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			Praise for

			A PLACE TO BELONG

			“Amber O’Neal Johnston has penned an engaging and comprehensive guide for families of all backgrounds who are curious or committed to engaging in a diverse and inclusive lifestyle. Johnston’s book is a refreshing reminder that humanity is shared, imperfect, and beautiful. Highly recommended.”

			—Charnaie Gordon, creator of Here Wee Read

			“In A Place to Belong, Amber O’Neal Johnston offers a pathway toward inclusivity that is marked not with trite words and meaningless gestures, but with practical steps and helpful encouragement. She puts forth a beautiful vision for celebrating the uniqueness of your family while cultivating respect and appreciation for the differences of others.”

			—Jasmine L. Holmes, author of Carved in Ebony

			“A Place to Belong captivated me from the very start. Amber offers a wealth of tools to help every family grow in their appreciation and connection to people who are different from them, racially, socially, or culturally. And she does it all in a way that is laced with hope and joy! A Place to Belong is going to change hearts and lives for years to come.”

			—Greta Eskridge, author of Adventuring Together

			“Amber O’Neal Johnston gets it! A Place to Belong acts as a compass in navigating tough history and cultural identity conversations within a family. It reminds us to embrace our culture and to honor our history.”

			—Sheva Quinn, EdD, coauthor of African American Families: Why We Homeschool
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				We find these joys to be self-evident: That all children are created whole, endowed with innate intelligence, with dignity and wonder, worthy of respect. The embodiment of life, liberty and happiness, children are original blessings, here to learn their own song. Every girl and boy is entitled to love, to dream and belong to a loving village. And to pursue a life of purpose.

				—The Raffi Foundation for Child Honouring
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			FOREWORD

			The first time I met Amber, we were both scheduled speakers for a homeschool conference. I sat in the audience as she came to the podium to share. Everyone around me fell into a hush and waited for this stately, elegant woman to begin. No words followed. Instead a quiet, deep-voiced “hmmm-mmm” emanated from Amber’s body over the microphone, increasing in volume—melodic and ambient, slow and smooth. We were under her spell as Amber hummed the melody line of a Negro spiritual she’d learned at her grandmother’s knee.

			She opened her voice and heritage to us. She drew us into her experience, to her heart, and to her story without saying a word. At an inflection point, she unfolded a journey that riveted us to our seats. Amber taught us what it was like to be a Black woman raising a family in these United States—wanting her children to have a rich education with all the beauty, literature, art, and music she could bring to her family.

			Despite Amber’s conscientiousness, however, her children longed to see themselves represented in the education they were receiving—but the voices of Black people were absent from the traditional curriculum. One of Amber’s daughters, in particular, identified the contradictions that lived in their family with the artless innocence of a child looking for her place in the world. Her inability to thrive in a place where her Black identity and culture weren’t acknowledged or celebrated brought about a crisis. As Amber tells it, “To heal my daughter, I had to wreck myself. Not my body, mind you, but my sense of self.” Amber began a journey to reclaiming herself and healing her daughter by delving into her cultural and family heritage. I find Amber’s choice of words here powerful and a challenge to each of us. How are we perpetuating a world that treats some of our fellow citizens as invisible? Do we have the willingness to wreck ourselves (our beliefs, habits of practice, and understanding of history) to heal our families and our communities?

			This is the heart of Amber’s message and she delivers it with grace, conviction, and love—not an ounce of antagonism. A Place to Belong is the right book at the right time to teach each of us how to be brave enough to wreck ourselves in order that others may be liberated from the societal cages we have both consciously and unconsciously created for them. Amber amplifies that vision with poetic sensitivity and insight, as well as actionable practices that will transform any family who undertakes them.

			I am honored to write the foreword to this book. It must be said, however, that I am a white woman. Let me be clear—I’m the student here. I read Amber’s book eager to learn. I was moved repeatedly and transformed by the end. I remembered as a homeschooler the difficulty of finding texts that included the voices of the oppressed, and capitulating too often to the status quo (whitewashed) accounts of American history. I read the questions Amber poses in her chapters and wished I had had them to anchor my research and values as I taught my children when they were growing up.

			Amber believes in the power of honest self-examination. She contends that identifying our beliefs is a first step in claiming our heritage. She asserts that telling our stories and illuminating them (even the hard parts) will result in a more humane society. I believe her! Amber doesn’t leave us to find our own way. She shows us how to create what she calls “colorful” homes rather than taking refuge in the harmful philosophy of being “colorblind.” As Amber puts it, “Pretending that race doesn’t exist is not the same thing as promoting equality. While the intention may be to convey that race shouldn’t matter, the message children receive from a colorblind mentality is that race doesn’t matter, and that simply isn’t true. In today’s world, it matters immensely.”

