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Figure 24: Annakiya’s picture of herself as a princess wearing a rainbow dress
Figure 25: Annakiya'’s picture of herself as a princess kissing a prince

Figure 26: Nasra’s picture of a girl playing football

Figure 27: Kareem’s what makes me happy is playing computer picture

Figure 28: Deka’s model of the places that are important to her

Figure 29: Deka’s picture of EImer
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discuss diversity relating to ethnicity, religion and gender within the context of identity
maintenance and (re)negotiation amongst themselves as well as with me. Within these
conversations, children often use ‘being...” phrases to describe themselves and others.
Phrases such as ‘being a girl’ and ‘being a boy’, ‘being Muslim’ and ‘being Christian’
regularly feature in their daily social interactions. ‘Being’ phrases are also used by children to
discuss the more abstract concept of ‘being different.’ Within these everyday conversations,
children conceptualise and operationalise® social abstractions of difference, discourses of
discrimination and hierarchies of difference relating to their ethnic, religious and gendered
identities. In doing this they employ both bodily and material markers of difference as they
explore the performative, situated and dialectical nature of identity. Both social structures
and social agency are salient in children’s daily identity (re)negotiations amongst their school
peers. All of these aspects will be explored in more detail in Part 2 of this thesis.

Children’s discussions about difference and identity are not constructed in isolation from
wider social discourses but, as this study reveals, discourses and social structures that are
dominant in both mainstream popular and minority cultures, and imbedded across time and
space, are foundational in children’s own constructions of self and other. Consequently, as
Hall (2000:4) points out, identities can be understood as being ‘constructed within, not
outside [of], discourse’. Discourses of difference, and particularly fear or disdain of the so-
called ‘other’, are prevalent in all aspects of life. From classical children’s stories, such as
Burnett's The Secret Garden and Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, to popular
culture and science fiction, like Battlestar Galactica, discourses of difference are promoted,
perpetuated and, at times, challenged. The recent rise of right wing politics across Western
Europe, which perpetuates a fear of migrants stealing local jobs, the threat of global
terrorism and the onslaught of non-Western cultural values, further entrenches discourses of
difference and discrimination (Lowes and Painter 2011). Segregated social systems in many
of the countries from which children at Sunnyside hail create an artificial distance between
communities, discouraging interaction and encouraging fear of ‘the other’, resulting in the
prominence of systematic inequality and at times tribal factions and civil war (United Nations
Human Rights Council [UNHRC] 2010). Media advertising that uses digital technology to
lighten celebrities’ skin colour and promotes skin lightening creams to minority communities
adds to this, by creating a hierarchy of difference that views the ideal body image and so-
called beauty (particularly of girls and women) as being linked to a specific ethnic identity

® The term operationalise refers to the ways in which individual's perform and embody aspects of their
identity. This concept depicts the fluid ways in which identity can be enacted and incorporates the way
in which social structures can influence and constrain identity (re)negotiation as well as the role that
social agency has in how individuals replay and reinvent their identity as a form of agentive
borderwork.
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(Glen 2008). Disdain of ‘the other’ and dominant views of what is best consequently become
part of wider social discourses with language such as ‘us’ and ‘them’ peppering everyday
conversations. Consequently, identity becomes a salient feature of social interaction. While,
as this thesis reveals, identity and social divisions, such as ethnicity and gender, are socially
constructed, associated forms of discrimination, such as racism and sexism, are very real
and can have a profound impact on an individual’s life. As Modood (2007:115) states,
groups and collective identities should not be considered to be ‘a fiction nor an essence’ as
the impact of social discourses leaves a very real mark on individuals’ and communities’
sense of self.

The prevalence of such discourses raise a range of questions about the social world: What
unites and divides individuals? Why do we fear difference? Why do we feel a need to protect
our own against the ‘other’? Why does inequality and discrimination pervade all aspects of
society? The answers to these and other similar questions are too big for this thesis.
However, this study will begin to address how a group of young children explore identity and
diversity in their peer interactions thereby raising questions for how policy and practice can
begin to break down the barriers of fear that so often pervade these discourses. In doing so,
this thesis will begin to illuminate how and why young children are influenced by wider social
structures of difference and fear or disdain of ‘the other.’

