her interviews, expressions like ‘brown’ or ‘different color’ were never 

talked about as negative – her view is that not all the color terms have negative connota-

tions and as long as negative meanings are not attached to the terms, it’s ok to talk about 

them (Rastas, 2005). My data seems to support this: in my interviews the children talked a 

lot about different skin colors but in most cases they didn’t refer to the colors as negative. 
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Figure 5: Spontaneous mentions about skin color (Namibian children) 

Namibian children mentioned about skin color during the picture-based questions only 14 

times (see Figure 5 above): girls eleven times and boys three times. They used words 

“brown”, “white”, “black” and (one child) a description “not light” when they were spon-

taneously bringing up the topic of skin color.  

Rastas (2005) noticed in her research that the word “black” was seldom used among young 

children, neither in the chidlren’s self-descriptions nor in how other children talked about 

their skin color. Align with that, “black” as a description of someone’s skin color was not 

used very often in my research data, instead the children preferred to talk about “light” or 

“dark” skin or use the color “brown”. It might be that young children have not yet learned 

that the term “black” can be used to signify racial difference. However, the vocabulary 

seems to change when the children grow up: schoolchildren and young people are already 

aware that they can be called and seen by other people “black” and they are also conscious 

about the different (often negative but sometimes, through the media also positive) mean-

ing that are attributed to “blackness”. (Rastas, 2005, p. 157.) 

When asked about different skin colors, some children mentioned only one color and some 

many different skin colors and skin tones. Some children described to me even quite com-

plex color-schemes when enumerating all the skin colors they knew: 
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Question 6.01: Do you think there are people who have different skin colors? If 

yes, what colors? 

”Yes. There are skin colors… they can be brown, white and dark brown or light 
brown… only those.”  
(Tuhafeni, 6, Namibia) 

“Yes. Some people got dark brown, dark white, and light dark, and light brown.”  
(Aletta, 5, Namibia) 

“Yes. There are five different people that would have different skin colors: a little 
bit like white, then like a dark brown skin. Then there is like this my skin [that kind 
of dark-light], then there is that kind of light dark.”  
(Emilia, 6, Finland) 

It’s important to keep in mind that black and white are primarily color categories - they 

become racial categories only when they are parts of a racial classification (Banton, 2005, 

p. 59). However, racism relies on visual processes of “othering” (Rastas, 2004, p. 38) so it 

is vital to be aware of these categories in children’s talk. 

The “colouring talk” can be also linked to the concept of othering. When someone is per-

ceived as “other” based on one difference, the notion often activates “a bunch” of other 

differences connected to the first one (Löytty, 2006, p. 48). Research findings indicate that 

children attach emotional, social and material attributes to “color difference” (Srinivasan & 

Cruz, 2015, p. 37). In my own (later presented) research findings, “different skin color” 

was tangled up together with notions of different language and different nationality. These 

difference-makings are important to recognize: the researchers of racism must focus on 

those differenciations in social and cultural practises that are used to oppress others, be-

cause all kinds of differences can always be turned against someone (Rastas, 2005; 2007, 

p. 149). 

Skin color dichotomies 

After the picture-based questions the children were asked more specific skin color-related 

questions. The first question for them was “Do you think there are people, who have dif-

ferent skin colors?”. The children who answered “yes” were then asked: “What colors?”. 

Children often gave the answer to that question in the form of a dichotomy. Approximately 

every second Finnish child (51.7%) and 30% of the Namibian children answered with a 

dichotomy. The dichotomies are visualized in Figure 6 below. 
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Figure 6: Skin color dichotomies (question 6.10) 

Dichotomies can be seen as one way to construct otherness, because otherness is a concept 

generally used to construe one’s relationship between “known” and “unknown”, “norm” 

and “exception”. For example, when people talk about African people, the emphasis is 

often how they are different from Europeans. This is problematic for the reason that 

othering can be seen to bare within itself a notion of inequality: something is compared 

against something less valued (Löytty, 2006, p. 147). There are also other problematic as-

pects regarding the black-white paradigm of race. The the black-white binary, like “any 

dichotomous way of thinking and seeing the world” restricts other racial options: people 

are forced into either “black” or “white” identities in the eyes of others and anything in-

between is ignored. Thus the binary discourse about race obscures the role of other im-

portant identity markers such as language or religion in peoples’ lives. (Castagno, 2005, p. 

464.) Based on my working experience and observations in different Finnish and Namibian 

daycare and preschool environments, children are imposed to a vast amount of binaries and 

opposites in their daily lives. For example, many children’s books focus on opposites: 

learning what is big or small, long or short, up or down, high or low. Children are from a 

young age encouraged to think through opposites and praised for noticing and naming 

them in their surroundings, so it doesn’t surprise me that they apply this kind of stereotypi-

cal thinking to people as well. 
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6.2 Skin color, language and nationality 

Only one Namibian child mentioned language during the interview. However, thirteen 

(44.8 % of the) Finnish children did, on several occasions. I will look at the relationship of 

language and skin color in this research through Emilia’s interview because language is 

linked to many of her answers. Although Emilia’s story is only one child’s perspective on 

the issue, it describes and summarizes well the ideas that children expressed in this re-

search about skin color, language and Finnishness. In other words, re-telling of the story 

provides and an evocative anecdote in itself, but also a platform to discuss other children’s 

language-related small stories emerging from the data. 

Emilia’s story 

Emilia is a six-year- old Finnish girl. She tells me that she has travelled to one 
of Finland’s neighbor countries, where she has seen “different people” who 
also speak differently – she demonstrates me how she knows a few words of 
that language herself. Emilia explains that in her kindergarten there is one 
child “who has that kind of dark skin, she does not live in Finland”. When I 
ask Emilia if people with different skin color can be friends, she answers: 
“Some can – the ones who speak the same language. Many times that kind 
of people are friends, when they can speak the same language”. 

We are looking at the pictures one by one. In the first picture there are two 
“white” girls and I ask if Emilia thinks they are Finnish children. “Yes – be-
cause they look so awfully lot like Finns”, she answers and adds: “but then 
one of them [points to the girl on the right] can speak English”. In the second 
picture, there are two “brown” girls. She doesn’t think they are Finns, be-
cause “Many times in Finland there are not people who have dark skin, so I 
guess they could be from France”. Emilia doubts that the teacher or the par-
ents like the friendship between the girls in the picture. Then I ask Emilia, if 
she would like to be their friend – her answer is “No, I would not like to be, 
because I can’t speak French”. We wonder if the girls in the picture ever 
fight. Emilia thinks they might sometimes fight over language issues: if one 
of them starts to speak Finnish and the other one doesn’t know any Finnish, 
they might argue about what language they should use. 

In the third picture, there are also two girls but this time one of them is 
“white” and one “brown”. Emilia says the girls in the third picture are sisters. 
She first tells me that the girls recognize each other by their skin color be-
cause one is light and one is dark. Then she adds that they don’t yet recog-
nize each other so well because the left one (the one with white skin) speaks 
Finnish and lives in Oulu and the right one (the one with brown skin) speaks 
French and lives in France – but they are friends anyway. The children, ac-
cording to Emilia’s interview, like to play “a guessing game”, because one of 
them can’t speak Finnish. Sometimes they fight, because their words go all 
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mixed up, which makes them angry. “Then they both would like to speak 
their own language, because the words are all mixed up” Emilia explains. 
“Would you like to be their friend?” I ask from her. “I don’t know”, she re-
plies, “because there are two who have a different language, like the other 
one speaks Finnish and the other one that France… so I can’t now, I don’t 
quite want to be their friend”, she decides. 

In Emilia’s story, Finnishness is linked to Finnish language and “looking like a Finnish 

person”. Emilia seems to attach light skin color to Finnishness and dark skin color to Non-

Finnishness (see Lappalainen, 2009). Another child, Aarre (6), had similar thoughts when I 

showed him the picture of two “brown” girls: “they have different language because their 

skin is this color”, he answered. The answers from Emilia and Aarre provide a link to 

Lappalainen’s (2009) research findings where Finnish embodiment – which she views as 

an important aspect of nationalization – was so tightly standardized that “exclusion based 

on the category of ‘darkness’ was stronger than inclusiveness afforded through categories 

of state citizenship or the Finnish language” (Lappalainen, 2009, p. 72). In addition to Emi-

lia and Aarre, also Minea and Emma linked skin color and foreign language together in 

their answers: 

Picture “Friends C”, Question 3.07: Are they both Namibians/Finns? 

“No. Oh well… the other one [points to the child on the right] has a different 
language and the other one [points to the child on the left] is Finnish. But ok, 
that [left] knows the language as well.”  
Minea (6), Finland 

“Well, the other one [points to the child on the left] is Finnish and the other 
one [points to the child on the right] is English and she like knows English. 
Because the other one has brown skin and the other one light.”  
Emma (6), Finland 

In Emilia’s story the lack of common language appears as a potential threat to peer-

relationships: only people with a common language can be friends. Same viewpoint is also 

present in Juhani’s (6) and Niilo’s (6) answers. Juhani explains that people with different 

skin color can be friends “if they know Finnish and a different language”. This is not sur-

prising since language and narratives are considered to be ways which enable children, for 

example, “build relationships, create a sense of belonging, collaborate -- share experiences, 

and continually construct their worldview and identity” (Puroila, et al., 2012, p. 203). The 

need for common language emerges also from Niilo’s answer when we discuss the picture 

with two fighting boys (see Appendix A, picture “Fight A”). Niilo points out that in order 

to be fighting, both boys must be Finns and understand each other’s language “because 
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then that other one would not figure out what this one is speaking, if that one [points at the 

child on the left] was Swedish and that one [points at the child on the right] from Finland”. 

These viewpoints support another research about what affects children’s decisions on who 

they choose to play with: “differences in ethnic, linguistic and cultural capital were very 

significant factors” (Barron, 2011, p. 670). Of course, not all children deny friendship 

based on linguistic skills. When I asked Aino (6) whether she would like to be friends with 

the two brown girls, her answer was: “Yes, although they are speaking English…”. 

“As children acquire language and fluent vocabularies, they spend more time simply talk-

ing to their peers” and children’s conversational competence affects how children are ac-

cepted by their peers. Speech to peers is used not only when expressing oneself but also 

“when pursuing one’s aims in conflict”. (Hay et al., 2004, p. 88.) Being able to understand 

other children’s thoughts and feelings during social interaction was found out to be one of 

the abilities that maximize peer acceptance in the research of Rutland et. al. (2012). How-

ever, language, peer relationships and skin color as well as ethnicity seem to have many 

confluences. These findings emphasize the importance of language skills and social com-

petence achieved by language skills in children’s peer-relationships. 