			Understanding our relationship to race is as urgent today as it’s ever been. Amber trusts each reader to grapple with their current biases. She provides a wide array of questions to pose to ourselves to help us dig a little deeper into how we understand race and what impact those beliefs have on our families. She recommends curating a diverse library of books and media choices. She addresses the thorny topic of what to do with the classic “white-centric” Western canon, balancing the enduring value of the stories against the disappointing lack of diverse representation. She talks about the difference between a “living” book and a “life-giving” book as a way to acknowledge that not all revered literature enables all readers to feel seen and enriched. In fact, Amber also gives a rousing thumbs-up to the value of visual media (films, YouTube, television) to aid this process of becoming more attuned to those who are not like us, as well as those who are.

			I was particularly moved by the gorgeous vision outlined in part 3 that shows anyone how to cultivate a family heritage steeped in personal meaning. Amber’s creativity and depth really shine here. She instructs us to honor our roots while also showing us how to leave a legacy, even if your family heritage is too painful to recall and celebrate. She confronts the challenge of teaching “hard history” (as she calls it) when the historical record includes painful reminders of our inhumanity toward one another. Amber has no shortage of ideas to help us in this mission: from interviewing relatives to collecting family recipes to building a keepsake chest. I found her suggestion to commission a work of art as a family heirloom inspired!

			This quest to create a rich family culture is not the end of the journey in finding our place to belong. Amber reminds us that there are other ways of life equally worthy of exploration. She and her husband have made it a priority to raise global citizens. To that end, Amber describes her family’s “worldschooling adventures” (delightful!) and even thoughtfully provides ideas for how to afford the cost of that kind of family travel (practical).

			Most of us would agree with Amber that an important goal in parenting is to broaden our children’s imaginations to value everyone, including themselves. Mere exposure to others of different backgrounds is not enough, however. Exposure is not the same as finding connection. Amber reminds us that “finding connection is not always the same as standing in agreement.” In today’s world where agreement seems in short supply, it was a relief to discover that connection to our stories and one another is enough to build bridges to a more just world.

			For historically marginalized communities, that may mean letting go of unhealthy practices that accommodate the larger culture while overlooking the beauty and power of one’s own. For those who are in the dominant community, that means working toward justice and fairness for all races and abilities, sexual identities, and religious backgrounds. Amber is a realist. She knows that these goals aren’t met in a day. She reminds us: “We value progress over perfection, and we stand on the heels of hope . . . It’s our responsibility to help our kids stretch in purposeful and sometimes uncomfortable ways.”

			My children are now adults, and I wish I had had a resource as filled with actionable practices and thoughtful philosophy about family heritage and race as this one when they were growing up. I’m eager to use the ideas with my grandchildren, nature’s great parenting do-over. You with your children still at home can begin now.

			I hope you’ll read this book cover to cover and put into practice both the attitudes and abundant activities that Amber provides. I’m convinced they can heal all of us. I look forward to living in a world informed by people honest and fearless enough to value each person’s story, heritage, and future aspirations. I’m grateful that Amber has provided a well-traveled footpath to get us there.

			—Julie Bogart, author of The Brave Learner and Raising Critical Thinkers

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			
				As far back as I can remember, there has always been a place to which I belonged with a certainty that nothing has been able to take from me. When I say place, that means less a geographical locality and more a group of people with whom I am connected and to whom I belong.

				—Sindiwe Magona, To My Children’s Children

			

			When I became a mother, I assumed that my children would always feel secure, valued, and loved in my arms. I saw myself as a mix between Ma Ingalls and Clair Huxtable, affectionately shepherding a flock of kiddos with down-home values, lively humor, and a dose of modernity. I knew the world would send rainy days, but I pictured our home as a bright light where babies grew, little ones played, and adolescents bloomed.

			And I wasn’t entirely wrong. My husband, Scott, and I are raising four children in different developmental stages: a nearly teen girl and her solidly tween sister, along with two elementary-aged little brothers. And in many ways, our family has unfolded much as I expected. Our children frolic outdoors amid pink and white cherry blossoms and enormous loblolly pine trees, and they catch frogs and fish with homemade nets in the lake across the road. We enjoy nightly family dinners inspired by food-spattered cookbooks and laced with veggies and herbs we’ve grown out back. Our family relishes movie nights and fireside read-alouds, and laughter is the soundtrack of our lives. We spend our days living and learning together, and our kids certainly feel loved. Our lives are comfortable.

			But not long ago, I realized that I had confused comfort with belonging. I discovered that growing alongside our beautiful children were weeds of confusion, choking our best child-rearing efforts. We were following a cookie-cutter approach to parenting and education that left our children feeling unacknowledged and invisible despite our engaged presence and persistent affection.

			We are an African American family living in a predominantly white community. Despite being near a major metropolitan city, our local gathering spots and extracurricular activities were completely white environments. We did what everyone around us was doing, so we expected to see positive results, but what we saw instead were children who felt like visitors in their own home, surrounded by the stories, voices, and images of others. We were raising little people who struggled to see themselves and understand their relationship to the broader world.

			Every child longs for a place to belong. A place where cultural awareness, self-acceptance, celebration, and kinship are the norm. And this natural yearning for affiliation and attachment is best satisfied within the context of home and family life. Home is where lifelong attitudes are rooted and affirmed, where children learn the values that will inform how they move through the world.