Previous research that identifies young children's understanding of difference as a
hierarchical social construction, in which certain identities are considered to be more valid
than others, forms the foundation of this study. Earlier research shows that some young
children try to deny aspects of their own identity because of this wish to have an externally
validated identity, for example in wanting to be considered 'white' (Holmes 1995; Nayak
2009). These views reveal underlying structural inequalities in society that commonly view
'white as better' and majority forms of capital as more valid than minority capital (Lin 2000).
When taken to an extreme, these views can lead to racial and/or ethnic segregation but
more commonly impact on a daily basis on an individual's social interactions; such as their
friendship groups and social networks (Holmes 1995). This patterning of social capital
impacts directly on an individual's access to resources and services, such as education and
healthcare. As the UK is a multi-ethnic society with a continually diversifying population
(Nazroo 2008; Vertovec 2007), research, such as the current study, and policies that
address the inequalities that ethnic minorities face, and aim to bring some form of social
justice, are becoming more and more important.

14



Building on this foundation, this study fills a gap in the current literature by exploring the
experiences,of young children from North* and Sub-Saharan® African families. The rationale
for this focus stems from Brooker’s (2002) critique of current research in the UK that
predominantly focuses on children from South Asian families and fails to uncover the
experiences of children from other backgrounds. Adding to this, Connolly’s (2003) work
reveals that when researchers explore notions of difference with young children they tend to
frame this within a discussion about ‘physical markers of difference’ failing to unearth how
children understand ‘cultural markers of difference’. Addressing this second dearth in the

literature, my study uncovers how children from a diverse range of backgrounds
conceptualise and operationalise a range of identity markers in a dynamic social world, over
a specific period of time.

This thesis draws together current social science and educational theories to guide our
interpretation of children’s stories and by doing so enriches theory by revealing the dynamic
context of young children’s identities and patterns of interaction®. Anthropological literature
(such as the work of Goffman 1959 and Jenkins 1996; 2008) interacts with sociological (e.g.
Hughes 1945; Giddens 1984 and Stones 2005) and psychological (e.g. Hirschfeld 1995 and
Rogoff 1990; 1998) works to reveal a performative, situated and dialectical interpretation of
identity within a ‘strong structuration’ framework. Empirical research with young people (such
as the work of Russell 2011) that grounds structuration at the ontic level is also drawn upon.
The work of childhood researchers (such as MacNaughton 2001a; Brooker 2002 and Davies
2003) helps to contextualise this discussion within a broad early years framework, while
researchers interested in ethnic and cultural studies (e.g. Van Ausdale & Feagin 2001 and
Connolly 1994, 2003) further anchor the study within a multi-ethnic environment. By weaving
together these d‘iffering perspectives and contexts, a fuller picture of young children's
experiences and views can be elicited that takes a holistic view of children as social actors in
a diverse world.

The field location for this study was a reception class, i.e. 4-5 year olds, in a culturally
diverse primary school, Sunnyside, in the North of England. Many pupils are new to the UK

* The United Nations (UN) includes seven countries in its geopolitical definition of North Africa:
Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia and Western Sahara. North Africa is considered to be
part of the Arab World. There were children from Egypt, Libya and Morocco in the reception class at
Sunnyside.

® Sub-Saharan Africa refers to all countries that lie (either partially or fully) south of the Sahara desert.
Geopolitically Sub-Saharan Africa contrasts with the Islamic countries in North Africa. In the reception
class at Sunnyside there were children from two countries in Sub-Saharan Africa: Nigeria and
Somalia.

® Due to the challenges of defining friendship with young children the term patterns of interaction will
be used throughout. It should be noted though that when discussing with children who they like to
play with the term ‘friend’ was often used by them and subsequently was also used by me when
employing research activities.
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Following on from this introductory chapter (Chaper 1) there are three chapters in Part 1 of
the thesis. Chapter 2 ‘Methodology and Methods’ discusses my methodological approach
and justification before shedding further light on my fieldwork location, sampling strategy,
research methods and collaborative analysis. Following on from this, Chapter 3 ‘Living
ethics’ discusses how research ethics were conceptualised and operationalised throughout
the research study. Particular attention is paid in this chapter to specific ethical challenges
associated with conducting an ethnography, working with young children and working with
cultural minority groups. Chapter 4 ‘Researcher Role’ presents my reflective account as |
learnt to be a self-reflective tool of enquiry and negotiated a researcher role within the
classroom at Sunnyside. In line with a traditional ethnographic output, my own reflections
also seep into Part 2 of the thesis and intertwine with my data and relevant literature as they
form part of the overall narrative.