Besides language skills, also skin color can become an obstacle for intercultural communi-

cation. In Spyrou’s (2009) research skin color became an evaluative criterion “in construc-

tion of otherness” and in that way “colour racism camouflaged as discomfort” (p. 165). 

Also, young children often use racial reasons when they refuse to interact with children 

who are different from themselves claim Boutte et al. (2011).  

In this research, in Emilia’s and in other children’s stories, language was seen as something 

that creates exclusion: 

Picture “Friends A”, Question 1.12: Would you like to be their friend?  
 “No, because I don’t know English, just a little bit.” [Earlier: “They’re Eng-
lish”]  
Hannes (6), Finland 

Question 6.08: Can people with different skin color go to the same 
school/kindergarten? 
“No. They speak different language.”  
Alex (5), Finland 
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Picture “Fight A”, Question 4.07: Are they both Namibians/Finns?  
“No. This not a Namibian [points the child on the left], he comes from 
Damara, and he talks with other people Damara ‘cause he don’t know how 
to speak Afrikaans and English. He only does talk Damara.”  
Shaquila (6), Namibia 

Explanations for this may lay in the cultural contexts and daycare environments in Namib-

ia and Finland. Lappalainen discusses the role of language in the building of cultural iden-

tities. She suggests, based on earlier research, that language forms the foundation of chil-

dren’s cultural identity – except in multilingual societies (Lappalainen, 2006, p. 14). As I 

have explained before, Namibia has 13 official minority languages and many people espe-

cially in urban areas are multilingual (UNESCO, 2013). Most Namibian children who live 

in big cities are thus somewhat used to a multilingual environment. That might be one rea-

son why only one Namibian interviewee mentioned language in the interview. In Finland 

most people (89.3% in 2013) speak Finnish as their mother language (Tilastokeskus, 2013) 

which affects also Finnish kindergartens. This is what also one of my Finnish interviewees, 

Viivi (6), noticed: “Well, because in the kindergarten they always speak Finnish.”.  

To conlude: While the Namibian interviews included only one language-related answer, 

thirteen Finnish children (44.8%) affiliated “different” skin color to “different language”. 

In the children’s answers skin color, language and nationality (Finnishness or Non-

Finnishness) were tangled together. For example, besides to different language, “dark” or 

“different” skin color was also linked with “non-Finnishness”. Language was seen also as a 

potential threat for friendships: Emilia and some other children were reluctant to be friends 

with children with whom they thought that they wouldn’t share a common language.  

From my viewpoint, based on my working experience in Finnish daycare centers, these 

findings reflect the current situation in many centers, where “ethnic Finns“ form the major-

ity and “non-Finns” the minority who are usually immigrants and speak Finnish as their 

second language. There are of course many bilingual children and children who’s skin col-

or is not “white” but who speak Finnish well and equivalently some “Finnish-looking” 

children that are not Finns and don’t speak Finnish, who break the pattern. Young children, 

however, tend to “overcategorize and stereotype” many things, as Sleeter and Grant (2007) 

remind. Also other research findings indicate that children’s suggest that children’s under-

standing of race is elusive and when children construct racial meanings. They use many 

“contradictory and elusive ways to position themselves and others” but might still, concur-
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rently, use race-related terms that are fixed and stereotypical. (Ebrahim & Francis, 2008, p. 

280.) 

6.3 Skin color and beauty conceptions  

Some of the interview questions were directly aimed at finding out beauty perceptions re-

lated to skin color. However, the children expressed skin color related views on beauty at 

some other points of the interview too.  

How does a beautiful person look like? 

In general, Namibian children were more keen to answer to the questions about beauty 

than Finnish children: in the four questions related to beauty, approximately a third of the 

Finnish children answered “I don’t know” in the interview when among the Namibian 

children the number was lower (6.6% – 16,6%) depending from the question. The children 

from both countries gave similar answers to the general question “How does a beautiful 

person look like?”. The focus in their answers was on external attributes such as clothes or 

make up, but the children also referred in their answers to “a princess” or someone they 

know (e.g. their mother, friend) as a beautiful person. They also used colors (green, pink 

etc.) or general adjectives like “nice” or “pretty” to describe a beautiful person. Only four 

children (three Namibians and one Finn) referred to skin color at this point of the inter-

view. The differences between Namibian and Finnish children’s beauty-related answers 

emerged from the more specific questions about beauty. After the main question about a 

beautiful person, I asked three more specific questions. First was about the hair, second 

about the eyes and third about the skin of a beautiful person. Ethical issues related to these 

questions are discussed in section seven. 

In the table below (see Table 5) are the children’s answers to the question about the skin 

color of a beautiful person. Some children used several descriptions, some only one, some 

didn’t answer at all. The answers reflect my expectations: the single most popular answer 

to the question was “white” or “light” – 36.6% of the Namibian and 48.2% of the Finnish 

children, resulting in 42.3% of all children thought so. This can be interpreted as “white 

beauty standards” and “pro-white bias” that were present in the research of Alarcón et al. 

(2000). Also, as Averhart and Bigler (1997) claim, African American individuals are 

thought to share, at least to some degree,” the biased attitudes toward skin color held by 
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dominant white society” (p. 365). In addition, Harrison and Thomas (2009) write about 

colorism, which can be defined as a skin color bias where the light-skinned people are seen 

more attractive than the dark-skinned people and more whiter a person is, more positive 

qualities she/he is believed to have. What is prominent with the Namibian children’s an-

swers is the variation that lacks from the Finnish data: Namibian children had more catego-

ries for a beautiful skin than Finnish children. Furthermore, most of the answers given by 

Namibian children were colors but the answers of Finnish children included descriptions 

such as “nice”, “smooth” or “clean”, which do not depend on skin color.   

Table 5: How does the skin of a beautiful person look like? 

NAMIBIA pcs % FINLAND pcs % 

White / light / light white 11 36,6 Light / very light 14 48,2 

I don’t know / empty 5 16,6 I don’t know / empty / any-

thing 

11 37,9 

Nice / Beautiful  4 13,3 Nice 2 6,8 

Brown 4 13,3 Normal 1 3,4 

Light brown 2 6,6 Dark 1 3,4 

Same color as me 1 3,3 Smooth 1 3,4 

Not dark 1 3,3 Clean 1 3,4 

Dark white 1 3,3    

Dark brown 1 3,3    

Black 1 3,3    

Purple 1 3,3    

Orange 1 3,3    

Red 1 3,3    

Is look like a person that is 

going at the town 

1 3,3    

What caught my attention in Namibian children’s answers to the three specific beauty-

related questions was that seven Namibian children (23.3%) referred to themselves when 

answering to the questions of beautiful person’s eyes, hair and skin. All of them did so 

verbally and four even showed me their own hair or pointed their own eyes to make sure I 

understood that they meant themselves. Surprisingly, none of the Finnish children did the 

same. Also this notion relates with the research of Alarcón et al. (2000): they found out 

that majority of the children they interviewed were actually happy about their own skin 
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color and state leaning on previous research that although there might be “pro-white bias” 

among the “black” children, the children may at the same time still maintain a high self-

esteem (Alarcón et al., 2000).  

Skin color ideals 

I will discuss the skin color –related beauty concepts by drawing an imaginary line seg-

ment: on one end are Finnish “white” children who on one hand see “whiteness” as a norm 

but on the other hand talk about tanning and report their own skin color darker than it is in 

my eyes. On the other end of the line segment are Namibian “brown” children, who see 

“white” skin as beautiful and whose self-reported skin color is lighter than it is in my eyes. 

The differences between veridical and self-reported skin color are important to keep in 

mind in this research since children’s perception of their own skin tone, rather than their 

veridical skin tone, may be more important for predicting their intra-racial attitudes 

(Averhart & Bigler, 1997, p. 369). 

To begin with the Namibian interviews: when I asked the Namibian children about their 

own skin color in the interview, none of them described it darker than how I perceived it. 

On the contrary, the children who I would have categorized as “mixed”, claimed to be 

“white”, except for one girl who identified herself as “colored”. Furthermore, all the chil-

dren whose self-reported skin color was lighter than my estimation also said that the skin 

of a beautiful person looks “white”. This has been noted in other research too: some chil-

dren rated themselves as having lighter skin complexions than would an objective rater 

(Averhart & Bigler, 1997). Could this be interpreted as the “pro-white bias” or “white 

beauty standards” that Alarcón et.al. (2000, p. 217) write about – a desire to measure up 

oneself against “fair skin? In another research where color difference was discussed with 

children using diversity dolls, “whiteness” was accepted as the norm and difference was 

constructed around color and “race” (Srinivasan & Cruz, 2015). At least one Finnish child 

in the interview, Emma (6), internalized the “whiteness” norm: when I asked her about her 

own skin color, she replied: “Well, just this kind of normal, light”. Also Ella (6) expressed 

a view that the skin of a beautiful person looks “normal”, but didn’t elaborate more about 

what exactly she means by “normal”.  

Moving to the other end of the line segment: almost a third of the Finnish children (31%, 

nine children) mentioned in a way or another “tanning” during the interview. In USA and 

Europe tanned skin seems to be a beauty standard – even in the extent that skin cancer has 
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become a widespread problem among especially young females due to the use of solarium 

(Helsingin Sanomat, 2012, April 2). Interestingly, nine Finnish children who were all 

“white” in my eyes, claimed to be “light but little brown”, “quite brown”, “dark light”, 

“light, little dark from hands now”, “light brown”, “light and little dark”, “light but little 

brown too”, “white and also looks dark” and “light, little dark”. Devine et al. (2008) made 

a remark about girls’ preference for skin that was “tanned, but not black” in Irish primary 

schools. There were clear categories in the girls’ talk over degrees of blackness: they 

wished to be tanned themselves but a colored girl who returned from her holiday with a 

darker skin color than before was teased about her color (Devine et al., 2008, p. 380). I find 

this paradox extremely interesting. Since the children in my own research did not directly 

state that “tanned skin is beautiful” or “I want to have a tanned skin”, I can only speculate 

on their awareness of the beauty trend of tanned skin. Still, their perception of their own 

skin color as darker than my perception combined to their talk about tanning connects their 

views in my mind to a larger societal context around beauty conceptions. 

