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Introduction 
 
Communities throughout Illinois are grappling with how to address systemic-level racism in their 
institutions and structures. Early childhood community collaborations can play a key role in working to 
confront and address systemic-level racism and racial inequities. To articulate the role of early 
childhood collaborations in advancing racial equity, the Racial Equity Workgroup (REWG) was formed 
within the Community Systems Development Subcommittee (CSDS). 
 
In August 2020, the Racial Equity Workgroup (REWG) began meeting monthly to investigate ways to 
support CSDS member communities' commitment to the pursuit of racial equity. The team included 
Faith Arnold (Sun Children Home Child Care), John Borrero (Collaboration for Early Childhood), FaKelia 
Guyton (American Medical Association), Vanessa Lee (Illinois Action for Children, Community Systems 
Statewide Supports), and Jaclyn Vasquez (Erikson Institute). This workgroup was co-chaired by Grace 
Araya (Illinois Action for Children, Community Systems Statewide Supports) and Heather 
Duncan (Collaboration for Early Childhood). Special thank you to Vanessa Lee who did the heavy lifting 
in drafting and editing this document.  
 
In addition to meeting monthly to work on developing recommendations, the workgroup engaged the 
whole CSD Subcommittee throughout the process. The REWG completed a Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) analysis together, then repeated the analysis with the greater 
CSDS for feedback. When recommendations began to emerge, the group solicited ideas for 
implementation activities. Members of the REWG also tapped their organizations for input through 
whiteboard sessions, then used the compiled data to create the recommendations included in this 
document.  

Background 
 
According to the Illinois Early Learning Council “a racially equitable society values and embraces all 
racial/ethnic identities. In such a society, one’s racial/ethnic identity (particularly Black, Latino, 
Indigenous, and Asian) is not a factor in an individual’s ability to prosper.” When raising the topic of 
racial equity, often several questions are asked including: Why racial equity rather than just equity; 
doesn’t equity include racial equity? Doesn’t race narrow the conversation rather than broaden it? 
Are we being inclusive if we focus on race? What about poverty, isn’t that the same thing?  Below are 
the reasons why it is important to lead with race and racial equity.         
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• Racial disparities are deep and pervasive. When we disaggregate data by race, we can see 
racial inequities in every metric, whether it is health, education, housing, justice, etc.   

o We know that racism is deeply embedded in the institutions in this society and 
continues to create racialized impacts born from structural policies, practices, and 
procedures, often unintentionally.  

o Race is consistently a primary indicator of a person’s success and wellness in society. 
 

• Race is not the same thing as class. They have been conflated and class, socioeconomic status, 
and/or income has become an easy out for talking about inequities that make people feel 
more comfortable but do not address the root problem.  

o Research shows repeatedly that socioeconomic class and income alone do not fully 
account for racial inequities.  
 

• Colorblindness (also known as being race neutral) does not work. We need to explicitly put 
race and racism in the forefront of the conversation to confront the historical racial inequities 
that continue to exist in our country. 

o Some reasons for why colorblindness has not and will not work include that it hides 
disparities that then are not addressed, assumes that everyone is starting from an even 
playing field and meritocracy is real, and tells people of color that they have not had 
experiences that are racialized.  
 

• Being intentional helps impact processes and outcomes. Racial equity must be intentionally 
baked into the decision-making process from the beginning otherwise plans will not achieve 
intended outcomes, will not get the resources needed to do the work, will not change 
institutions or structures in the long-term, and may actually exacerbate inequities.  
 

• There needs to be a focus. Efforts to eliminate racism are essential to achieving an equitable 
society and those efforts by themselves are insufficient. We are addressing racism explicitly, 
but not exclusively. (“Race and____”) 

o Race and sex, race and class, race and ability, etc. - all these things are compounded 
and influence outcomes.  

o Focusing on racial equity provides the opportunity to introduce a framework, tools and 
resources that can also be applied to other areas of marginalization. 
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Recommendations 
The Community Systems Development Subcommittee of the Early Learning Council recommends steps 
for community collaborations to take as they begin or continue their journey towards helping to 
create a racially equitable community. 
 