			At times, those values are overtly taught, and at other times, they’re subtly caught. Though we told our kids that all people are equal and important, our actions taught them that perhaps that wasn’t entirely true. Our silence about our own ethnic identity and family history combined with our reliance on white-centered homeschooling curricula planted seeds of doubt, causing our kids to consider that maybe there were some people worth studying or honoring more than others.

			Thankfully, our oldest was born with an audacious spirit, and she quickly showed me in heartbreaking yet inspiring ways that what we were doing was not enough. She let me know that ignoring her brown skin and curly hair was not an enlightened colorblind path but rather a breeding ground for shame and alienation. At first, I couldn’t hear her through the noise of my own insecurities and entrenched expectations, but in the words of filmmaker Darnell Lamont Walker, she silently expressed that “a seat at the table is desired. But I’ll scream from the street if I need to.”

			Her screams could not be ignored, and by learning to see the world through her eyes, I was able to shift our family culture to one that honors my children’s background, individuality, and sense of self-worth. And with that shift came an unexpected connection to others who are racially and culturally different from us. By acknowledging and embracing herself, my daughter was better able to love on our neighbors. That realization marked a turning point, one that resonated beyond the walls of our home.

			On the heels of protests and political divisiveness, our nation is bursting with social unrest as Americans wrestle with defining who we are and what we stand for as a disparate yet connected group of individuals. The drive for inclusivity and equity alongside a heightened urgency to raise self-confident children who hold genuine affection for others is burning brightly within my heart and the hearts of many other parents.

			Gone are the days when socially conscious parents feel comfortable with their children merely tolerating or empathizing with others. Intentional parents, those committed to making informed and culturally aware parenting decisions, are looking for a path to authentically embrace the fullness of our diverse communities. But we need strategies that acknowledge the intricacies and daily challenges of home. Realistic actionable steps toward progress that complement and embrace family life.

			In many cases, messages on diversity, equity, and inclusion get mired down in polarizing ideologies. They’re lost in a sea of politics and religion and covered over with blame, shame, anger, defensiveness, and criticism. That’s not what I’m about. A Place to Belong begins with the fundamental premise that we all love our children, value our communities, and want the best for both. This book is a joyful ode to childhood, a time of exponential emotional growth, and to the home, the treasured space where our children form their first attachments and perspectives on the world.

			Within the following pages, I’ll offer a path forward for parents of all backgrounds who crave a culturally rich, life-giving home that fosters values of organic diversity and togetherness. We’ll talk parent-to-parent and discover the magic of an inclusive learning environment where culture and childhood are honored in a cohesive and celebratory way.

			And by learning environment, I don’t just mean the physical space occupied by homeschooling families. Yes, I am a home educator, but I’m also the daughter of two principals and a product of public education. These experiences have shown me that cultivating a home culture is something every parent can do, regardless of personal education choices. Whether home and “school” are distinct locations for your family or combined at your dining room table, teaching is the charge of every parent. Learning happens outside the confines of formal lessons as much as within, and we all have the inherent freedom and responsibility to educate the whole child.

			The COVID-19 pandemic showed so many of us that we were exhausted and overscheduled with days fueled by obligation and habit rather than intention and purpose. Through unexpected and sometimes traumatic circumstances, we learned that prioritizing family life is meaningful. Uninterrupted moments of deep connection and consistent time spent engaged in meaningful conversations provide crucial opportunities to spark ideas in our children’s hearts. When mothers and fathers became primary teachers, many saw how relational living builds confidence in our children and inspires hope in our homes and communities, causing a generous ripple effect in galvanizing and changing the world, one family at a time.

			If you’ve seen the fracturing of our communities, read books and articles about the tenuous state of cross-racial relationships, listened to socially conscious podcasts and experts talk about the shift that needs to occur, or feel moved to ignite a revolution of camaraderie and belonging in your home, this is the book for you.

			I know that change and growth can be challenging, especially when dealing with hot-button topics. I’ve been there, and though it may feel like daunting work, I want to reassure you that the effort you put into considering the questions posed in these chapters will have tangible and lasting effects. Please don’t feel discouraged or overwhelmed as you take the necessary steps to build or shift your family culture. You’re doing important work in this space, it becomes easier and more natural over time, and the payoff is substantial.

			Written from my perspective as a mother who has successfully shifted our home culture from a siloed pursuit of academic excellence to an inclusive celebration of self and others, these chapters will give you the tools to raise children who embrace their unique identities while feeling beautifully tethered to people who are racially, ethnically, culturally, or socially different than themselves.

			In part 1, we’ll start at the family table where honest conversations and openness lay the foundation of a secure home. After examining what we, as parents, bring to the table and establishing a blueprint for the type of home environment we hope to create, we’ll move into the home library in part 2. This may be a literal room of shelves for your family, or all the little nooks and crannies sprinkled about where books can be found. I focus our attention there because books are some of the loudest communicators in a home, but they’re not everything. In part 3, we’ll see that other aspects of the broader family space are equally important: how our children feel in our home, the images they see and internalize, and the experiences and lessons they have, both formal and informal. They all matter. In the end, we’ll move beyond the four walls of our homes as we seek to guide our children toward a firm footing in an uncertain but hope-filled world.