Tangeni’s and Tuhafeni’s small stories on societal beauty norms 

There were two small stories in the children’s interviews that caught my attention already 

at an early stage of the research process. They are connected to a larger societal context 

that was already introduced earlier in this chapter – societal beauty norms. We know based 

on earlier research that the society often creates norms or standards for people and even if 

children do not always understand these norms, they are part of children’s lives too, as 

could be seen from children’s answers before. Even the youngest children have some kind 

of perceptions about these beauty norms: 2–4-year-old South African children were aware 

of “white priviledge and the social power associated with whiteness” (Ebrahim & Francis, 

2008, p. 281). Some researchers blame the society in creating pictures with “lighter skin 

equating to attractiveness, intelligence, competency, likability and so forth” and call for 

challenging of those pictures because they create an illusion where everyone must “fit in” 

these artificially constructed pictures (Harrison & Thomas, 2009, p. 158). When keeping 

all this in mind, the following two small stories seem almost disturbing. The first story was 

told to me by Tangeni. 
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Tangeni’s story 

Tangeni is a six-year-old boy attending preschool in a low-income residential 
area. He says, when asked, that his skin color is “red” – my estimation is 
“brown”. When I ask Tangeni if there are children in his school who have dif-
ferent skin color than him, he answers: “There is no children that have col-
or”. Later during the beauty-related questions, he explains that a beautiful 
person looks “like they don’t have color”. As beautiful hair and eyes he sug-
gest his own hair and eyes. We move on along the interview and come to the 
question where I ask Tangeni if adults treat children differently, if the chil-
dren have different skin color. I’m not sure did he understand the question, 
but I get a story anyway: “The father gave them the money, and go buy the 
paint and paint his face”. I ask, who will paint his face. “The kid”, he explains 
and continues: “because their father he did them the money to buy the 
food.” The story continues after a while: when I ask Tangeni about different 
skin colors in the same family, he gets back to the story with the father and 
the money: “Is… the father go take another money and go buy the food.”. Fi-
nally, when the interview is finished and I ask him if he wants to tell me 
something else, he concludes: “I want to say, the kid they cannot buy the 
paint”. “What is the paint for?”, I ask. “For to paint the house”, he answers. 

Tangeni’s views on “not having color” can be interpreted in many ways. On one hand, his 

opinion of a beautiful person as “like they don’t have color” relates to the notion that 

whiteness is often perceived as not a color at all and “white” skin color seems to disappear 

when it’s compared against other skin colors (Löytty, 2006, p. 215; see also Srinivasan & 

Cruz, 2015). On the other hand, Tangeni’s other answer “There is no children that have 

color” to my question about the children in his preschool reflects the ideas of “colorblind-

ness” where group categories such as skin color or ethnicity are ignored and discussion 

about them is avoided or the similarities among groups are emphasized (see e.g. Rattan & 

Ambady, 2013; Rosenthal & Levy, 2010). Tangeni’s story is also a typical example of a 

child’s narrative that changes along the way it’s told. At the beginning of the story the fa-

ther gives the children money to buy the paint to paint the kid’s face, but at the end of the 

story the paint is for painting the house. Karlsson reminds that from the viewpoint of an 

adult, child’s story might seem inconsistent, “bouncy” or simple and thus hard to under-

stand (Karlsson, 2003). The nature of children’s narration is unique and it can be regarded 

as play: the quick associations and changes they make to their stories reflect their desire to 

be creative, invent new ideas and be in interaction with their surroundings (Riihelä, 2012).  

I emphasize from Tangeni’s story the part where “The father gave them the money, and go 

buy the paint and paint his face”. Who wants to paint their face and why, I want to know. I 

asked Tangeni and, who it was who painted his face and he told me it was “the kid -- be-
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cause their father he did them the money to buy the food.” Why would a child want to 

paint his face? There could of course be a million reasons – for a carnival, for make up or 

just for fun – but I see here also a possible connection to a global beauty trend, linked to 

colorism and “pro-white bias” where people with dark skin color chemically lighten – 

bleach – their skin to look “white”(see Hunter, 2011; Charles, 2011).  

Tuhafeni’s story can also be linked to the discussion of societal beauty norms, but from a 

different viewpoint than the previous story: 

Tuhafeni’s story 

I’m interviewing Tuhafeni in a kindergarten near city center. He’s a six-year-
old boy with by my estimation a “brown” skin color – although he explains to 
me that his skin color is changing and it is light brown now. He tells me he 
has friends who have different skin color than him and that there are also 
children in his school that have a different color. When I ask Tuhafeni if he 
has seen people with different skin color somewhere else, I get the most sur-
prising answer so far in the research. “In South Africa, then there are those 
people, those people are working there”, he explains and continues: ”even 
the doctors are taking off the skin, cause if they is ugly, they must out it in a 
washing machine, let it get the skin… ammm… new, and she will put in an-
other one”. “Really?”, I ask perplexed, “Where did you hear that story?”.“In 
Windhoek”, he replies. 

What comes to Tuhafeni’s story, he looks at skin color as a changing quality: “My skin 

color is… changing, it’s light brown right now.” Here the changing has no agent – it just 

happens – but what he next tells me, includes a thought that a skin can also be changed or 

renewed, “even washed”, by “even the doctors”. How the change happens is very interest-

ing: “…they must out it in a washing machine, let it get the skin… ammm…new, and she 

will put in another one”. This “washing” aspect creates in my mind strange connotations to 

missionary work, where “white” missionary workers washed “black” pagans clean from 

their sins by babtizing them (read more from Miettinen, 2005; Löytty, 2006). 

Sleeter and Grant write about children’s ability to see differences in the society and what’s 

happening around them regarding “race” and ethnicity: children do indeed see the differ-

ences but they have not yet “learned the meanings society attaches to the differences they 

see” (Sleeter & Grant, 2007, p. 83). My interpretation of this is that children see things 

they don’t fully understand, and explain what they see using the means they have. For ex-

ample, explaining the changes in skin color with a big washing machine where the “ugly” 

skin is washed to become new – it’s in my eyes a perfectly logical and concrete explana-



68  

 

  

tion from a six-year-old child. Tuhafeni’s story also includes an important aspect related to 

skin color and beauty: some skins are perceived as “ugly”. Directly linked with this discus-

sion is another child’s, Andre’s (a six-year-old Namibian boy who describes his own skin 

color as “brown”), response to my question whether adults treat children differently it the 

children have different colors: “yes, because here is not good, because the skin is dark”. 

Both Tuhafeni’s and Tangeni’s stories, placed in a wider societal perspective, can be con-

nected with Hunter’s (2011) research – Tuhafeni’s via doctors and plastic surgery, 

Tangeni’s via skin bleaching. In her research Hunter writes about “white beauty” and “ra-

cial capital”: “…white or light skin is a form of “racial capital” gaining its status from ex-

isting racial hierarchies”. Hunter (2011) sees the ability of purchasing “racial capital” via 

plastic surgery as a relatively new phenomenon, “built upon shifting cultural norms regard-

ing the manipulation of the body” (p. 154), even though there are centuries-old skin-

lightening practices where skin is bleached with chemicals to make it look lighter. He also 

argues that “the broad reach of global white supremacy” has not stopped with money-

making skin-whitening products but is now extending into plastic surgery where the whole 

body is being manipulated. (Hunter, 2011, p. 153-154). In Tuhafeni’s words: “…if they is 

ugly, they must out it in a washing machine, let it get the skin… ammm… new, and she 

will put in another one.” 

Treating these small stories as knowledge (Hohti & Karlsson, 2014) and combined with the 

notion that the child has always chosen among millions of possibilities exactly those events 

she/he wants to tell (Karlsson, 2003, p. 31), these stories are valuable. In the two stories 

something characteristic to children’s narratives also becomes evident: “Children’s narra-

tives blur the general assumptions about what is considered truth and what is fiction” and 

even if a story contains some elements from the real world, it can be fiction (Hohti & 

Karlsson, 2014, p. 558). It might be that Tuhafeni’s story is an urban legend told from 

child to child in Windhoek, or it might be that he was explaining to me in his own words 

about plastic and cosmetic surgery. After all, according to Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 

(2008), the nature of small stories includes that “-- they can be about small incidents that 

may (or may not) have actually happened, mentioned to back up or elaborate on an argu-

mentative point occurring in an ongoing conversation” (p. 381). Children can also combine 

into their stories things that have happened to themselves with things that have happened to 

other people (Viljamaa, 2012). However, as an adult and early childhood educator I find 

quite troubling Tuhafeni’s notion of “ugly” skin, that needs washing and in Tangeni’s story 
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the need for the children to use the food-money for face paints as well as Andre’s view on 

“dark” skin color that is not good.  

6.4 Colorblindness 

Several children in this research expressed views on skin color that align with the concept 

of colorblindness. For example, when asked “Do you think there are people, who have 

different skin colors?” one Finnish and three Namibian children answered “no”. Also, as 

explained earlier, children from neither countries were reluctant to give answers to direct 

questions about the physical appearance of a beautiful person. The concept of colorblind-

ness can be argued to contain different viewpoints, for example as “de-emphasizing group 

categories” or as an “each person is unique” approach (Rosenthal & Levy, 2010, p. 217-

219). I found from my interviews children’s stories – three from Namibia and three from 

Finland – that can be linked to both of these approaches. Two of those small stories will be 

next examined more closely. 

Hannes’s story 

Hannes is a six-year-old Finnish boy, who describes his own skin color as “this 
white” and demonstrates it to me by showing me the skin on his arm. As to all 
Finnish children, I show him first the picture of two “white” girls. He tells me quite 
a long story of the picture, describing the facial expressions and the postures of the 
girls in it. When I show him the next picture with two “brown” girls, he starts to 
laugh, and asks: “Why the same again?”. I ask Hannes if he really thinks that the 
picture is exactly like the first one, and his answer is “yes”. 

The situations repeats itself during the third picture, in which there are two girls 
with different skin colors, “brown” and “white”. When Hannes sees the picture, he 
asks me “Why are they all the same? Again the same!”. I make a following ques-
tion to make sure if he really thinks the picture looks the same, and he again states 
“yes”. Later in the interview Hannes does twice mention about skin colors, but 
when I ask him in a direct question if he thinks that there are people who have dif-
ferent skin colors, he still says “no”. 

The story of Hannes can be seen to reflect the most generic form of colorblindness, the 

“similarities”- approach (Rosenthal & Levy 2010, p. 218). In the “similarities” approach 

all discussions about group categories are avoided. The pictures I posed to Hannes were 

clearly different, but he claimed that they were exactly the same. Among the Namibian 

children Maynolf (6), when being introduced to the second picture, said “Is one the same 

thing”. Also Tangeni’s (6) comment about skin colors of the children in his kindergarten 
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can be viewed from the perspective of colorblindness: “there is no children that have col-

or”.  