1. Make reducing and eliminating racial inequities an explicit part of the collaboration’s work 
moving forward. This can be part of the collaboration’s goals, mission, vision, initiatives, etc. 
Being “race neutral” or “colorblind” will contribute to the continuation of systemic racism and 
racial inequities.  

 
2. Invest resources (e.g., time, funding) to do racial equity work. This work will take investment 

of resources. Collaborations that are beginning or continuing their journey with racial equity 
work will find that they may need support to have these conversations, to engage different 
groups in the community in an authentic way, to disaggregate data, etc. Investment in getting 
the support needed will mean the collaboration is walking the walk and not just talking the 
talk.  

 
3. Hold regular trainings and discussions about reducing racial inequities, both internally and 

externally. Collaboration members need to build their capacity to have difficult conversations, 
particularly when interacting with diverse groups. They should become knowledgeable about 
the historical and structural determinants of racial inequities – especially as they relate to child 
and family outcomes. Individuals and the collaboration will need to spend time reflecting on 
how they contribute to keeping the existing inequitable system in place. Everyone has to 
understand the historical inequities and buy into the need for racial equity to move forward in 
this work.  

 
4. Recruit and involve a diverse, representative group of stakeholders to guide collaboration 

work. A diverse set of members, partners, and key stakeholders such as parents/caregivers will 
help the collaboration to make progress towards elevating the voices of those who are closest 
to the problem. The collaboration must center the voices of those most impacted, particularly 
those who have historically been burdened such as communities of color.  

 
5. Craft a deliberate plan to develop and promote the leadership of members of color. In 

particular, parents/caregivers and community members of color are crucial to engage in the 
collaboration and to support (e.g., coaching, stipends) so that they can take on any leadership 
opportunity that they choose.  
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6. Engage the community in decision-making. The collaboration needs to be responsive to 
current and emerging issues in all communities of color and can best do so if it recognizes 
communities of color as key stakeholders. Community engagement practices will need to be 
culturally appropriate, so may look different from group to group and community to 
community.  

 
7. Build a culture of inclusion and equity. This requires the collaboration to value diverse ways of 

speaking, thinking, debating, reflecting, and making decisions.  
 

8. Assess all collaboration materials for racial bias and deficit thinking. Internal and external 
materials should be reviewed to ensure they reflect the diversity and assets of the community. 
This includes pictures in flyers, videos on social media, language used in documents, etc.  

 
9. Disaggregate all data including by race/ethnicity. Systems development strategies are usually 

designed to benefit all children and families, but certain groups may benefit more or be 
burdened more than others. The collaboration should disaggregate data to be able to 
demonstrate how the collaboration’s work is impacting collaboration services, investments, or 
practices for different groups.  

 
10. Be transparent and accountable to the community. The collaboration needs to hold itself 

accountable to the children, families, and community it serves. One way to do this is to share 
information about their commitment to and progress made towards reducing racial inequities.  

Getting Started 
 
Engaging in racial equity work is often difficult and uncomfortable, but there are some common 
mistakes that can be avoided by taking some preventative measures. This list is not exhaustive, but it 
is a start point for things people should consider as they engage in and deepen their work around 
racial equity in the early childhood system.  
 
Give self-permission and create group agreements. Many people are afraid of saying or doing 
something wrong and being labeled a racist, which prevents them from wanting to engage in racial 
equity work. Individuals need to give themselves permission to engage in this work in an imperfect 
way and can use self-permission forms such as from the Diversity-Informed Tenets1 or Glenn E. 

 
 
1 The Tenets have a self-permission form. Contact them at their website for the form and other resources: 
https://diversityinformedtenets.org/.  

https://diversityinformedtenets.org/
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Singleton’s Courageous Conversations2. Collaborations can also set group agreements or norms for 
how they will engage in discussions around racial equity together.  
 
Ensure racial equity work is about process as well as outcomes. How you work on addressing racial 
inequities is as important as what you do. This will require centering and elevating the voices of those 
who have historically been underserved and/or not a part of the decision-making process.  
 