Part 2 is entitled ‘(Telling) the story.’ There are four chapters in this Part which all deal with a
theme or set of related themes that have emerged from my data. The narrative in these
chapters is presented in an inductive-deductive circular approach. The titles of these
chapters incorporate a ‘being..." phrase that the children at Sunnyside used in their
conversations about identity and diversity.

Chapter 5 ‘Being me’ introduces children’s narratives about their own and others’ identity,
while also laying the theoretical framework on which these encounters will be built through
examining the concept of identity itself. By using Mill’'s (1959) concept of the Sociological
Imagination and Stones’ (2005) notion of ‘strong structuration’, this chapter shows why
identity is important, before moving on to discuss the roots of the term and its fundamental
notions of similarity and difference. Goffman’s (1959) theory of Dramaturgical Analysis is
used to reveal the agentive nature of identity before Hughes’ (1945) Master Status Theory
highlights the structural discourses that can constrain an individual’s social agency. Jenkins’
(1996; 2008) work then shows how the duality of structure is important within this discussion
through interpreting identity as a dialectical process.

Chapter 6 ‘Being all of me’ reveals how children conceptualise and operationalise the
complex ways in which aspects of their identities intersect. The concept of intersectionality
grounds these narratives in a theoretical framework. This chapter then explores how children
at Sunnyside operationalise their intersecting identities through symbolic mediation. Building
on Goffman’s (1959) theory of dramaturgical analysis, this chapter explores the concept of
symbolic interactionism (Blumer 1962) as well as how dynamic aspects of identity play out in
the lived experience of children at Sunnyside.

20



Chapter 7 ‘Being different’ explores in more detail how Sunnyside’s children view difference
and conceptualise and operationalise their identities amongst their school peers. The
chapter starts by discussing how children understand notions of self and others before
moving on to discuss how wider social discourses of discrimination and hierarchies of
difference play a part in how children understand ethnic, religious and gender diversity. This
chapter then moves on to reveal how children discuss identity in their peer conversations
before showing how children used imaginative play to operationalise their identities at
Sunnyside.

Chapter 8 ‘Being friends’ briefly discusses the importance of social interaction for children’s
social development before exploring the relationship between language, identity and
patterns of interaction. Building on previous chapters, it will then explore how children at
Sunnyside negotiate their patterns of peer interaction both at and outside school in relation
to how they conceptualise and operationalise their identities.

Drawing on this narrative ethnographic account, the thesis’ conclusion (Chapter 9) will
comment on how some children are actively challenging structural discourses of
discrimination (both external and internal) at Sunnyside and in the process reveal how
children can unlearn discrimination, highlighting the role that educational settings can play in
this process. In doing this, the concluding chapter will raise questions relating to how policy,
practice and future research can respond to the key findings in this study.
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Within the above mentioned process of ethnography, there are seven key principles that
should be adhered to. Therefore an ethnography should:

‘[be] carried out in a natural setting;

...involve intimate, face-to-face interaction with participants;

...present an accurate reflection of participants’ perspectives and behaviours;

...use inductive, interactive and recursive data collection and analytical strategies to

build local cultural theories;

...use multiple data sources;

...frame all human behaviour and belief within a socio-political and historical context;
...use the concept of culture as a lens through which to interpret results’ (LeCompte

and Schensul, 1999:9).

Walford’s (2011) call for a return to ‘traditional’ ethnography supports these principles while
also placing an importance on the role of the ethnographer in the research process. These
eight principles provided a guide for the design and operationalisation of the current project.

Developed from anthropology, the concept of ethnography has therefore retained some of
anthropology’s key tenets, namely that the research must seek to uncover the views and
experiences of a group of people with shared interests, i.e. a cultural group, through an
inductive longitudinal mixed-methods study that involves observation as a form of data
collection. However, what makes an anthropological approach distinct from an ethnographic
approach is that anthropology has also retained a focus on uncovering culture as a system
of behaviours and beliefs or in other words the lens through which an individual interprets
their social world. Therefore as well as utilising the eight principles of ethnography that are
highlighted above this study also uncovers the cultural lenses that the children at Sunnyside
use to interpret their social worlds.