Besides Hannes, also another Finnish child, Venla (6), claimed that the second picture was 

the same as the first one. However, when I confirmed from her if the picture was really 

exactly the same, she answered: “No, this one has different hair and both of them have a 

different kind of skin”. Lotta (6) went further than Hannnes and Venla in her notions on 

the second picture: she explained that the children in the picture do have different hair col-

or compared to the first picture, but she chose not to mention about their changed skin col-

or. Obasogie’s (2010) comment about the metaphoric nature of the whole colorblindness 

concept fits well in this context: “no one seriously thinks that it is possible to stop noticing 

an individual’s skin color or other attributes” (p. 611). So why didn’t Hannes, Venla and 

Maynolf “see” a difference in the pictures and why did Lotta ignore skin color but men-

tioned hair color – or why did Tangeni claim there were no children with “color” his kin-

dergarten? This kind of “generic” colorblind approach can be seen as problematic for the 

reason that “ignoring and avoiding discussion of racial and ethnic group memberships has 

negative consequences for intergroup attitudes and relations, and is not a promising ap-

proach in educational or other settings”. (Rosenthal & Levy, 2010, p. 235).  

When I interviewed Venla, I felt that my further question about the similarity of the two 

pictures assured her that it was ok to talk about differences. First she said the picture was 

the same as previous but then, after my initiative second question, she told me she saw 

different hair and skin colors in it. With Lotta, I got the feeling that she was afraid of say-

ing something inappropriate, so she maintained talking about “safe” hair color rather than 

touching the controversial topic of skin color. Ebrahim and Francis (2008) noticed a simi-

lar kind of phenomenon during their discussions with children: many children did not di-

rectly talk about for example the skin color of the persona dolls used in the research, but 

when the researchers expressed their acceptance the children’s “hesitant verbalizations” 

about the topic, they became more at ease and started to talk in more diverse ways about 

“color difference” (Ebrahim & Francis, 2008, p. 28).  

Often it is the teachers themselves who might create an atmosphere where children don’t 

feel comfortable talking about race-related issues. Ebrahim and Francis (2008) claim based 

on previous research that when children experienced or witnessed racism, they seldom 

sought support from the teachers now that “silencing” was regarded as a best method to 
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tackle such incidents (p. 40). On an institutional level, there might also be “a culture of 

silence”, built up over time around race-related issues that prevents the discussion about 

“race”, or the discussions are avoided because people are afraid of the reactions of and 

want to avoid conflicts with their colleagues (Gordon, 2005, p. 149). 

Finding these kinds of colorblind views among both Namibian and Finnish interviews was 

not completely surprising: majority group members are usually more likely to endorse 

colorblindness and it may be for them a way to appear unbiased (Rattan & Ambady, 2013, 

p. 14). The children who had colorblind views in this research were all majority group 

members in their own context societies. In the Namibian society as whole, as well as in the 

daycare centers where the interviews were conducted, people with “brown” and “mixed” 

skin color belong to the majority. In Finland the case is opposite: people with “white” skin 

color form the majority in the society as well as in the participating daycare centers. 

As stated before, there were two different aspects of colorblindness present in my data. 

Steven’s small story leads us to discuss colorblindness in it’s different but also common 

form: 

Steven’s story 

Steven is a six-year-old Namibian boy. When I ask him about his own skin color, he 
tells me it is “white…” and adds after a short pause “…white and brown”. In my 
own notes I write down “mixed”. Steven lists down many colors when I ask him 
about different skin colors: “Red, yellow, peach, green…” so I ask him if people can 
really be green to check that he has understood the question right. “No. White.” he 
replies. 

With all the picture-based questions there is one question about the nationality of 
the children in the pictures. Steven has an interesting answer to me. I ask if the 
“brown” girls are Namibians, and he answers “No, cause they’re different kind of 
person. They’re from Zimbabwe”. Later I ask if the “white” girls are Namibians and 
his answer is “No, because they’re each different people. They’re from Swakop and 
Rehoboth.” The last picture of the two girls, where they have different skin colors 
gets the following answer: “No, because they’re each of kind person. One is a col-
ored [points to the child on the left] and the other one [points to the child on the 
right] is a Namibian.” The same happens when I repeat the same question with the 
picture of two fighting children: “No, ‘cause they’re each of kind person”, Steven 
replies. 

In his story Steven mentions colors such as green, red and yellow, to first describe different 

skin colors. Also Ebrahim and Francis (2008) encountered this kind of answers from chil-

dren in their research with young South African children. The children in their research 
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mentioned being “black” or “not black” or even “green” or “yellow” which the researchers 

interpret as children’s actions to “weaken the power of race” and their perceptions of 

“race” as an elusive concept (Ebrahim & Francis, 2008, p. 279-230). Total of nine, 30% of 

the Namibian children described to me skin colors such as “yellow”, “purple”, “red” and 

“green” during the interview. Based on my field notes they were all children whose Eng-

lish language skills were lower than average among my interviewees. I consider those col-

or-notions as results of language-related misunderstandings, because when asked the ques-

tion again (explaining that now we are talking about the color of the skin for people and 

even touched my own arm to make sure they understood what the topic was) I got different 

answers from the children. With Finnish children, all with whom I had no linguistic chal-

lenges, no such colors were mentioned. 

Steven’s story is interesting especially when it’s looked in the light of the “uniqueness”-

form of colorblindness (see Rosenthal & Levy, 2010, p. 219). In his answers Steven re-

peats different variations of the phrase “they’re each of kind person”. As Rosenthal and 

Levy write, colorblindness in its “uniqueness”-form can be implemented to emphasize dif-

ferences between individuals, for instance by claiming that “each person is unique”. The 

approach, however, has been criticized on the grounds that it ignores the “valued identity” 

of members who belong in marginalized racial and ethnic groups and in long term doesn’t 

support people’s needs for affiliation (Rosenthal & Levy 2010, p. 219). In a society which 

is “racially stratified” (for example USA, why not also Namibia) colorblindness can also 

be seen to conceal important aspects of a person’s identity and history (Boutte et al., 2011, 

p. 341). 

When the stories of Hannes and Steven are discussed together, another link to the research 

of Rosenthal & Levy (2010) can be formed. They argue that even though “colorblindness 

in a combined form (“similarities” and “uniqueness”) has some positive consequences for 

intergroup attitudes”, it is also associated with stereotyping and ingroup bias and as an ap-

proach is more used among majority groups, less by members of disadvantaged groups. 

(Rosenthal & Levy 2010, p. 235.) Socialization into colorblindness can also result in 

“white children’s reluctance to discuss about race or racism” at least when adults are pre-

sent in the situation (Copenhaver-Johnson, 2006, p. 16). 
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6.5 Skin color and peer-relationships 

Different aspects of peer-relationships were present in my interview questions during the 

whole interview and as a result of that, also in children’s answers. Themes such as bullying 

and willingness to be friends with someone were discussed with children. In this chapter I 

will present results connected to the positive and negative answers connected to peer-

relationships that emerged from my data. 

Skin color and friendship 

Among all children, 76 % said that they have friends who have a different skin color than 

them. Namibian children reported of having more friends with a different skin color (90%) 

than Finnish children (62%), as can be seen from the charts in figures 7 and 8 below. 

 

Figure 7: Skin color and friendship (question 6.03, Namibian children) 

 

 

90 % 

7 % 

3 % 

Question 6.03:  
 Do you have friends that have 
different skin color than you? 

(Namibian children, N=30)  

YES NO I don't know 
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Figure 8: Skin color and friendship (question 6.03, Finnish children) 

When asked about the possibility to be friends with people who have different skin colors, 

most children were open to the possibility. Exceptions were four Finnish children, who 

posed certain conditions for the friendship and three Namibian children who answered no. 

This is visualized in the charts in figures 9 and 10 below. 

 

Figure 9: Skin color and friendship (question 6.10, Namibian children) 

 

62 % 

35 % 

3 % 

Question 6.03:   
Do you have friends that have 
different skin color than you? 

(Finnish children, N=29)  

YES NO I don't remember 

83 % 

10 % 

7 % 

Question 6.10:  
Can people with different  

skin color be friends?  
(Namibian children, N=30)  

YES NO I don't know / Empty 
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Figure 10: Skin color and friendship (question 6.10, Finnish children) 

Two of the Namibian children explained their negative answer: Bayron (6) claimed that 

“because they’re not having the same colors, they fight”. Shaquila (6), thought that the 

friendship is not possible, because the children with different skin color don’t know each 

other. Shaquila’s notion about someone not knowing people who have different skin colors 

can actually be reality in many people’s lives in Namibia. “Urban built form in the Namib-

ian context was originally created by apartheid planners with the aim of separate develop-

ment in mind” explains Müller-Friedman (2005, p. 67). That can result in “black” and 

“white” Namibians still living in separate neighborhoods. If the parents choose their 

child’s daycare center by its location near their homes, it’s well possible that the children 

live in an environment where there is not much skin color variation. “The social inequali-

ties created during apartheid (and colonialism) in Namibia have, for the most part, persist-

ed into the independence era. -- While apartheid laws have been abolished, the day-to-day 

life of many residents remains to a large extent unchanged, along with the physical spaces 

within which people’s lives are lived.” (Müller-Friedman, 2005 p. 66-67.) Also Teppo 

(2011) writes about the urbanization of post-colonial cities and suggests that in them there 

is still polarization to rich and poor neighborhoods (Teppo, 2011, p. 287). It could be partly 

for the same reasons that eight Namibian children also claimed that people with different 

skin color can’t go to the same school. 

  

83 % 

14 % 

3 % 

Question 6.10:  
 Can people with different  

skin color be friends? 
(Finnish children, N=29)  

YES YES, if… I don't know 
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Skin color and discrimination 

I will discuss issues linked to discrimination in this research through Liliana’s and Sara’s 

small stories. Liliana’s story provides a link to color-based discrimination, Sara’s story 

handles discrimination based on nationality or ethnicity.  

Liliana’s story 

Liliana is a six-year-old girl. During the interview she confides that she is actually 
not a Namibian: she’s from Zimbabwe. When I ask Liliana about the different skin 
colors she knows, she first says “yellow, orange and green”, but when I explain 
that we are now talking about the skin colors of people, she replies: “Brown. 
Brown, brown, brown – their face are brown, brown, brown only”. She reports to 
me that also her own skin color is brown. She also thinks that a skin of a beautiful 
person looks brown. 