Do not place racialized people in the role of educating white people and leading all racial equity 
work. The assumption is often made that racialized people are automatically interested in and are 
leaders in racial equity because of the identities they hold and are asked to lead these initiatives. 
Particularly if there are very few or only one person this can become tokenizing and force someone to 
represent an entire group.  
 
Continue learning but move toward action. While this is a never-ending journey of learning and 
growing, this cannot prevent collaborations from moving towards action (toxic intellectualizing).3  
 
Do not use colorblindness (race neutrality) or conflate race with class. Using language such as “for all 
children” can become a trap where it hides racial disparities and assumes everyone is starting from an 
even playing field and meritocracy is real. In addition, socioeconomic status, and/or income has 
become an easy out for talking about inequities that make people feel more comfortable but don’t 
address the root problem.   
 
Use an asset-based approach (and language) rather than a deficit-based approach. Disaggregation of 
data by race can result in conversations that stereotype people and blame victims. Framing of data 
and conversations around racial equity must use an asset-based approach with an emphasis on 
systems over individuals or groups. Avoid language that exacerbates disparity by subconsciously 
dehumanizing individuals/populations, pathologizing systemic problems by placing onus on 
individuals/specific populations, and/or views groups through a lens of perceived deficit when using 
data to make an argument.  
 

 
 
2 Chicago Regional Organizing for Antiracism (CROAR) created a Courageous Conversations agreement adapted from 
Glenn E. Singleton’s work. More information can be found here: https://courageousconversation.com/.   
3 Vu Le wrote a blog post about toxic intellectualization in his blog NonprofitAF. The post can be found here: 
https://nonprofitaf.com/2020/07/toxic-intellectualization-how-progressives-addiction-to-overthinking-is-sabotaging-
our-work/.  

https://courageousconversation.com/
https://nonprofitaf.com/2020/07/toxic-intellectualization-how-progressives-addiction-to-overthinking-is-sabotaging-our-work/
https://nonprofitaf.com/2020/07/toxic-intellectualization-how-progressives-addiction-to-overthinking-is-sabotaging-our-work/
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Moving Forward  
 
There are so many actions that need to be taken that it can be overwhelming to determine where to 
start. After viewing the recommendations, collaborations should come up with a list of actions they 
can undertake to address systemic racism and racial inequities in their communities. To help prioritize 
potential actions and determine which to move forward when, discuss the questions adapted from 
the Protocol for Culturally Responsive Organizations4 below.  
 

• Which actions could be taken that are relatively easy to accomplish? 
• Which are the most important, meaning that they hold the potential to most significantly 

reduce racial inequities? 
• Which would achieve the greatest buy-in from your collaboration, meaning that you could 

most easily generate enthusiasm and the resistance would be lowest? 
• Which would impress your stakeholders (including families, community leaders, funders or 

potential funders), meaning that this action signals that you are serious about racial equity 
work? 

• Which are relatively low cost to implement, meaning that you can do this without 
compromising the collaboration’s existing commitments? 

• Which could generate important gains within a year? 

Resources 
 
This list of resources is mainly pulled from resources on the Racial Equity webpage5 on the Partner 
Plan Act website.   

• Trusted Organizations  
o Race Forward: includes Colorlines, Local and Regional Government Alliance on Race & 

Equity, and Othering & Belonging Institute as projects 
o National Equity Project 
o Annie E. Casey Foundation 
o Build Initiative  
o Governor’s Office of Early Childhood Development  
o Irving Harris Foundation: Diversity-Informed Tenets  

• Documents & Reports 
o Annie E. Casey Foundation: Race Equity and Inclusion Action Guide 
o Equity in the Center: Awake to Woke to Work 
o Living Cities: What Does it Take to Embed a Racial Equity & Inclusion Lens? 