Increasingly, over the last 15-20 years, ethnography has been viewed as a useful tool for
exploring children’s social worlds (James, Jenks & Prout 1998; Emond 2005). Emond (2005)
argues that two key social factors have been influential in the rise of ethnography amongst
research with children. The first, she argues, has come out of the body of work that has
become known as the sociology of childhood where children have come to be viewed as
active social agents. Emond’s second influence relates to a change in the ontological
underpinning of research with young children. With the rise of constructionist ontologies,
Emond (2005: 124) shows that, childhood has become to be seen as ‘socially, culturally and
temporally constructed.” Research with children, Emond concludes, requires researchers to
seek to understand how children shape and experience their social worlds. Ethnography is a
tool that has always sought to understand social contexts through the eyes of its participants
and can therefore be a useful tool in uncovering children’s perspectives and experiences. By
studying children over a long period of time in their natural social environment, it is possible
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to gain an understanding of their interpretations of their social world as well as an
understanding of its underlying mechanisms (Beresford 1997). Holmes (1995) and Van
Ausdale & Feagin (1996, 2001) also view ethnography as an important tool in uncovering
young children's meanings and interpretations. Due to the fluid and complex nature of
identity, this approach was particularly appropriate in the present study as it facilitated a
deep understanding of the inter-play between patterns of interaction, identity, diversity and
inequality.

Traditionally, anthropology has sought to gain both an emic and an etic understanding of the
phenomena under question and has viewed these as two separate interpretations. An emic
account was thought to be a culturally specific description of a belief or behaviour that was
meaningful (either consciously or unconsciously) to participants, allowing them to reflect on
their belief or behaviour and present an interpretation of this to the anthropologist. In contrast
to this an etic account was understood to be a description of a belief or a behaviour by an
observer, e.g. the anthropologist herself (Seymour-Smith 1986). These two viewpoints were
then brought together to produce in Geertz’ (1973:6) words a ‘thick description’ of the social
world being studied. More recently some anthropologists have argued that these categories®
should be collapsed as the ethnographer’s positionality, particularly when doing so-called
ethnography at home is often a fluid, layered and continually negotiated status (De Andrade
2000; Mohammad 2001; Skelton 2001; Blain et al. 2004). This understanding incorporates
aspects of Simmel's (1950:402) understanding of the stranger ‘as the wanderer... who
comes today and stays tomorrow.” Within this interpretation, the ethnographer’s position
within a field location is not viewed in terms of two binary positions, e.g. insider or outsider,
but is rather understood as being more complex, where the ethnographer can at the same
time craft both an emic and an etic account of a particular experience. This idea will be
explored in more detail in Chapter 4 in relation to my own positionality within this study.
Additionally within visual anthropology, it has been argued, for a number of years now, that
emic and etic categories should be collapsed to facilitate collaborative representation and
the empowerment of participants as they are enabled to take on a participatory role in the
project (Banks 1995; Morphy and Banks 1997). Participatory approaches were employed in
this study from the design stage through to data analysis (Section 2.2).

Balancing all of these aspects to create a full and complete 'photo gallery' is a delicate task
that requires a sophisticated epistemological and ontological base, which allows for the
complexity of an individual's cultural world to be explored. Positivist understandings, that

® |t should be noted that some ethnographers now also question whether emic and etic accounts have
ever been separate and bounded contending that they should have always been viewed as
(somehow) intertwined (Letcher 2004).
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aim to uncover an objective and absolute truth, do not allow for this complexity (Miller &
Glassner 1997) but rather neglect the fundamental reflexive nature of ethnography and ‘the
fact that we [as researchers] are part of the social world we study’ (Hammersley and
Atkinson 2007:18).