			I’m writing this introduction to you on our screened-in back porch after a fresh rain. I have a huge cup of strong spicy tea—no milk, no sugar—and a small lap blanket keeping me warm. I invite you to join me. Grab a few creature comforts, cozy up, and get settled as we explore the inner workings of an inclusive and colorful home.

		

	
		
			PART 1

			Laying the Groundwork

			I grew up hearing my grandmother hum old songs while making cornbread muffins in the kitchen each afternoon during our visits to my grandparents’ small town in southern Illinois. In my twenties, I learned that her familiar music was the melody of Negro spirituals. About a decade later, my ears perked up as I recognized one of the songs, “Wade in the Water,” while watching Alvin Ailey’s breathtaking 1960s signature ballet, Revelations, in the front row of Atlanta’s Fox Theatre.

			But it wasn’t until I began homeschooling my children that I understood the full backstory of the song. What seems like a straightforward biblical reference to the Israelites’ escape from Egypt was actually a coded song containing explicit instructions to fugitive slaves on avoiding capture and successfully making their way to freedom. That information was so eye-opening that I began to learn more about the Fisk Jubilee Singers, the first to popularize the song. And my hunger to know the backstory of other familiar songs from my childhood led me to Like a Bird: The Art of the American Slave Song by Cynthia Grady, a book I immediately studied with my children.

			The book became a way for my kids to understand more about their heritage and to link the songs I share with them to the great-grandmother they never had the delight of knowing and to older generations of our family. Today, some years into our journey, I can rattle off dozens of stories and give many examples of relics that help connect my children to our family’s past, but it hasn’t always been this way.

			In her poem titled “Caged Bird,” Maya Angelou wrote that a bird confined to a limiting cage struggles to see beyond the rage induced by his confinement. He’s bound and stripped of his ability to spread his wings and fly, “so he opens his throat to sing” of freedom.[1] I relate some of my parenting story to that idea because my daughter was in a narrow cage about five years ago, so she opened her throat to sing. She first responded to her confinement with silent protest when she rejected and hid her Black baby dolls. When asked about her peculiar behavior, she shared that the “dolls with brown skin are ugly,” and she only wanted to play with the “pretty white dolls.”

			Following that encounter, she began incessantly questioning whether she would be the only Black girl at ballet, the park, or a birthday party. She would count “brown” people wherever we went: up and down the aisles of Costco, around the stalls of the farmer’s market in our town square, at the gas station, and on hiking trails. And she would always tell me that she didn’t want to go if there weren’t any other Brown people there.

			I knew her fixation on skin color was unhealthy, but I didn’t know how to stop it. I wanted to rip out the intrusive thoughts crowding her mind, but I couldn’t find the source. My husband and I had gone out of our way not to talk about race with her. We taught her that all people were valuable, and we were called to love everyone. We never made differences between people of one ethnicity or another. We were always careful to shade her from the evils of racism in any form it may present itself, and we did our best to create a colorblind home. But she persisted.

			One night, I was awakened by the presence of something in my room and was startled to find my little girl standing at my bedside, staring at me with tears streaming down her face. I assumed that she’d had a bad dream, but when I asked her what was wrong, my caged bird opened her throat and said, “I can’t sleep because I can’t stop thinking about how ugly I am. I hate my skin, and my hair is disgusting. I don’t want to look like this anymore.”

			The lies she believed about herself were absurd. This girl with the sweetest brown skin and delightfully curly hair felt that her Blackness was weighing her down. As I thought of how I could help my daughter become free, I couldn’t shake the thought of one thing she said in my arms that night. I told her how beautifully and wonderfully made she was, how every fiber of her being was known and knitted to perfection. While I earnestly tried to get her to accept her skin and hair the way they were intended to be, she asked me in the middle of sniffles, “Well, why don’t you wear your hair the way you were made?”

			The wounds inflicted by an honest child are among the most painful.

			The mother she knew had bone-straight hair. Though my hair comes out of my head curly and big, I had never seen that hair as an adult and had no clue how it looked. My mom (bless her heart, as we say in Georgia) began putting a chemical relaxer on my hair—as did most Black moms in the eighties—when I was only eight years old. Every six weeks or so for the next thirty years, until that night with my daughter, I would return to a salon wherever I happened to be in the country, or the world, to have my roots straightened or “touched up” with toxins that would often burn small sores onto my scalp.

			I never questioned this process because, essentially, it was all I knew. And over the years, I gained a reputation with my hair. My long straight tresses hung down my back, and they became a point of compliment from everyone. My hair was part of my signature look, and I wore it as a crown of glory.

			I encouraged my daughter to embrace her natural hair and love how she was made, but I was not setting an example. Having my daughter innocently question the motives and actions behind my hypocrisy was bone-chilling. I had to ask myself what kind of skin I was willing to put in the game on behalf of my little girl.