https://www.raceforward.org/
https://www.colorlines.com/
https://www.racialequityalliance.org/
https://www.racialequityalliance.org/
https://belonging.berkeley.edu/
https://nationalequityproject.org/
https://www.aecf.org/search?fq%5B%5D=topics_id%3A115&sort=date+desc&facet%5B%5D=&facet%5B%5D=program%3AEquity+and+Inclusion&facet%5B%5D=
https://www.buildinitiative.org/Resources/Community-Systems-Development-Toolkit/Section-3-Working-Together-Taking-Action/Section-3B
https://www2.illinois.gov/sites/OECD/Pages/Early-Childhood-Racial-Equity.aspx
https://www.irvingharrisfdn.org/how-we-work/special-initiatives/diversity-informed-tenets/
https://www.aecf.org/resources/race-equity-and-inclusion-action-guide/
https://www.equityinthecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Equity-in-Center-Awake-Woke-Work-2019-final-1.pdf
https://www.livingcities.org/resources/342-report-what-does-it-take-to-embed-a-racial-equity-inclusion-lens
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o Center for the Study of Social Policy: Manifesto for Race Equity & Parent Leadership in 
Early Childhood Systems 

o Paul Gorski: Racial Equity Detours 
o Tema Okun & Kenneth Jones: White Supremacy Culture 
o Crossroads Ministry: Continuum on Becoming an Anti-Racist Multicultural Institution  
o Facilitating Power: The Spectrum of Community Engagement to Ownership  
o Erikson Institute: Decolonizing Language Cheat Sheet 

• Videos 
o Race Forward: What Is Systemic Racism?   
o Kimberlé Crenshaw: The Urgency of Intersectionality  
o Bryan Stevenson: The Power of Proximity  
o Xavier Ramey: Privilege Means Just Having Two Good Choices   
o Angelique Power: On the Death of Equity 

 
Resources that can be shared to help explain why we are leading with race and racial 
equity:  

• C4 Innovations: A short 1.5 minute video that focuses on “Why Start with Race Equity?”  
• National Equity Project: This two-page document on why racial equity includes a focus on 

structural racism and targeted universalism.  
• Race and Social Justice Initiative:  This two-page document on why lead with race and has a 

number of common questions asked that they share responses to in it.  
• King County: King County in Washington has a 3.5 minute video on Leading with Racial Justice 

within their community.  
• FAKEQUITY: This blog post titled “Leading with Race: Are We Talking Racial Equity or Equity?” 

provides examples of what things look like when leading with race versus not leading with 
race.  

• Center for Urban Education:  This guide called “Concepts and Activities for Racial Equity Work” 
focuses on education but includes a section on why race.   

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
4 Coalition of Communities of Color has created an extensive Protocol for Culturally Responsive Organizations. The full 
document can be found here: https://www.coalitioncommunitiescolor.org/research-and-publications/protocolfororgs.  
5 The Partner Plan Act website has a number of resources for early childhood collaborations. The Racial Equity 
Resources sub-page can be accessed here: http://www.partnerplanact.org/ppa/racial-equity-resources.  

https://cssp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Parent-Manifesto-FINAL.pdf
https://cssp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Parent-Manifesto-FINAL.pdf
http://www.edchange.org/publications/Avoiding-Racial-Equity-Detours-Gorski.pdf
https://www.dismantlingracism.org/uploads/4/3/5/7/43579015/okun_-_white_sup_culture.pdf
https://philanos.org/resources/Documents/Conference%202020/Pre-Read%20PDFs/Continuum_AntiRacist.pdf
https://movementstrategy.org/b/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Spectrum-2-1-1.pdf
https://erikson.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/PolicyandLeadership/EdoY0TDeMhxOgPMvSn1f1DoBL_Og6c9T-zN9w5z3Rmqp6w?e=ZbmTb7
https://www.raceforward.org/videos/systemic-racism
https://www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality?language=en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1RyAwZIHo4Y
https://www.ted.com/talks/xavier_ramey_privilege_means_just_having_two_good_choices
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zhrklB9pFno&ab_channel=AmericansfortheArts
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UFwxu_t3ggg
https://thrivewa.org/wp-content/uploads/Why-Racial-Equity.pdf
http://www.antiracistalliance.com/why-lead-with-race.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=osgOuDvyqLg
https://fakequity.com/2016/03/04/leading-with-race-are-we-talking-racial-equity-or-equity/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5eb5c03682a92c5f96da4fc8/t/5f3a1a20dc500a47eb3d4bb1/1597643303314/Concepts+and+Tools+for+Racial+Equity+Work_Summer2020.pdf
https://www.coalitioncommunitiescolor.org/research-and-publications/protocolfororgs
http://www.partnerplanact.org/ppa/racial-equity-resources
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Guiding questions for discussions:  
• This list of guiding questions is inspired by Racial Equity Impact Assessments:6 