Later in the interview we proceed to the questions about bullying. When I ask her if 
she has ever been bullied because of her skin color, her answers is “Yes”. When I 
ask her what happened, she says “They say my skin color is brown, brown, brown.” 
Liliana also tells me that she has seen another girl get bullied: “They say that girl is 
not here, she is not beautiful, because the skin color for her is brown”. 

Liliana describes in her story how she has experienced bullying in the form of comments 

on her skin color. She also describes a situation, where she has seen another girl get bullied 

based on skin color. Children, like adults, use racism but they do it in their own ways – 

which adults should be aware of. Rastas (2007) reminds: children have learned, what kind 

of differences in other children they can use to turn against them – children don’t need to 

understand racism as a concept or meaning of certain words, to utilize racist ways of op-

pression. (Rastas, 2007, p. 128.) Liliana was not the only Namibian child in this research 

who had experienced or seen skin color-based discrimination. Kailin (6) told me that other 

children called him ugly because of his skin and Memory (6) described to me how other 

children used to tear her skin. Also Miriam (6), Andre (6) and Steven (6) had witnessed a 

situation where other children were bullied based on their skin color. Here, color-based 

classification has become “a basis of unequal treatement” (Banton, 2005, p.59) so the color 

categories can be seen to have become racial categories. This can be called “negative” ra-

cialization (Nayak, 2005, p. 158).  
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In Sara’s small story, discrimination is based on a child’s nationality or ethnicity: 

Sara’s story 

I’m looking at the third picture with Sara, a six-year-old Finnish girl. There are two 
girls in the picture, one “white” and one “brown”. Sara tells me that the “white” 
girl in the picture is Finnish and the “brown” girl Egyptian, earlier she explained to 
me that the two “white” girls were Finns, because they had light skin color. I ask 
Sara if she thinks that the girls in the picture have many other friends. “No”, she 
replies. When I ask why, she continues: “Because all the others are mean because… 
because… they have said that why do you play with someone like that, who is an 
Egyptian”. 

Sara describes in her story a situation, where a cross-racial friendship is questioned and 

judged by other children and where a cross-racial friendship could result in not having oth-

er friends. As previous research indicates, children have a tendency to choose their play-

mates mostly among their same-race peers (Aboud et al., 2003; Barron, 2011). Kailin, a 

six-year-old Namibian boy who describes his own skin color as “white”, summarizes the 

idea well from a child’s perspective: “But white people, neh, like white people. Me, I have 

a friend, his color is white.”  

With the picture-based questions, I asked each child about their willingness to be friends 

with the children in the pictures (see Appendix A). Regarding the “Friends” pictures, Na-

mibian children were very open to form a friendship – all would have been friends with the 

girls in pictures “Friends A” and “Friends B” and all but one also with the girls in picture 

“Friends C”. Finnish children were in general more reserved: twelve refused a friendship 

possibility with the girls in “Friends A”, ten in “Friends B” and twelve in “Friends C”. The 

explanations included amongst them discriminating elements, linked to skin color, lan-

guage and nationality:  

Question 1.12 & 3.12: Would you like to be their friend? 

“No, because they are tanned”  
Anna (6)  

“I don’t really think so [laughs] because they don’t look so same…I have plen-
ty of other friends” 
Minea (6) 

“No, because I don’t know any English, just a little bit.”  
Hannes (6) 
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These results can be interpreted in the light of previous research: a Finnish research reveals 

that among the “multicultural” young people in Finland, hobbies and friend relationships 

don’t give much room for Non-Finnish ethnicity or other differences, which makes it hard 

for young immigrants to form friendships with Finnish youth (Honkasalo, Harinen, & 

Anttila, 2007). Skin color as a physical difference can also be an issue that makes forming 

positive peer-relationships difficult, if the popularity among peers is based on similarity 

(Kankkunen et al., 2010). Other research describes for example the continuous rejections 

that “black” first-grade girls face when attempted to integrate into the play groups of 

“white” girls (Dulin-Keita, Hannon III, Fernandez, & Cockerham, 2011) and children’s 

assumptions on “colored” children not having friends at a majority “white” school 

(Srinivasan & Cruz, 2015). Childhood is often seen as the time of innocence and vulnera-

bility, and “isms” like racism, sexism or nationalism don’t fit well in the picture 

(Lappalainen, 2006), but based on earlier research and the stories I encountered during this 

research, it would be naïve to claim so.  

Racist name-calling 

One of my pre-assumptions on the data was that I would encounter racist name-calling 

when the children describe the pictures or talk about different skin colors. However, there 

was only one interview among the whole data that provides a link to that direction. I will 

discuss the topic using Alex’s (5) small story as an example. 

Alex’s story 

Alex is one of the few five-year-olds I interview in my research. He gets excit-
ed when I show him the second picture, which presents two “brown” girls – 
he almost jumps off his chair and cries out “Ha! Changed the clothes. Dyed 
the hair [giggles] and then they turned into gypsies!”. Later, when I ask him, 
if the children in the picture are Finns, he answers: “No, black skin. They are 
Somalis.” 

Alex was the only child in the whole research, who used a word that can be linked to racist 

name-calling, if “coulouring talk” is left aside. He was also the only Finnish child who 

referred to Somalians when talking about different skin color. Alex used the word “gypsy” 

when referrinfg to the “brown” girls in the picture. Rastas (2007) argues that “gypsy” is 

one of the racist words that especially and typically young children use: “even under 

school-age children seem to have learned something about “gypsie’s” position in the Finn-

ish society” (Rastas 2007, p. 127-128). In racial categorization, she continues, also 
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“ethnonymes”, referring to certain ethnic groups, are given meanings that are anything but 

innocent (Rastas 2007, p. 127). Young children also learn from adults to use terms such as 

“gypsys”, “immigrants”, “Somalis” or “negroes” when referring to “dark skin” (Rastas, 

2005, p. 157).  

Alex’s notion of “Somalis” may rise from his personal experiences – maybe there are 

Somalian children at his daycare center. This I don’t know since I didn’t gather that kind of 

information from the participating daycare centers. Be the situation as it may, an interest-

ing link can be formed from “Somalis” to Finnish people’s experiences of “other” skin 

colors in general. Somali people were the first major African (and “black”) immigrant 

group settled in Finland (Degni, Pöntinen, & Mölsä, 2006) and they are also one of the 

largest single immigrant groups in Finland (Jaakkola, 2009). For many Finns Somalis were 

the first “black” people they have ever seen in real life. If this research would have located 

in southern Finland, there might have been more mentions in children’s interviews about 

Somalis since most of Finland’s Somali people live in the capital area. In the Finnish cul-

tural context “Somali” can very well be used as a negative “ethnonyme” (Rastas, 2005) 

considering the general negative attributes often attached to their ethnic group (Jaakkola, 

2009; Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2002; Liebkind et.al., 2004) and it can from my point of view 

be seen a significant part of the racism discussion in Finland.  
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7 EVALUATION OF THE RELIABILITY AND RESEARCH ETHICS 

Due to the interdisciplinary spirit of my research, it’s necessary to evaluate its reliability 

and ethical dimensions from multiple viewpoints: regarding cross-cultural aspects, narra-

tive elements and children’s involvement in the knowledge production as well as the trans-

parency and reflexivity throughout the whole research process. 

7.1 Reliability  

One aspect of the reliability in qualitative research is the transparency of the research. Has 

the researcher explained the different decisions, phases and circumstances during the re-

search well enough, providing the reader enough information to “judge” the reliability of 

the research? Researcher’s own reflexivity is one of the key elements in this process 

(Hirsjärvi et al., 2008, p. 227). I have tried my best to apply the principles of transparency 

and reflexivity in this research. For example, in chapter five where I discussed the practical 

realizations of this research, I gave the reader verbal and visual examples of the different 

phases of my data analysis and described the data collection as transparently as possible. 

There are also many excerpts from the data visible among the text. The fact that all the 

interviews and transcriptions were made by the same person, makes the research more reli-

able, because I could focus my analyze both to the transcribed text and the real, lived situa-

tions and their meanings (see Roos, 2015, p. 169). 

Identifying researcher’s preconceptions should be the starting point of a reflexive research: 

“preconceptions are not the same as bias, unless the researcher fails to mention them. If 

reflexivity is thoroughly maintained, personal issues can be valuable sources for relevant 

and specific research” (Malterus, 2001, p. 484). By presenting my previous personal and 

professional experiences as well as pre-study beliefs already at the beginning of the re-

search as part of the introduction chapter, I have tried to avoid bias during the research. 

Malterus (2011) recalls also transparency in the form of contextual background material, 

such as demographics and study setting. This information I have provided and explained in 

chapter three: country profiles.  
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Reliability in narrative research with children 

When evaluating the reliability of a narrative research, there are also certain things to bear 

in mind. “Narratives heard or exchanged in interviews should not be carelessly confused 

with or substituted for narratives that take place outside the interview context”, remind 

Narayan and George (2012, p. 515). Also, in interview situations, it’s common that the 

interviewees answer according to what they think is socially correct, which weakens the 

credibility (Hirsjärvi, Remes, & Sajavaara, 2008). All stories that emerge from an inter-

view will be watermarked with the researcher’s presence, but also with the motives of the 

researcher and the hierarchical dynamics of the interview situation (Narayan & George, 

2012). Puroila and Estola (2013), who studied children’s small stories, write about similar 

challenges that I faced during the research: they as researchers were the ones who decided 

among the data which episodes were conceptualized as “small stories”. They also decided 

where those stories begun and ended. That’s why those stories and also the stories in my 

research can’t be seen as “direct routes into children’s inner worlds” or treated as chil-

dren’s authentic voices. (Puroila & Estola 2013, p. 200.)  

It has beeb suggested that it might be meaningless to even try to identify child’s “true” or 

“authentic” voice, because more important would be to understand the specific social con-

text in which the interview or discussion takes place (Connolly, 2008). So, instead of 

claiming that the small stories in this research are itself something “authentic”, I follow 

Connolly’s (2008) idea and view the stories as a proof of young children’s ability in engag-

ing in the discourse concerning skin color and “race” and the interview situation “as a par-

ticular social context that can help to provide additional insights into particular aspects of 

the children’s lives” (Connolly, 2008, p. 18-19). 