			While I was wrestling with this, I remembered a movie I’d watched, ironically, when I was pregnant with her in 2009. In My Sister’s Keeper, actress Cameron Diaz plays the mother, and her oldest daughter has leukemia. Her hair has fallen out, and she doesn’t want to get out of bed to go on a family outing. When her mom keeps pushing and challenging her, the girl sits up in bed and exclaims, “I’m tired. Don’t you get that? I’m sick, and I’m tired, and I’m ugly. Don’t you dare tell me that I’m beautiful because I’m not! Don’t you dare tell me that nobody’s gonna stare at me because they will! I’m a freak!”[2]

			With that, her mom walks out of the room, and the next thing the family hears is the clippers. She went into the bathroom and shaved off all her hair so her daughter wouldn’t have to be bald alone. At that moment, that mom realized there were no words because sometimes words aren’t enough. There are times when we, as parents, are called to show, with actions, a type of love that words can’t express.

			Please know that I’m not sitting here today comparing my daughter’s identity issues and feelings to having leukemia, because they don’t compare. But self-hatred born of invisibility is an affliction that spreads just like cancer. And while the body may sustain, it kills the soul.

			The chemicals that some Black women use to permanently straighten their hair—to make their hair more “manageable” and “beautiful” according to mainstream society—cannot be reversed. You can’t change your mind. The processed hair has to be cut off. That night, as I held my girl, my mouth and heart made a vow that my mind was not on board with. And the following day, I felt physically ill because I vividly recalled promising her that I would stop straightening my hair, and I didn’t want to do it.

			To heal my daughter, I had to wreck myself. Not my body, mind you, but my sense of self. I had to come face-to-face with who I was and what I felt about myself and my heritage, and it was so much more than just the hair. How could I ask my child to show up authentically in this world when I couldn’t even do it? How could I ask her to be confident in who she was when I was still wearing the plastered smile I’d learned to put on when I was her age?

			There was no chance of me going back on my word, so I grabbed the metaphorical clippers and went to work. No, I didn’t shave my hair off all at once. But I vowed not to alter a single curl that grew from my scalp, and I slowly cut off the straight crown and let a giant curly wreath grow in. The transition was painful, but it was worth it. Now I’m on the other side, and this “big hair, don’t care” mama can look at her little girls with a wink and a smile and say, “We got this, girl.”

			You may be wondering what in the world all of this has to do with family culture, and my answer is “Everything.” Hair was one of the first ways we began to grapple with our heritage, but as the “awakening” process was happening, a radical shift occurred within our home because I had to contend with much more than just hair. I was also forced to evaluate the entire narrative woven into our home life, and I needed to discover how to let my children know that they mattered.

			You may recognize bits of your own story within mine, but most likely, the path that led you to this book is an entirely different one. What matters most is not the particularity of your story but the acceptance that you have one and your willingness to stare into it to determine how it’s manifesting in your children. As we look toward establishing a blueprint for an inclusive and colorful family culture, we’ll start with what we, as parents, bring to the table. We’ll discuss how open dialogue and conscious family practices can breathe life into our homes, setting a compass toward the hopes and dreams we hold for our treasured families.
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			• • • • • • •

			EVALUATING YOUR FAMILY CULTURE

			What Are You Bringing to the Table?

			
				To put the world in order, we must first put the nation in order; to put the nation in order, we must first put the family in order; to put the family in order, we must first cultivate our personal life; we must first set our hearts right.

				—Confucius, Chinese philosopher

			

			My children love playing with the chandelier hanging in our dining room when sunlight pours in from the high foyer window. We inherited this formal lighting fixture from the previous homeowners, and it doesn’t match the relaxed decor of our home, so it was one of many things I’d planned to change as soon as we moved in. But seeing my kids’ joy in chasing rainbows formed by the hanging prisms led me to leave it untouched. And even though it initially struck me as fussy and unappealing, the ornate light has become a fun focal point in the center of our home.

			One day, I found my youngest kiddo standing atop the table, jangling the prisms, and before I could chastise him for having his chubby toes where they didn’t belong, he squealed with delight and exclaimed, “Look, Mama! We have colors everywhere!” Forgetting my plans for admonishment, I smiled at how delighted he was at that moment, and it was then that the idea of having a colorful home began to cement in my mind.

			Though my son’s experience was quite literal, I envisioned a home atmosphere where we metaphorically celebrate colorful people like dancing rainbows. Each stripe dons its own unique shade while blending with its neighbor to create something more spectacular than any single color can achieve on its own. The afternoon rainbows on our walls remind me of the beauty of both individuality and togetherness lying alongside one another, and that’s an idea I want to permeate my home.

			I do hope that my children always feel magnificent in their skin. Not because they’re convinced that they are somehow more special than others but because they embrace their differences while recognizing that we’re better together. In short, I want them to form an identity around being a meaningful member of a colorful local and global community.

			In her memoir, actress Tembi Locke considered the question “Do I belong here?” And after decades of trying to answer the question for strangers, the world, and herself, she concluded, “I had learned that identity is prismatic, that belonging requires claiming.”[1] I loved her words from the moment I read them. I understood, instinctively, that the concept of identity as a prism was compelling. Still, I had to sit with the thought for a while before assimilating it with my hopes for a colorful family culture.