o Vision: What is our vision for the future? How will we measure progress? 
o Data: What are the data? What do these data tell us? 
o Partner: How can we continually partner with the communities most impacted? 
o Plan: Who benefits or will be burdened by this proposal? What are our strategies to 

advance racial equity or mitigate unintended consequences? 
o Implement: What is our plan for implementation, incorporating racial equity strategies? 
o Strengthen: How will we hold ourselves accountable, communicate results and keep 

improving? 
• Other questions (or a longer list) to consider:  

o What is happening now that makes racial equity important? 
o Why is this conversation important? 
o Why now? 
o How are we addressing racial equity in both processes and outcomes?  
o How are we shifting power to those who have historically been excluded from decision-

making? 
o How are we acknowledging history and narratives?  
o Who is benefitting and who is burdened?  
o What data do we need and what disparities are there in the data?  
o How are we evaluating and being accountable to our stakeholders?  
o How does a dominantly white culture affect our initiative, collaboration, and/or 

community? In what ways do children and families experience these effects? 
o How can we rethink the questions we ask during planning and collaboration so that we 

encourage stakeholders to look through a racial equity lens? 
o How can we promote culture, heritage, and race as resources in early childhood?  
o What support mechanisms do we need in place to recruit, retain, and develop a diverse 

team? 
o How can we reflect on and explore what we do and don’t know about equity in early 

childhood? 

Definitions 
 
Community Systems Statewide Supports defines racial equity as both an outcome and a process.  

• As an outcome—We achieve racial equity when race no longer determines how one fares in 
society; when everyone has what they need to thrive, no matter where they live.  

 
 
6 The questions come from slide 74 of a PowerPoint deck from racialequityhere.org. The full deck is facilitator version 
of a training deck on racial equity and can be found here:  https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1oVKs40SR-bqj_z--
VuHQoOGS2C4hTUckrxEjMd16Tjk/edit#slide=id.g3bf60f6837_0_218.  

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1oVKs40SR-bqj_z--VuHQoOGS2C4hTUckrxEjMd16Tjk/edit#slide=id.g3bf60f6837_0_218
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1oVKs40SR-bqj_z--VuHQoOGS2C4hTUckrxEjMd16Tjk/edit#slide=id.g3bf60f6837_0_218
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• As a process—We apply racial equity when those most impacted by structural racial inequity 
are meaningfully involved in the creation and implementation of the institutional policies and 
practices that impact their lives.  

 
When we achieve racial equity:  

o People, including people of color, have what they need to be owners, planners, and decision-
makers in the systems that govern their lives.  

o Resources, opportunities, rewards, and burdens are fairly distributed across groups and 
communities so that those with the greatest challenges are adequately supported and not 
further disadvantaged.  

o Past and current inequities are acknowledged and accounted for, and all people, particularly 
those most impacted by racial inequities, are provided the infrastructure needed to thrive and 
participate.  

o Systems and policies that affect children and families are consciously designed, reframed, or 
eliminated in a robust and dynamic process to promote greater justice.  

o Everyone benefits from a more just, equitable system. 
 
Other Terms 
 
Diversity:  Psychological, physical, and social differences that occur among any and all individuals; 
including but not limited to race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, socioeconomic status, education, 
marital status, language, age, gender, sexual orientation, mental or physical ability, and learning 
styles. 
 
Dominant Culture: Dominant culture in a society refers to the established language, religion, values, 
rituals, and social customs on which the society was built. It has the most power, is widespread, and 
influential within a social entity, such as an organization, in which multiple cultures are present. 
 