Another issue in the process of knowledge-production with children’s narratives is how 

will the child’s voice be heard during the process and presented in the final product. Even 

if the starting point of a research is children’s narration or children’s stories, the knowledge 

produced in the research is always co-constructed together with the researcher, not “pure” 

excerpts of what the child has expressed (Roos, 2015, p. 171). Especially in my research 

where I have re-told children’s small stories, my influence as a researcher will be visible in 

the text. I tried to acknowledge this and ensure it with methodological choices that promote 

the child’s voice, such as pictures and storytelling.  
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 A Narrative research can also be evaluated on the basis of how much “authentic” or 

“evocative” it feels – does reading the text leave some kind of emotions to the reader or do 

the things expressed here bring a feeling of something familiar, something the reader could 

already “hunch” (Viljamaa, 2012). This aspect will be left for the reared to assess. 

7.2 Research ethics 

What is an ethical way to do a research and produce new knowledge? According to some 

post-colonial researchers, the concept of knowledge itself – the politics of knowledge pro-

duction, to be exact – is problematic. Andreotti (2007) and Kapoor (2004) both discuss the 

research of Gayatri Spivak in their articles, and present the idea of “Western” researchers, 

so-called “First World”, using “Third World” as a resource of information to be used to 

provide resources for “First World”. Andreotti (2007, p. 72) reminds that knowledge al-

ways comes loaded with power and Kapoor (2004) questions the array of “knowledge” 

being something made from “raw facts” or “information” gathered from the South (p. 632-

637). In fact, the “Western” scientists have sometimes been accused of being exploiters of 

knowledge (Tomaselli, Dyll, & Francis, 2008, p. 351). 

There can also be seen a historical and colonial burden in science-making. It has been ar-

gued that “Historically from an indigenous perspective, the domain of research and science 

was mobilised to suit the imperialist agenda” (Dyll-Myclebust, 2014, p. 524). The colonial 

burden can also be found in teacher education, argues Lavia (2006, p. 289) and urges 

teachers to challenge the colonial impact on teacher professionalism and their own national 

cultures (see also Lappalainen, 2009) an engage in critical practices that encourage them to 

evaluate their own practices through a post-colonial lense (Lavia, 2006).  

I hope I have avoided some of these problems with intentions to respect the Namibian in-

terviewees with genuinely listening to their voice and paying respect to their stories also 

valuable as such, not just “raw facts” or “information”. I also decided to write my thesis in 

English so the “knowledge” will also stay in Namibia and benefit Namibian educators and 

researchers, not just Finnish academia or “First World”. The access to information is espe-

cially important also to Sikes (2006) who is concerned about how research is written up or 

otherwise made available to audiences.  
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I very much like how Narayan and George have formulated the thought of respecting the 

narrative research material: “In receiving stories from people, we are often receiving gifts 

of self. It is incumbent on us to handle these gifts with respect as we pass them onward in 

our scholarly productions” (Narayan & George, 2012, p. 522). In my eyes, if these gifts of 

self are received from children, it makes them even more valuable and receiving them pos-

es a moral responsibility to handle them well because “small children don’t have resources 

to document and to archive their artefacts and bring them into significant societal discus-

sions.” (Karlsson, 2013). 

7.2.1 Ethical dimensions in research with children 

In childhood research, the ethical dimensions should be taken extra seriously, especially 

when dealing with sensitive concepts such as ethnicity or race, like in my research. In this 

chapter I present some notions on research ethics connected to such themes. 

The issue of informed and voluntary consent is critical when children are involved in the 

research. While conducting the Finnish interviews I encountered a situation where a child 

whose parents had agreed their child to be interviewed refused to come to the interview. 

There was no choice for me but to respect the child’s decision, even when it meant that I 

would have one less interviewee than I had anticipated. It has been argued that children 

should not have to justify their decisions and “respecting children’s dissent means being 

reconciled to the view that we may never know why the decision was made”; in fact, in 

research with young children “the ethical principle of voluntary participation, including the 

right to withdraw at any point, must underpin our commitment to respect children’s deci-

sions”. (Dockett, Einarsdóttir, & Perry, 2012, p. 252.) 

Sometimes children’s dissent is easy to notice, sometimes not. The researcher should con-

sider not only the visible challenges in a research project (e.g. children’s age, rights, emo-

tions, sociocultural context). Equally important is to be aware of invisible signs, such as 

the effect of adult power (see also Alasuutari, 2005) and “social injustice and inequalities 

that impact on children’s environments and contexts” (Palaiologou, 2014). One perspective 

in an ethical research with children, as mentioned before, is the question of power: it is 

inevitable in child-related research. Inequality between children and adults is a given fact 

in our society and due to that, “qualitative interview of a child cannot be carried out “pure” 

so that the difference between the child’s and the adult’s societal status could be fully dis-
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pelled” (Alasuutari, 2005, p. 153). The place where the interviews are made also plays part 

in the power relations between adults and children: “the discursive positioning of adults 

and children is most explicit and pervasive” in a school environment, and marks the 

boundaries of acceptable behavior for adults as teachers and children as pupils (Connolly, 

2008, p. 13). Bayron’s interview provides an example of this in my research: the six-year-

old Namibian boy was very formal and polite towards me during the whole interview, and 

the answers were typically “yes, teacher” or “no, teacher”. The fact that I was a teacher and 

he a child who was taught to be respectful towards a teacher, existed between us during the 

whole interview and most certainly affected his answers. On other hand, I feel that some of 

the Finnish interview situations were more equal than the Namibian ones because the Finn-

ish daycare environment is from my experience more home-like and less hierarchical than 

the Namibian daycare environment. 

7.2.2 Ethical aspects in cross-cultural research  

When conducting a cross-cultural research, it is important to bear in mind the danger of 

“lapsing into the excesses of universalism or culturalism”, warns Hantrais (2007). The se-

lection of the appropriate national and societal context is therefore very important to re-

main the credibility and tractability of a cross-national comparative study. (Hantrais, 2007, 

p. 9.). The researcher is also reminded that when a cross-cultural perspective is introduced 

in the research, research ethics becomes more than just comparing one value system with 

another – the researcher should also understand the cultural contexts in which ethical codes 

have been developed (Robison-Pant, 2005). The (Western) theoretical constructs must also 

always be “laid open to reexamination and change when applied to (non-Western) empiri-

cal contexts and real-life subjects/informants”, argue Tomaselli, Dyll and Francis (2008, p. 

350). I have tried to avoid these traps by acknowledging myself, as well as introducing the 

reader to, the national and cultural contexts around the research topic in both Namibia and 

Finland in chapter three.  

Confidentiality can be seen as one of the aspects of an ethical cross-cultural research 

(Clark, 2012). In order to respect confidentiality in my research, the children’s names are 

changed and the daycare centers are referred only with a vague location. I also did not 

gather information on the socio-cultural background of individual children. The choice of 



85 

 

 

not mentioning exact dates when the interviews were made was made to make it even 

harder to identify any individual children.  

It has been argued that the triangulation of researchers with different experiences or other 

resources enhances the data interpretation (Park & Lahman, 2003, p. 376) – I had valuable 

help from Namibia to critically examine my thesis before I presented it to my supervisors 

and study colleagues. Mr. Erkkie Haipinge from University of Namibia was generous 

enough to read through and comment on my thesis. For example, he adviced me to try to 

look for statistic information produced in Namibia for the Country Profiles –chapter. Even 

though I wasn’t able to find any, these kinds of comments were very helpful in the research 

process. I hope this kind of collaboration narrowed the chances to cultural insensitiveness 

and adds to the reliability and reflexivity of this research. 

7.2.3 Language 

When examining a cross-cultural research, the language skills of the researcher have to be 

discussed. In his article about analyzing foreign language interviews, Pietilä underlines the 

importance of necessary language skills and demands from the researcher knowledge about 

the culture, history and social interaction of the context country (Pietilä, 2010). Park and 

Lahman also argue that “implicit nuance and assumption of shared understanding in lan-

guage play an important role during interviews” (Park & Lahman, 2003, p. 380). In the 

Namibian context of this research, I used English to communicate with the children.  

I am able to communicate in English, but it is not my mother tongue. English was not also 

the mother tongue of the children I interviewed, but I found using it to be the best solution. 

Interviewing the children in their mother tongue would have required the use of interpreter 

and resulted in making the interview situation too complex. I tried to minimize the risk of 

misunderstandings between me and the children by selecting daycare centers using English 

as the medium of instruction as well as interviewing only 5-6-year-old children, who’s 

language skills were more likely to be adequate for the research. During some interviews I 

was not able to understand what the child was telling me and some children did not under-

stand all of my questions. These were problems I assumed to encounter, and according to 

Park and Lahman, being aware of potential problems and bias already at the beginning of 

the research process increases the study confirmability (Park & Lahman, 2003). Neverthe-

less, or maybe just because of my cautiousness, most interviews went well and having 



86  

 

  

quite many interviewees was forgiving language-wise. Looking at the whole data and what 

I was able to get out of it, I feel content with my choices.  

Language can also be understood in another context. According to Alasuutari, the main 

language in the interview should be “the language of the child”. It means that the inter-

viewer listens to the child and recognizes the child’s way of speaking, adjusting her own 

language to the child’s ways of describing and expressing things. In other words, reaching 

the language and the ways of communication of the child means taking the child’s devel-

opmental level into consideration. (Alasuutari, 2005). My experience of working with chil-

dren in both Namibia and Finland helped me to find the kind of words and phrases children 

can relate to. The questions in the interview were designed to handle situations in chil-

dren’s everyday life which was familiar to me due to my work. 

When conducting the research, I also benefitted from having a basic understanding about 

Windhoek’s geography. When the children used words like “Cimbebasia”, “Ombili” or 

“Academia”, I knew that they were referring to different neighborhoods in the city. My 

working experience in a Namibian kindergarten helped me to know what kinds of games 

are “Fire Mama” or “Anasosiana”. When a child explained that a person is “Nama” or 

“Damara”, I knew they were referring to the different ethnic groups in Namibia. Being able 

to make these kinds of affiliations helped me with the research and I feel that it also gave 

me an advantage in getting closer to a Namibian child’s daily life and finding “the voice of 

the child” also in Namibia. 

7.2.4 Gender 

In this research I interviewed children who represent at least two different genders. I am 

female. The pictures I used when interviewing the children include girls and boys in them. 