			Aside from the obvious connotation of being related to a prism, “prismatic” means varied and brilliant. Colorful. Another definition is “formed, separated, or distributed” by something acting as a prism.[2] Identity is not a simple one-dimensional concept. It is a complex and colorful notion that actively develops through the prisms of experience and affiliation. Identity is not something that someone can put upon another person, but the home environment plays a crucial role in our children’s identity development. Identity can be strengthened and supported under the careful watch of loving parents or marred by indifference and trauma. But for it to be authentic, it must be claimed.

			For some families, including my own, a significant aspect of formed identity relates to religious convictions, and for the longest time, I felt like no further thinking on the matter was required. But I’ve since come to realize that parents have a responsibility to teach and guide within the context of our faith or without the overlay of any spiritual beliefs at all, depending on our personal convictions. So how do we go about helping our children claim an identity or self-concept that honors who they are while assuring that they can and do embrace others?

			We are all individuals, but we are also part of something greater. To ignore either aspect can foster a poor sense of self, one of self-deprecation or self-adulation, situated at polarizing ends of the spectrum of belonging. Take the time to consider the messages your children may absorb from how you communicate your cultural identity and how you think and speak about others. Just as children have front-row seats to our passions and preferences, they also absorb our indifferences and insecurities. And sometimes those are communicated more loudly than we imagine.

			What are you bringing to the table? The following sections include some questions to consider as you prepare to address past beliefs and behaviors, challenge the status quo, and welcome change within your home.

			CULTURAL HERITAGE AND FAMILY BACKGROUND

			Explore who you are, where you come from, and how your past informs what you currently think, do, and say because your children will draw from the strengths and inconsistencies of your identity as they claim their own.

			
					
					Who are you? What makes up your identity, and how does that shape your daily life?

				

					
					How does your cultural heritage manifest physically, and how do you feel about it? And by physically, I don’t just mean how you look. I also mean your physical space. Are there things in your environment that speak to who you are and where you come from?

				

					
					How do the physical manifestations of your cultural heritage align with or differ from that of your children? If they differ, how is your child’s cultural heritage manifested in your home?

				

					
					How do you feel about who you are? What about the people from whom you have descended? Do you know anything about your ancestors? Are there parts of your lifestyle, celebrations, thoughts, or speech that reflect them or their lived experiences?

				

					
					Do you help your children connect the dots between their immediate family, the generations before, and those who will come after them?

				

					
					Did your parents or other members of your family hold biased or racist views as you were growing up? Do you still believe some of what you heard? If not, how were you able to grapple with what was said? How does the memory of it impact you today?

				

					
					Why are you interested in creating an inclusive home environment? What do you want to do differently in your home versus the home in which you were raised?

				

					
					Which aspects of your childhood home would you like to replicate?

				

			

			SOCIALIZATION AND COMMUNITY

			Take inventory of who your family does life with and ascertain how your micro-community came to be. Acknowledge what’s working in your social circles, and parse through any disconnect between the environment you want your children raised in and the environment your family swims in today.

			
					
					If you’re white, do you have or have you ever had many close friends of color?

				

					
					Do you believe that having close friends of color helps with cultural understanding? If so, how? If not, why not?

				

					
					If you’re a person of color, how much of your time is spent in all or mostly white environments? Are you comfortable with your current social circle?

				

					
					What about your children? How do you (and they) feel about the community in which they’re being raised?

				

					
					If applicable, what do your children think about often being “the only one” in their environment?

				

					
					How diverse are your social circles? Is the degree of inclusivity, or lack thereof, intentional? If your environment is homogenous (e.g., all white or all Black), what prevents you from engaging in a more diverse community?

				

					
					Do you think your social circles are exclusive? Why or why not?

				

					
					Do you find yourself consciously leaning into or avoiding friendships with people of color? What about friendships with white people? If so, why? How have your past experiences shaped that inclination?

				

					
					What do you think about people of underrepresented cultures intentionally supporting one another and connecting alone as a group?

				

					
					Can you easily connect with people who look different than you? Are you able to communicate easily? Do you see them as peers?

				

					
					What topics do you find challenging to discuss with white people? People of color? Why do they make you uncomfortable?

				

			

			RACE, STEREOTYPES, AND BIAS

			Evaluate how you feel about race and its impact on the world around you. Many of us have been raised not to talk about these things, but that shroud of silence is part of what got us here in the first place. Allow yourself to delve into these taboo topics and begin to evaluate the truths and fallacies you carry because it can be challenging to explore ideas with your children that you haven’t fully contemplated yourself.

			
					
					People routinely and often unconsciously view white people and their behavior positively, representing what is good, moral, and standard. Are there areas of your life where you can see that this is the case?

				

					
					Do you consider the ways you see other ethnicities showing up in social or work situations distasteful? Where did you get those ideas? Are you open to challenging them?

				

					
					Do you take a person’s appearance or cultural background into account when making judgments about competence or ability? How so?

				

					
					Do you recognize language that reinforces stereotypes? How confident are you in identifying this type of language? Do you intentionally avoid speaking this way? Do you consciously try to avoid thinking this way?