Equality: Treating everyone the same, even if they start at different places and have different needs. 
It’s an attempt at fairness but tends to be used as cover when inequity is revealed. “We’re all being 
treated the same!” 
 
Fragility: Discomfort and defensiveness on the part of a person with power in a situation when 
confronted by information about inequity and injustice. 
 
Implicit Bias: Also known as unconscious or hidden bias, implicit biases are negative associations that 
people unknowingly hold. They are expressed automatically, without conscious awareness. Notably, 
implicit biases have been shown to trump individuals’ stated commitments to equality and fairness, 
thereby producing behavior that diverges from the explicit attitudes that many people profess.  
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Inclusion: the act of creating environments in which any individual or group can be and feel 
welcomed, respected, supported, and valued to fully participate and bring their full, authentic selves 
to work. 
 
Oppression: Systemic devaluing, undermining, marginalizing, and disadvantaging of certain social 
identities. 
 
Power: Power is unequally distributed globally and in U.S. society; some individuals or groups wield 
greater power than others, thereby allowing them greater access to and control over resources. 
 
Privilege: Unearned social power accorded by the formal and informal institutions of society to all 
members of a dominant group (e.g., white privilege, male privilege, etc.). 
 
Racism: A system of advantage and oppression based on race; a way of organizing society based on dominance 
and subordination based on race. 
 

Individual-Level Racism 
Internalized Racism lies within individuals. These 
are our private beliefs and biases about race and 
racism, influenced by our culture. An example is a 
belief that you or others are more or less 
intelligent, or beautiful, because of your race. 

Interpersonal Racism occurs between 
individuals. These are biases that occur when 
individuals interact with others and their private 
racial beliefs affect their public interactions. 
Examples include racial slurs, bigotry, hate 
crimes, and racial violence. 

Systemic-Level Racism 
Institutional Racism occurs within institutions 
and systems of power. It is the unfair policies and 
discriminatory practices of particular institutions 
that routinely produce racially inequitable 
outcomes for people of color and advantages for 
white people. An example is a school system that 
concentrates people of color in the most 
overcrowded schools, the least-challenging 
classes, and the least-qualified teachers, resulting 
in higher dropout rates and disciplinary rates 
compared with that of white students. 
 

Structural Racism is racial bias among institutions 
and across society. It involves the cumulative and 
compounding effects of an array of societal 
factors including the history, culture, ideology, 
and interactions of institutions and policies that 
systemically privilege white people and 
disadvantage people of color. An example is 
the overwhelming number of depictions of 
people of color as criminals in mainstream media, 
which can influence how various institutions and 
individuals treat people of color with suspicion 
when they are shopping, traveling, or seeking 
housing and employment – all of which can result 
in discriminatory treatment and unequal 
outcomes. 

 
White Supremacy: The existence of racial power that denotes a system of structural or societal racism 
which privileges white people over others, regardless of the presence or the absence of racial hatred. 
White racial advantages occur at both a collective and an individual level, and both people of color 
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and white people can perpetuate white dominant culture, resulting in the overall disenfranchisement 
of people of color in many aspects of society. 
 
Definition Sources 
 

• Racial Equity Tools: Glossary  
• Equity in the Center: Awake to Woke to Work 
• University of Washington Tacoma: Diversity & Social Justice Glossary 
• Annie E. Casey Foundation: Race Equity and Inclusion Action Guide  
• Race Forward: Moving the Race Conversation Forward  
• Coalition of Communities of Color: Protocol for Culturally Responsive Organizations 

 
 
 

 

https://www.racialequitytools.org/glossary
https://www.equityinthecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Equity-in-Center-Awake-Woke-Work-2019-final-1.pdf
https://www.tacoma.uw.edu/sites/default/files/sections/Diversity/diversity_glossary.pdf.pdf
https://www.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/AECF_EmbracingEquity7Steps-2014.pdf#page=7
https://www.raceforward.org/research/reports/moving-race-conversation-forward
https://www.coalitioncommunitiescolor.org/research-and-publications/protocolfororgs
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