All this may have influenced on children’s answers and my interpretations. In the future 

research, it would be very interesting to look at children’s “colouring talk” (Rastas, 2005) 

from the viewpoint of gender, because in my research girls used much more words for dif-

ferent skin colors and skin tones than boys. “Race” and gender have many intersections 

(Averhart & Bigler, 1997; Connolly, 2008; Ebrahim & Francis, 2008; Hylton, 2012; 

Lappalainen, 2004; Srinivasan & Cruz, 2015; Tuori, 2007) and as explained earlier in 

chapter 2.3, researchers of CRT have in addition to the black-white paradigm started to 

focus on for example gender minorities and invented “critical race feninism” (see e.g. 
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Treviño et al., 2008). However, as this is a master’s level research, it was important to set 

up boundaries for the research and stick with them. I decided to focus on skin color and 

that forced me to crop out many other interesting viewpoints such as gender.  

7.2.5 The design and ethics of the interview questions 

One quite central aspect of the research ethics still remains for discussion: the ethical quali-

ty of the interview questions. Especially questions that were related to the concept of beau-

ty needed to be planned carefully. I didn’t want to ask questions that impose any moral or 

ethical danger on the children and their self-esteem – like the “doll-test” of Clark and Clark 

from the 1930’s, where the child is asked to choose between “white” and “black” doll 

which doll “looks bad” or is “the nice doll” and finally is asked to pick which doll looks 

most like the child him/herself (Clark & Clark, 1947). I discussed about these questions 

with my supervisor when I was planning the interview. Based on our discussion, I decided 

to create questions where the children could freely describe “a beautiful person” instead of 

asking the child to choose between ready options.  

With the questions I also tried to avoid “steering” the children as much as possible. With 

the first half of the interviews – the Namibian interviews – I was maybe even too careful 

with that and hesitated to ask further questions from children. That resulted in having much 

less informative answers from the Namibian children compared to the answers I got from 

Finnish children, with whom I dared to ask further questions. When I was back home in 

Finland, listening and transcribing the Namibian interviews, I was constantly facepalming 

myself for not noticing to ask further questions on something extremely interesting that the 

child had just said. When looking back to the situation, I would have benefitted from mak-

ing test interviews and having more time to conduct the actual interviews, since the pur-

pose of a test interview or pilot research is to help the researcher to check and adjust the 

questions before the actual research. Test interviews can also be helpful to see if the ques-

tions are designed in the way that they encourage the interviewees to answer with long 

sentences or just with a few words (Hirsjärvi et al., 2008). I suppose these are typical mis-

takes for a young researcher, and I will certainly learn from the mistakes made during this 

research. 

The questions were also designed so that they could be as close to the child’s daily life as 

possible to enhance children’s ability for self-expression and to emphasize their agency in 
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the everyday life around them. In other words, I wanted to make sure the children find it 

easy to talk about the topics and feel confident in their own answers, so they wouldn’t feel 

threatened or scared, what can sometimes happen in interview situations (Hirsjärvi et al., 

2008). I asked the children, through the pictures, for example about playing, friendship and 

hobbies. This all worked well with the Finnish children, but I noticed that most Namibian 

children were not familiar with the concept of “hobby”. This was rather an ethnocentric 

assumption: I was so focused on Finnish children’s daily life when planning the questions 

that I took for granted that all children have hobbies or at least know the concept of a hob-

by due to the fact that Finnish children in general have many hobbies. I came to notice that 

it’s not the case in Namibia: children from poor families (one of the daycare centres in 

Namibia was in the informal settlements area) have probably very narrow – if any – chanc-

es for hobbies and due to that would hardly even know the concept itself. 

As a researcher, the balance between finding an answer to the research question and in-

cluding the child perspective in the study was challenging to find. On one hand, I was in-

terested in researching a certain topic: children’s perceptions on skin color. On the other 

hand, I didn’t know if the children would consider the topic of any interest – maybe they 

would like to tell me about something else that is more important to them. For example, 

one child was including in most of his answers something about a baby. After the set of my 

official questions, I asked if there was anything else that he would like to tell me, and he 

told that there are twin babies at his home. I realized that during the whole interview that 

child had wanted to tell me about the twin babies and not the topics I was asking him 

about. According to Karlsson (2006), asking from the child includes always the aspect of 

using power, because being interviewed can never truly be a natural way for the child to 

express her/himself. That’s why allowing the children to express also other things on their 

mind during the interview, even if they are not relevant to the research topic, is important – 

in a way, those stories “need” to be told (Karlsson, 2006, p. 10). it was clearly important 

for some children to tell me about their fake tattoo, their daily routines, their big sister’s 

dancing hobby or their new cellphone with a speed dial for mother and father – it didn’t 

add to my research these findings but they were an important part of the interviews, posi-

tively affecting the interaction between me and the child and the overall atmosphere of the 

interview situation. 



89 

 

 

8 DISCUSSION  

In this chapter I will summarize the main research findings and link them to the theoretical 

framework presented in chapter two. By doing so, I aim to open new perspectives to the 

results by contextualizing them within the discussion of post-colonial and critical race the-

ories in relation to early childhood education and early educator’s profession. 

The results indicate that children talk about skin color if they are given the opportunity to 

do it. Finnish children in this research used more color-related vocabulary than Namibian 

children. Finnish children linked together skin color, language and nationality, especially 

Finnishness with whiteness and non-whiteness with foreign language. Both Namibian and 

Finnish children expressed colorblind views in their answers. They also talked about beau-

ty conceptions that are linked to skin color. Stories about skin-color-based discrimination 

were told by both Namibians and Finns, but Namibian children were more open than the 

Finnish children to the possibility to be friends with a child whose skin color was different 

from their own.  

As my research findings suggest, color-based discrimination and other forms of racism and 

racialization are things that even young children are dealing with in their lives. Racism is 

of course bad enough in itself, but as Rastas (2007) writes, racism on children feels espe-

cially unjust, because as a group children are very vulnerable (p. 14). The vulnerability of 

children is also a central starting point for the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

the Child – ratified both in Namibia and Finland - where is stated that "the child, by reason 

of his physical and mental immaturity, needs special safeguards and care” and the member 

states should ensure that “the child is protected against all forms of discrimination” (United 

Nations, 1989). In addition to Rastas’s (2007) notion, linking the idea to the other context 

country of this research, Namibia has agreed to follow also the African Charter on the 

Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC), which states that every child should enjoy the 

same rights and freedoms in the Charter, regardless of – among other qualities – their race, 

ethnic group or color (African Union, 1999). These can be viewed as quite serious obliga-

tions that involve not only Nations but also individual educators workin in and for those 

Nations. 

However, the vulnerability argument does not, in my eyes, mean that children should be 

victimized, it rather means that the children need support: the adults present in children’s 
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lives should take a more active role than before in discussing issues like racism with the 

children. It became evident in my research that children are capable of discussing about the 

issues. It has also been suggested that the knowledge of matters such as “race” is valued 

among children (Connolly, 2008, p. 19). We adults act as role models for the children and 

should therefore take a critical look upon our own actions: what are we teaching the chil-

dren with our own way of talking or not talking about “race” or skin color? To prevent 

racism and help the children who have experienced racism, the adults need information of 

how racism appears in children’s daily lives. While children grow up, they learn and adopt 

the racist thought- and behavioral models of their environment. That’s why racism affects 

in every child’s daily life, not just in those who are seen as primary victims of racism. Eve-

ry child should be protected from racism – meaning that the children should neither have to 

encounter racism nor grow up as racists (Rastas, 2007, p. 15). This is something that often 

is forgotten when discussed about racism: it is harmful to all people participating in the 

process. The two-way action is good to remember also with anti-racist work: it can only be 

accomplished “through the combined efforts of both the oppressed and the priviledged” 

(Copenhaver-Johnson, 2006, p. 14). 

The research findings from this research made me contemplate once more, how much we 

as educators can actually influence the children at our care. For example: are we ”silenc-

ing” the children when they try to discuss ”race” (Gordon, 2005; Ebrahim & Francis, 

2008)? When I was interviewing Venla (see chapter 6.4), I got the impression that she was 

not sure whether it’s correct or not to mention the differences she saw in the two pictures 

presented to her. My further question (if they really are exactly the same pictures), seemed 

to assured her that it’s ok to tell what she sees, and then she told me “No, this one has dif-

ferent hair and both of them have a different kind of skin”. Also with some other children I 

encountered situations where I sensed that the children were hesitant to give their answers. 

They for example said something but then giggled, as if they were embarrassed or con-

fused about what they have just said. It has been argued that the adults’ silence on racial 

issues will lead children to believe that it’s a taboo to discuss the issues in school (Boutte 

et al., 2010, p. 339). If we as adults and educators fail to acknowledge race with the chil-

dren, we increase the probability that especially white children “will recognize discussions 

of race as off-limits with adults, will infer that whiteness is normative, and will harbor ste-

reotypical interpretations of the cultural differences” that they are in fact, already observ-

ing all the time (Copenhaver-Johnson, 2006, p. 17). I hope the findings of this research 
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offer one more reason to break the silence around skin color, ethnicity and “race” in the 

settings of early childhood education. 

Steven’s story in the same chapter reminds me of something I discussed when writing 

about Namibia’s national approaches to ethnic diversity. Steven used the phrase “they’re 

each of kind person”, which goes well together with the “Unity in Diversity” discourse at 

national level in Namibia (Akuupa & Kornes, 2013). The way Steven kept repeating the 

phrase, gave me the impression that it’s something he’s taught to say, maybe a politically 

correct answer that automatically pops out. Maybe the staff at Steven’s daycare center em-

phasize “Unity in Diversity” –attitude in their work? I think it’s a possible explanation 

among other options, since colorblind strategies are often internalized by teachers (Boutte 

et al., 2011) – and because the message of “Unity in Diversity” actually aligns well with 

the “similarities” form of colorblindness where similarities are emphasized among groups 

of people (Rosenthal & Levy, 2010), for example claiming that we are all “Namibians” or 

“Finns” despite our distinctions. 

As noted, colorblind strategies might provide an easy-looking way out from discussing the 

issues with children, but in order to make the early childhood education environment safe 

and equal for all children, it’s necessary for the teachers to take as an ethical and moral 

imperative to discuss the issues (Boutte et al., 2011, p. 339-341). To make sure no children 

face exclusion based on their skin color or language skills (real or imagined), I suggest 

together with Srinivasan and Cruz that the early childhood professionals should talk more 

and openly about diversity, “race” and “color difference” with children instead of escaping 

complex and difficult conversations (Srinivasan & Cruz, 2015). How then could this be 

done?  

