LESSON PLAN: Mark’s Dilemma
Introduction:

Discussions around ‘race’, identity, and representation are difficult. Racism is a serious topic that affects different people in different ways and thus can make for uncomfortable conversations. ‘Mark’s Dilemma’ is based on real-life conversations in a primary school in London, UK. The resource is written from the perspective of Mark but a number of different perspectives are represented in the email that reflect real-life positions on ‘race’, identity, and representation. 
Here are a couple of blog-posts for some background reading on the topic of children’s literature and racial diversity:

http://www.theguardian.com/childrens-books-site/2015/feb/27/world-book-day-dress-up-children-of-colour
http://mediadiversified.org/2013/12/07/you-cant-do-that-stories-have-to-be-about-white-people/
The final activity, in which children write a reply to Mark has shown a range of perspectives amongst children and also a deepening understanding of the issues contained within the email resource. 
Initial Questions to Consider:

Prior to using this lesson teachers or facilitators should read “Mark’s Dilemma” and spend some time thinking about the following questions:
1. Do I know what the law and school/institution policies are relating to this issue?
2. How do other educational practices used with this group relate to this discussion? (e.g., the curriculum, other lessons, the school workforce, the school ethos, assemblies, school values, etc.)
3. Would I be able to discuss this issue with adults (including those outside of my friendship group)? Have I?

4. How will I ensure the group encounters a range of philosophical perspectives on this issue?

5. Am I hoping that the range will come from contributions from the group?

6. What will I do if it does not?

7. How do I understand the power dynamics in the group and how they relate to our wider society?

8. How will this understanding affect my facilitation of philosophical dialogue?

9. What ideas, if any, do I believe should be challenged in the inquiry?

10. To what extent will I make space for less popular perspectives on this issue?
Opening Activity: Interpreting and Responding

This opening activity encourages children to clarify their understanding of the perspectives within the email and for teachers to gauge the level of understanding in the class. The teacher should begin by asking students to read “Mark’s Dilemma” aloud (this can be done as a class or in small groups). Next the teacher can ask the class the following two questions: 
a. Which of the people mentioned in the email do you think would agree with the following 5 statements (see below)? 

b. Do you agree or disagree with the following 5 statements? Give reasons for your opinions.
Students should be encouraged to give reasons for their responses. Students may benefit from first talking in pairs about each statement before discussing in larger groups and ultimately the whole class.


1. Children from West Indian, African and Asian background will feel less significant in school if they don't read fiction with main characters from similar backgrounds to themselves.
2. If statement 1 is true, it is a sufficient reason for writers, publishers and teachers to ensure that children are presented with fiction in which the main characters have a range of skin colours and ethnicities.
3. Stories with 'universal' themes exemplify human virtues such as goodness, courage and persistence.
4. It would be wrong if only white human characters exemplified virtues in stories for children.
5. Statement 4 would be true even if the audience of children were all white.

Activity: Descriptions and Identity

In this activity, the teacher should begin by encouraging the children to look closely at the terms used to describe people in the email from Mark. Children—through a series of questions for group discussion—can then be asked to think about who decides how to describe someone and to enquire into the relationship between identity and equality. Children may want to bring in their own experiences at this point. Teachers may want to consider whether they will prefer children to describe only themselves as they discuss the questions, and not each other. This very issue is at the heart of question 2 (below), and so can be opened up for discussion.

In his email, Mark describes himself as ‘Black Caribbean’. He describes one colleague as ‘White’, another as ‘Trinidadian’ and another as ‘Muslim’.

1. Do you think they would describe themselves in this way?

2. Who should decide how someone is described?

3. If we were all described in the same way (e.g. ‘human’), would we all be equal?

Activity: Identity

a. Make a list of all the ways you might describe yourself.

b. How many items in your list involve membership of a group?

d. Would a list of how other people describe you be the same or different? If different, how so?

e. When you describe yourself, does whom you are talking to make a difference to your description?

Activity: “Dressing up”

People dress up for many varied reasons. Teachers may wish to explore the idea of dressing up with children. Children unfamiliar with the World Book Day tradition Mark describes may need some brief clarification. Teachers may wish to share examples of cross-gender dressing and cross-racial dressing in order to help children understand how contentious the latter has sometimes been and continues to be in the case of ‘blacking up’. This will require judgement as to how children will respond to learning about such images and what prior knowledge they have to contextualise these practices.
In his email, Mark says he wants to dress as a ‘Black character’ because he is a “Black Caribbean man after all.”

Which of the following do you think would happen or be acceptable in your school?

Which do you think should be acceptable? Why?

A Black man dressing as:

a Black man?

a Black boy?

a Black woman?

a Black girl?

a White man?

a White boy?

a White woman?

a White girl?

What about a Black woman? A White man? An Asian woman? A Mixed-Race/Biracial  woman?

**

Potential Questions for Class Discussion:
At Home, At Work, At School
Again referencing Mark’s email, the teacher may wish to explore with children the extent to which a person’s identity is related to a sense of place. “Place” can be where someone is born or lives or works or goes to school (among other potential “places”).
Mark lives and works in England. He refers to Trinidad as ‘back home’.

1. What is a home?

2. Can we have more than one home at a time?

3. How do we know if somewhere is our home?

“The school I’m teaching at has announced…”

1. How can a school announce something?

2. If a school announces something that is unfair, who is responsible?

Universal

1. What do you think Mark’s colleague means by ‘universal’?

2. Can a Black story character be universal?

3. Can you think of any ‘universal’ characters who are Black?

4. Make a list of the most well-known children’s story characters. 
How are they similar to each other? 
How are they different from one another? 
How are they similar to people in your class? How are they different?
Representation

1. Does the racial or ethnic identity of a character affect how we identify with them?
2. Does the gender of a character affect how we identify with them?

3. Are the characters in the books you read the same race/ethnicity as you?

4. Would you like them to be? Why? Why not?
5. Would it matter to you if they weren’t? Why? Why not?
6. Some people say that talking about someone’s race or colour is not helpful. What do you think about Mark talking about it?

Activity: Now Go Find Out!

Conduct a survey of books in your classroom. 
1. How many include Black main characters? 
2. How many are set in your country and include Black characters? 
3. What else might you survey?

4. Look at the stories written by children in your class. Does the race & gender of the main character match the author’s gender and race? 

Activity: Take Action?
1. Has thinking about this led you to believe any action is required? If so, why? What action? If not, why not?
Imagine Mark emailed you instead of Robbie. Write an e-mail back to Mark. Tell him what you think about his email and share any suggestions you have.
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