The UK must learn from the sad case of Child Q by moving on from the legacy of slavery
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The harrowing case of Child Q — a Black schoolgirl strip-searched by police while
menstruating, without an adult present — is not an aberration. It is a mirror held up to a
society still shaped by the residues of empire, racial hierarchy, and institutional neglect.
To truly learn from this tragedy, the UK must confront the legacy of slavery and the
colonial mindset that continues to permeate its systems of education, policing, and child
protection. This is not just about reforming procedures; it is about reckoning with the
historical narratives that have normalized the dehumanization of Black bodies. Only by
dismantling these inherited structures can we ensure that no Black child is ever treated
this way again. This is a reflexivity article examining how my beliefs, experiences, and
practices are shaped by my identities as a Black, female, mother and social worker.

These identities are not separate from one another — they are deeply interconnected and
inform how | see, understand, and respond to the safeguarding of Black children. | write
this not only as a social work professional who has held many roles — specifically
relevant to this discussion is that | have been a probation officer and child protection
chair/Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO) —but also the mother of Black children,
and the author of the concept of effective personal and professional judgement (EPP)).
All these perspectives are relevant and necessary in this reflection.

While my children—now adults, successfully established in their careers —did not
experience extreme violations, their navigation through the British education system
revealed subtler, yet persistent, forms of racial bias and institutional neglect.

My son faced a white female head of science accusing him of being threatening—
suggesting he might hit her. There were no grounds for this, and she quickly apologised
when | directly confronted the racist stereotype of the ‘threatening Black male’ that
underpinned her view of him. But | often wonder: had | not been a service manager in the
same local authority, and my sister an assistant head with responsibility for ethnic
minority guidance to schools in a neighbouring authority, what might the outcome have
been? After that, | was never contacted again throughout his remaining four years of
school.



With respect to my daughter, | was told during Parents’ Day by the head of year that my
daughter’s form teacher felt she was aggressive. | challenged the racist stereotype of
labelling a Black female as “aggressive” embedded in that comment. The head admitted
they had used the wrong terminology and apologised. Again, | heard nothing further,
throughout what was her final year in mandatory education.

These personal encounters are not isolated —they reflect a broader societal pattern
rooted in historical narratives and institutional bias.

| frame my thoughts for this article through the lens of motherhood because in 2020,
George Floyd—a grown man—cried out for his mother as he was killed by a police
officer. Child Q, too, longed for her mother while being strip-searched by police, a trauma
initiated by her schoolteachers. As a Black mother, hearing Floyd’s cry filled me with the
same dread | had carried while raising a Black son. That same year, | learnt about Child Q.
In a conversation with my daughter, she said, “Mum, that would never happen to me.” She
wasn’t judging Child Q —she was expressing her belief that | would protect her. She
reminded me of the advice I'd given: to cry out ‘blue murder’ if anyone ever tried to violate
her. When | gave her that advice, | wasn’t thinking of teachers or police —| was thinking
of the stranger in the street.

It is well documented that, in the UK, many Black Caribbean children leave the education
system with lower levels of academic achievement than children from other ethnicities.
Why should this be the case? While socio-economic disadvantage unarguably exists, it
exists for many ethnic groups. Why should the situation be worse for Black Caribbean
children?

Despite the harmful and pervasive messages about Black people —messages that can
be traced back to Galton (1822-1911), who outlined a range of views on eugenics rooted in
deeply problematic and racially biased assumptions — these narratives continue to shape
societal perceptions. There is no evidence that Black Caribbean children are inherently
and genetically less able than other children; indeed, many of them enter the education
system with a head start.

The reason, according to many scholars over a period of decades, is institutional racism
and bias. But while there is undeniably some legitimacy in this argument, such responses
do little to improve the situation. The truth is that the UK is in many ways still stuck in its
colonial past: we remain societally governed by a mindset derived from the legacy of
slavery and the UK’s colonial history.