				

					
					Do you talk to your kids about racism, race, ethnicity, and culture? If so, how deep do you go? If not, what’s holding you back, and when do you plan to start?

				

					
					What types of race-based scenarios or conversations elicit an emotional response from you, positive or negative?

				

					
					How do you feel when you overhear people speaking French in the United States? What about when you hear people speaking Spanish? Do you notice a difference in your thoughts about the people based on the language spoken?

				

					
					How does racism show up today? Is it a series of infrequent, isolated, or personal incidents, or is it systemic? Why do you think so?

				

					
					Do you believe good people can unintentionally say or do bad things?

				

					
					How do you feel about color blindness? Do you think it’s a worthy goal, that it devalues a person’s experiences, or something else? Why do you believe that?

				

					
					Do you think people of color are paranoid about their experiences with racism? If so, what causes you to feel that way? If not, what makes you believe them?

				

					
					Do you think that people of color play the race card too often? If so, why do you think so, and how can you tell when it’s happening?

				

					
					Have you evaluated your worldview in terms of how it may affect your interactions with diverse groups? When you think about this, what do you come up with?

				

					
					What positive attitudes are you passing along to your children, and how?

				

			

			ACTIVISM AND LEADERSHIP

			Ultimately, we’re not looking for our kids to just know the truth, but rather, we’re hoping that they will act upon it. It may be comforting to teach our children to “do as I say, not as I do,” but the reality is that children follow our example, not our advice. Consider how your thoughts impact your actions and what you’re doing to be the change you hope to see in the world.

			
					
					Do you challenge others when they make offensive jokes or comments about race, ethnicity, or gender? Do you participate?

				

					
					Do you speak up when you witness another person being humiliated or discriminated against? Why or why not?

				

					
					Do you encourage culturally diverse people to speak up about their concerns? Do you validate their issues? What kinds of emotions do those conversations bring up for you?

				

					
					Do you listen to white people when they share their personal experiences and how they feel about race-based interactions?

				

					
					Are you comfortable speaking about social injustice, bias, or oppression? Do you participate in conversations on these topics? Are you usually tuned in or out? If applicable, do you think your silence could be interpreted as agreement with the status quo? How does that make you feel?

				

					
					What role do you see yourself playing in racial reconciliation or the restoration of cross-cultural relationships? What role do you see your racial group as a whole playing?

				

					
					Do you find yourself annoyed by the constant chatter about diversity, equity, and inclusion? Why or why not? What emotions do you feel when people bring these topics up in your presence?

				

					
					Is learning emotionally sensitive or hard history important to you? Will understanding how we got to this place help us as a society or harm us as we navigate the legacy of racial angst that we’ve inherited?

				

					
					Do you seek out opportunities to improve your understanding of the marginalization of diverse groups? What about the joys, ingenuity, and resilience of these same groups?

				

					
					Do you find yourself trying to justify acts of discrimination? Do you validate or explain away the stories that people of color share about their experiences?

				

					
					What are your thoughts on the Black Lives Matters movement? Are there parts you agree with? Disagree with?

				

					
					How did the uptick in violence against Asian people in the aftermath of the pandemic make you feel? What did you do about it?

				

					
					Did you know that Asian Americans have faced racial discrimination long before the pandemic? Have you ever heard Asian people referred to as the “model minority”? What do you think of that concept?

				

					
					How do you feel about immigration and its impact on the “browning” of America?

				

					
					What do you think it means to be racist? Where did you get that idea?

				

					
					Can people of color be racist? Do people of color have a responsibility to rid themselves of racist ideas, or is that work only or primarily for white people?

				

					
					What are you doing to help foster positive cross-racial or cross-cultural relationships? How has that action impacted your life?

				

					
					Do you consider yourself socially aware? Justice-minded? What can you do to progress along these lines?

				

					
					Do your children see you challenging racism, demonstrating kindness, and standing up for every person’s right to be treated with dignity and respect?

				

			

			This is not an exhaustive list of questions, but these are the types of things we need to grapple with as we engage in transformative work within our minds, our homes, and our communities. It’s crucial to be radically honest with yourself as you sit with your thoughts and the tension they may cause before engaging with others on these topics. If you have a safe person or group to explore these ideas with, it can sometimes be helpful to share your thoughts with others as you hear their perspectives.

			Based on our past experiences and current circumstances, we’ll each have different areas that need our attention most, but here is some of the work we can begin to do as we learn more about ourselves and others:

			Train your brain to think differently. Consciously observe how you feel and behave and how your beliefs lead you to make positive or negative assumptions about people you encounter. Recognize opportunities to examine or reject your learned responses and replace them with healthy thinking when necessary. Deliberately expose yourself to counter-stereotypes in media, books, and relationships.

			Question your objectivity. Ask yourself whether you would have spoken or behaved otherwise in a particular situation if the person you were dealing with was in a different social, racial, or cultural group. When making decisions that impact people in other groups, examine whether you can truly justify the choice or if bias may be playing a role.