Stories as the point of intersection in this research 

Key elements in this research process has been the idea of children’s stories as well as an 

interdisciplinary approach that combines different theories and methods. On one hand, the 

picture-based questions were inspired by the Storycrafting method and children’s answers 

were analyzed as small stories. On the other hand, post-colonial and CRT ideologies were 

discussed in the context of early childhood education. It occurred to me that the two view-

points can be linked together not only through this end discussion but also in a more prac-

tical way: through the concept of stories. I have discussed in chapter 4.2. how stories are 

understood in the field of Narrative research, as have I explained in chapter 5.3 how I used 
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the concept of small stories when analyzing the data. I also briefly mentioned in chapter 

2.3 the “voicing” aspect of CRT that includes telling stories and counter-stories from the 

margins of the society. Next I will discuss the storytelling aspect of CRT to see whether it 

could work as a bridge to connect CRT to the everyday practices and learning materials of 

early childhood education. 

Although only one of my interviewees mentioned television (she had seen people with 

different skin color in television), for example movies and television programs are a source 

of information for the children. As Boutte et.al. (2011) suggest, children learn the “overt 

and covert” racialized structures of the society through many sources, such as television 

and literature (p. 338). Books and movies targeted for children have also been analyzed 

using a post-colonial framework. The results indicate that in them can be seen hidden mes-

sages of racial superiority and colonial narratives (Viruru, 2005, p. 13). I see books and 

literature as a good way to discuss the world with children. Also other researchers with a 

post-colonial agenda have utilized literature in their discussion with children, for example 

in read-aloud situations (see Brown et al., 2010).  

However, sometimes it’s challenging to find suitable material for such discussions. I have 

similar experiences on most children’s books found at the daycare centers than some other 

researchers: the books mostly present “white, middle-class character and cultures”, not 

cultural diversity. Sometimes there are “people of color” among the characters, but as 

Brown et.al. (2010) point out, they are mostly just “colored white folk” whose actions, 

lines and other behavior was exactly the same as other character’s (Brown et al., 2010, p. 

520). I see this as a reflection of the colorblind discourse of “similarities” discussed before 

(Rosenthal & Levy, 2010). Stories made for children can be very ethnocentric, of repeating 

the same story in different forms, and if these kind of stories are used as learning material, 

there’s a danger that one of my favorite authors, Chimamanda Adichie (2009), calls the 

danger of a single story. ”A single story creates stereotypes. And the problem with stereo-

types is not that they are untrue, but that they are incomplete – they make the one story 

become the only story”, Adichie (2009) claims, and continues with describing how she, in 

her childhood in Nigeria, was surrounded by Anlgo-Saxon children’s books with charac-

ters with “white” skin color, who played in the snow, ate apples and drank ginger beer. For 

a Nigerian child, it was quite hard to identify with these characters.  
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Educators, when choosing books to read for and discuss with the children, should remem-

ber that “there will always be multiple voices, both in the North and South. People always 

have their own context, motives and perspectives” and that hearing the multiplicity of 

those voices help us – adults and children – better understand people’s multiple realities 

(Konttinen & Vihriälä, 2014, p. 18). “Stories matter. Many stories matter. Stories have 

been used to dispossess – but stories can also be used to empower and to humanize”, ar-

gues Adichie (2009) and I agree with her – that’s why it’s extremely important to choose 

well the stories told in the settings of early childhood education. Sometimes this calls for 

extra efforts from the teachers, but it can also help the teachers “overcome their own lim-

ited experiences with cross-racial literature”. (Copenhager-Johnson, 2006, p. 18). 

Post-colonial and CRT views could help to examine children’s worlds, for example their 

artistic, literary and material culture, at the center of analysis and in that way, offer new 

information and “support endeavors to take children seriously and stand by their side”, as 

Nieuwenhyus (2013, p. 6) suggests. If the traditional material and literature in early child-

hood education offer mostly stereotypic or colorblind views, could the counter-storytelling 

presented in CRT could a more fruitful and critical platform for the discussions with chil-

dren? My view is that for the stories to make sense in children’s lives, they should be told 

by children themselves. I present the idea of Storycrafting as that kind of platform. The 

idea of cultural sharing is not completely new within the Storycrafting tradition. 

Storycrafting has already been found out to be a useful tool in cross-cultural settings, such 

as multicultural education and development cooperation, since it promotes the chidlren’s 

chance to be heard and discuss important matters in their lives (Karlsson, Levamo, & 

Siukonen, 2014). However, adding the CRT framework in the picture, by accessing the 

minority group members’ Storycrafting products as counter-stories could very well achieve 

something new. I suggest more research to be done around the topic as well as around 

children’s thoughts on skin color and racism, especially combined with CRT and post-

colonial frameworks: it has the potential of producing early childhood educators new tools 

to address the issues through their work.  
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Practical conclusions of the research 

Based on my research findings, as well as reading through the literature for this research 

and inspired by other researchers’ methodologies, I have concluded here a few practical 

ways of how to discuss issues related to skin color, “race” and ethnicity with young chil-

dren. 

For the educators in their professional self-development: 

- Mapping out the biases and prejudices of oneself by self-reflection and reading 

post-colonial and CRT literature and learning to recognize the hidden and often 

subtle unequal structures and practices in the daycare system that are linked to skin 

color, “race” and ethnicity. 

 

- Getting over the fear or the “uncomfortable” feeling of discussing with children 

about skin color, “race” and ethnicity – avoidance of the issues does not erase the 

problems. 

For the educators in their work with children: 

- Arranging read-aloud situations using well-chosen books and stories that deal di-

rectly or indirectly with issues of “race”, racism, minorities and cultural diversity, 

preferably written by people of color or other minority groups 

 

- Using the Storycrafting method (see Karlsson, 2003; Riihelä, 2012) to create stories 

with children from different ethnic, linguistic or cultural minority groups, ap-

proaching them as counter-stories and discussing the stories with other children 

 

- Using pictures as the basis of discussions about skin color differences– the pictures 

should be close to children’s everyday life, representing things they can relate to
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APPENDIXES 

APPENDIX A 

THE PICTURES: 

“FRIENDS” A    “FRIENDS” B    “FRIENDS” C 

   

“FIGHT” A   “FIGHT” B 

  

“ACCIDENT” A  “ACCIDENT” B 

    



 

 

 

APPENDIX B 

 

PICTURE-BASED QUESTIONS  

PICTURE  “FRIENDS” A/B/C 

(The children were shown all of the three pictures: A, B and C. Namibian children saw the in the 
order A, B, C and Finnish children in the order B, A, C) 

1.01/ 2.01 / 3.01  Can you tell me what is happening in this picture?  

1.02/ 2.02 / 3.02  Are the children in this picture friends?  

1.03/ 2.03 / 3.03  How do they know each other?   

1.04/ 2.04 / 3.04  Where do they live?   

1.05/ 2.05 / 3.05  Do they live near each other?   

1.06 / 2.06 / 3.06  Are they in the same school or kindergarten?  

1.07 / 2.07 / 3.07  Are they both Namibians/Finns?  

1.08/ 2.08 / 3.08  What do they play together?   

1.09/ 2.09 / 3.09  What hobbies do they have (the things they like to do)?  

1.10/ 2.10 / 3.10  Do their parents like that they are friends?   

1.11/ 2.11 / 3.11  Do their teachers like that they are friends? 

1.12/ 2.12/ 3.12  Would you like to be their friend?  

1.13/ 2.13/ 3.13  Do these girls ever fight? If yes, over what?  

1.14/ 2.14/ 3.14  Do these children have many other friends?  

1.15/ 2.15/ 3.15  Do you want to tell something else about this picture?  

 

 

PICTURE “FIGHT” A/B 

(The children were shown only one of these pictures, A or B) 

4.01 Can you tell me what is happening in this picture?  

4.02 What happened before this situation?  

4.03 What will happen after this situation?  

4.04 Who started the fight? Why?  
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4.05 What do the children say in this picture?   

4.06 Are the children in this picture friends? Why/why not?  

4.07 Are they both Namibians/Finns? If not, why?   

4.08 Do these children have many friends?  

4.09 Would you like to be their friend?  

4.10 What will the teacher do when she/he sees the situation? 

4.11 What will the other children say when they see the situation?  

4.12 What would you say to these children?  

4.13 Do you want to tell something else about this picture?  

 

 

PICTURE “ACCIDENT” A/B 

(The children were shown only one of these pictures, A or B) 

5.01 What is happening in this picture? 

5.02 Why it is happening? 

5.03 What happened before this situation? 

5.04 What happens after this situation? 

5.05 Is this a Namibian/Finnish child? If not, why? 

5.06 What will the teacher say when she/he sees the situation?  

5.07 What does the child say? 

5.08 What will the other children say when they see the situation? 

5.09 What would you say to this child? 

5.10 Does this child have many friends? Why? 

5.11 Would you like to be friends with this child? 

5.12 Do you want to tell something else about this picture? 



 

 

 

QUESTIONS WITHOUT PICTURES 

(All children were asked all of the in the same order) 

 

6.01 Do you think there are people with different skin colors? 
6.01.1 If yes - What kind of skin colors there are? 

6.02 What is your own skin color? 

6.03 Do you have friends that have different skin color than you?  
6.03.1 What color? 

6.04 Do your parents have friends that have different skin color than they? 

6.05 Are there children in your kindergarten/school who have different skin color? 

6.06 Have you seen people with different skin color somewhere else?  
6.06.1 If yes, where? 

6.07 Where do the people, who have different skin color than you, live? 

6.08 Can people with different skin color go to the same kindergarten or school? 
6.08.1 If not, why? 

6.09 Are the people, who have different skin color than you, also Namibians? 

6.10 Can people with different skin color be friends? 
6.10.1 Why/why not? 

6.11 Now I want you to think about a beautiful person. 
How does a beautiful person look like? 
6.11.1 How does the hair of a beautiful person look like? 
6.11.2 How do the eyes of a beautiful person look like? 
6.11.3 How does the skin of a beautiful person look like? 

6.12 Have you been bullied because of your skin color?  
6.12.1 How? What happened? 

6.13 Have you seen or heard someone else being bullied because of their skin color? 
6.13.1 How?  What happened? 

6.14 Do adults treat children differently, if they have different skin color?  
6.14.1 How? 

6.15. Can a child have different skin color than his/her parents?  
6.15.1 How can / How cannot? 

6.16. Can there be different skin colors in the same family? 
6.16.1 How can / How cannot? 

6.17 Do you want to tell me something else / do you have any questions for me? 