Traditionally, ethnography has been associated with interpretivist constructions of knowledge
(Geertz 1973) that aim to uncover the ‘social construction of reality’ (LeCompte and
Schensul 1999:48). For interpretivists, cultural meanings are understood as being ‘socially
constructed; situated, and therefore relevant to a specific context; not fixed; [but] negotiated;
multiply-voiced [and] participatory’ (LeCompte and Schensul 1999:50). Hammersley (1992),
though, argues that interpretivism poses some real challenges to ethnography, most notably
that an ethnography is consequently understood as only one version of a culture and that
some versions or ‘realities’ (i.e. ethnographies) will be given more credence than others (by
the readership) creating a hierarchy of ‘truths.’ In response to these difficulties Hammersley
presents the notion of ‘subtle realism’ which incorporates aspects of both positivism and
interpretivism. From positivism, subtle realism retains the notion that ‘research investigates
independent, knowable phenomena’ but proposes, in line with interpretivism, that ‘we must
always rely on cultural assumptions’ to gain access to meaning. Subtle realism therefore
shares with interpretivism the notions that meaning is socially constructed and situated but
argues that these meanings should not be purely understood on a surface level but should
be understood as a way to gain access to underlying phenomena (Hammersley 1992:50).

Whilst acknowledging the importance of Hammersley’s contribution, Banfield (2004) offers
two critiques to Hammersley’s theory that warrant further reflection. Banfield's first critique
relates to what he terms ‘Hammersley’s conflation of ontology and epistemology... that
ignores the ontological status of structure and its relation to human practice’ (Banfield
2004:53). Central here to Banfield’s (2004:56) argument is the notion that ‘social structures
and the actions of people’ are ontologically different. As Chapter 5 highlights, Jenkins
(1996:16) uses the example of individual and collective identities to show that social
structures and agency (i.e. the actions of individuals) fundamentally ‘occupy the same space’
and in doing so counters Banfield's first critique of subtle realism. Stones’ (2005) empirically
grounded reworking of Giddens’ Structuration Theory (as also discussed in Chapter 5)

further counters Banfield's critique.

Banfield’s (2004) second critique relates to Hammersley’s dismissal of Marxism as he views
it as being intrinsically woven with positivism. In arguing this point, Hammersley is then also
critical of applied ethnography and cautious of the contribution that ethnography can make to
social policy. Banfield shows though that, within a Marxist framework, data does not need to
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2002). Within this study this was also important when learning to listen to and interpret, the
Reggio Emilia concept of, ‘the hundred languages of children’ (Malaguzzi 1993) and in
collaboratively uncovering their meanings. For as Drummond (1998) points out, building in
time to reflect upon children’s voices is crucial to understanding their social worlds.

Prolonged fieldwork is an appropriate method of data collection to allow a researcher to gain
in-depth insider knowledge of a ‘group’ (Fetterman 19889) irrespective of age but is
particularly suitable for research with children as long as researchers engage with a critical
reflection of the method and its usage in their specific context (Punch 2002).

As my fieldwork progressed and children began to actively involve me in their activities, it
became clear to me that | had become part of the fabric of the classroom environment and in
doing so was able to maintain Malinowski’s (1992) sense of ‘naturalness.’ As parents and
other family members started to warmly greet me on a morning, confide in me about their
children’s behaviour at home, ask 'me how their child had coped during the school day or
give me a message to pass onto the classroom teacher, | also began to be viewed by them
as part of the class. Near the end of my fieldwork, | additionally became aware of how the
classroom staff had become to view me in this way as they commented on how they would
find it strange without me in the class in the coming year. | found that trying to retain an overt
research presence, while at the same time maintaining a sense of naturalness, was a
challenging process that required continual negotiation.

This approach is also appropriate when working with minority 'groups’ as it helps to minimise
power inequalities and aids in building up a relationship of trust and reciprocity between
researcher and participants due to its inherent reflexive nature (Davis 1998; James, Jenks &
Prout 1998; ASA 2011). However this involved nature is not without its ethical challenges.
These were carefully considered throughout all stages of the project and are explored further
in Chapter 3, as are the specific ethical challenges associated with conducting research with
children (Mahon et al. 1996; Morrow & Richards 1996) and with cultural minority 'groups’
(Salway et al. 2009b).

Fieldwork has come under criticism from other social science disciplines that see its inherent
'involved' nature as being in danger of becoming ‘subjective’. While few would reject it out
right because of this, many would advise caution (Seymour-Smith 1986). Therefore,
throughout this project, critical reflection of the methods and methodology (alongside a
reflection of self) were continually engaged in to ensure scientific rigour (Punch 2002) and
are documented in Chapter 4. Another criticism of this method is the small sample size
intrinsically connected with such in-depth research. While this is acknowledged it is not seen
as a weakness of this particular project as its objective was to gain an in-depth insight into
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