			Change your circumstances. Put yourself in someone else’s shoes and try to see a situation from their perspective. Commit to placing yourself in environments where you’re the minority and note aspects of the experience that feel challenging.

			Reframe the standard. In so many circumstances, white people are seen as the standard in various ways (style, behavior, preferences, norms, etc.). This is obviously an issue for white people trying to see the world differently, but it’s also an issue within communities of color. When you notice that someone is not doing something the “right” way, ask yourself whether it’s truly a universal moral failure or rather a cultural preference.

			Commit to extending yourself. This book is not an academic exploration of cultural differences or a review of models developed to overcome racism. It’s very simply a guide for families choosing to live differently. It’s so easy to remain in our bubbles, doing what we’ve always done, but if we’re going to raise our children to see and value others in an authentic and committed way, we have to extend ourselves. We must expand our thinking, social circles, learning, adventures, and relationships.

			

			•   •   •

			As you spend time considering the baggage and gifts you bring to the family table (we all carry both), and how they may support or harm your family’s culture, keep in mind the following foundational ideas.

			Inclusivity is a way of life. When some people talk about diverse and inclusive environments for children, they think of pulling together a lesson on piñatas and Frida Kahlo for Hispanic Heritage Month or making lanterns and homemade sushi during Asian American and Pacific Islander Heritage Month. Then, of course, there’s adding a little Frederick Douglass and Rosa Parks to the mix in February, too. Don’t get me wrong, it’s nice to join in celebrating various cultures throughout the year, but it’s a mistake to think that these things alone will bring about satisfactory outcomes.

			It’s how our children listen and interact with the multifaceted nature of different people’s experiences that matters. It’s their engagement with the stories shared by and about others and how our children are able to weave in their own personal narratives with humility and confidence that shapes our kids’ hearts and minds as they form opinions about whose stories matter and why. Promoting curiosity and infusing our home environment with colorful perspectives all year long, every year, is how we naturally guide our children toward an inclusive mindset that becomes second nature. Consistent and diverse stories and experiences create a compelling interest in seeing and being seen. This type of living inspires our children to act in the best interests of their neighbors as they seek to love them well.

			Diversity is multidimensional and intersectional. There’s considerable diversity among groups of people in terms of ethnicity, culture, and other characteristics. Typically, when we think about diverse stories, resources, or experiences for our children, we immediately picture colorful encounters that explore the world beyond white people, and understandably so. But at times, the needed diversity is that of people of color listening to the voices of other people of color. BIPOC may share commonalities born of historical circumstances, societal norms, underrepresentation, and prejudice or racism. Still, their context for those experiences will differ, and frequently, there is healing that needs to occur between non-white racial groups.

			But what about other kinds of diversity? Admittedly, I sometimes find myself drawn so far into my experiences with ethnicity and culture that I’ve stopped listening for different entry points into this conversation. For instance, some time ago, I realized that I’d muted the voices of disabled people. Out of sight, out of mind. Ignoring them was relatively easy because listening requires active engagement, and I wasn’t looking for relationships and understanding. I hadn’t intentionally rejected a connection with communities of disabled people, mind you; I just hadn’t bothered to think about them, which is often the case. It took my kids to open my eyes.

			My doll-collecting daughter likes to sew clothes for her favorites before posing them for photos. One day, she placed a doll in a chair, and the outfit she’d made got all bunched up. Nina said, “I’m okay with this because my doll will get to stand up and show off her outfit in the next photo, but if she were usually sitting, like if she used a wheelchair, I’d need to change the way I make her clothes.” That led to a discussion on where people who are seated most of their waking hours shop for clothes that look good on them because we’d never seen any clothes modeled by people in wheelchairs.

			We followed that rabbit trail and landed at an article featuring disability fashion styling expert Stephanie Thomas. What she said in the interview stuck with me: “You can’t market to or design for someone you don’t value . . . you have more clothing for pets than you do for Disabled people in stores. . . . We see more value in a poodle, in a Labrador, in whatever . . . than we do in a fashion customer with a disability.”[3] That’s deep. And it’s something we would never have thought of until we heard it from her. And as I was reading Stephanie’s words, the intersectionality of her identity wasn’t lost on me. She’s disabled. She’s a woman. She’s Black. And in a single interview, she reflected all those parts of herself and more.

			We choose who we hear from, and we can’t just move through life expecting a diversity of messages to penetrate through osmosis. Our families need to actively seek expansion of thought and communion by looking beyond common conceptions of diversity. And while some fail to recognize or acknowledge the incredible diversity within groups of people, insiders are quick to let you know that they’re not all the same.

			Whether the differences stem from geography, language, socioeconomics, physical traits, or are born purely of personality and preferences, there is as much diversity of thought and ways within underrepresented (or “untapped,” as entrepreneur Chike Ukaegbu likes to say) groups as there is among white people. This was never made more apparent to me than when I landed on campus my freshman year of college.

			Because my high school had so few Black people, we were often seen as a single group. This may have been proliferated by the fact that we usually took up residence at one table in the cafeteria (read Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? by Beverly Daniel Tatum for more on that), but there were many, many tables full of white kids, and no one ever considered them to be all the same. I
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