Those of Black Caribbean descent are still seen as commodities to be traded, not as
independent, autonomous and free human beings to be respected. And there can be no
clearer evidence of this than the recent (2020) case of Child Q, the 15-year-old girl who
was strip-searched at her London school. It was, of course, a deplorable racist incident.
Yet it is important to note that no law was broken. The teachers and police officers
concerned acted as they did because they could — and because they did not see Child Q
as a teenager living in 2020; instead, they appear to have seen her as a slave girl from
1820.

In those days, ‘whites’ would have viewed her as property —an ‘item’ to be sold at
auction. And, as such, she would have been pulled and prodded, her arms and breasts felt
to see if she was strong enough. Such a child would never have been allowed an
education, as such a course would have given her ideas above her station! She would
have spent her life in the fields picking cotton or sugar cane, or as a house servant —or in
the bed of the “massa,” subjected to sexual exploitation.

Now jump forward 200 years, to the UK, 2020. Teachers and police officers decided to
pull Child Q out of an exam and strip-search her for drugs —a decision based apparently
on her colour alone (no drugs were found). No regard was given to the emotional impact
that such a decision might have on the child —a decision which traumatised her so much
that she could not continue her exam after the search.

The parallels with 1820 are disturbing. We seem to have progressed very little. These
failures are often attributed to institutions. Why? Because it allows individuals to
abdicate responsibility for their own actions and instead project this responsibility onto
intangible ‘entities’. But blaming institutions does not wash. Institutions themselves
consist of individuals —in this case, individuals who held racist beliefs that Black
Caribbean children are not merely unworthy of an education, but who are unteachable
and incapable of academic achievement.

For far too long, the UK has projected a narrative that it is not as guilty as America, and
that we are more civilised than the other European countries that enslaved Africans. But
the reality is different. The only thing that separates the UK from other offending nations
is that it had fewer slaves on its own soil. For centuries, the UK has hidden in plain sight
the atrocities it committed and the legacy of these atrocities for Black Caribbeans. We —
rightly — think of the Holocaust as one of the worst crimes against humanity in history:
yet it was no different to what the UK did to Black Africans who were enslaved.

These historical truths have direct implications for safeguarding. From the moment
Black children are placed in UK institutions, they are at risk—as was deplorably
demonstrated in the case of Child Q.



There is, of course, no overnight fix to this situation. But there are definable and
achievable actions that can be taken as first steps in a long-term remedy. One of these
actions, and probably the most effective, is to encourage and enable white people — from
doctors and shop owners to social workers, police and teachers —to be aware of biases
towards Black Caribbean people, in terms of gender, race, ethnicity, levels of family
poverty and matriarchy. The aim would be to redefine expectations of the Black
Caribbean community in terms of academic abilities and performance, and to break the
default assumptions that connect race and deviant behaviour. Institutional and systemic
abuses, such as racial profiling and labelling, should become a thing of the past.

To effect these changes will require the UK to adjust the structural framework of its
pedagogy. The curriculum of all learning institutions must be made culturally relevant for
Black Caribbeans, using appropriate language and terminology, which will benefit all
learners and help combat racism. In these new curricula, topics such as the history of the
UK’s involvement in the slave trade, the reasons why Caribbeans came to the UK after
WW?2, and the contribution of non-Europeans to the world across every aspect of society
would have a significant role to play. Only then will the UK begin to be an equal society.

For social workers, teachers, and police officers, both initial and ongoing professional
development must include critical engagement with their own positionality —how
personal values, beliefs, and social identities shape their responses to the world.
Weekes’ (2023) theory of EPPJ emphasizes that increased personal awareness directly
enhances professional effectiveness.

It is essential that curricula embeds reflective practices that help individuals understand
and manage bias. This foundational self-awareness is vital for ethical and equitable
engagement with service-users, particularly in safeguarding Black children.

To conclude, whilst many have expressed discomfort about the use of the name "Child
Q," within the context of safeguarding, the preservation of her anonymity is both
appropriate and necessary. Few could deny that the child at the centre of this case has
undoubtedly experienced significant trauma, the long-term effects of which remain
unknown. What is clear is that she will require time, space, and sustained support to
begin and continue the process of healing.

For safeguarding practitioners, Child Q’s experience serves as a powerful reminder that
safeguarding is not only about procedures and protocols —it is about recognising the
humanity of everyone, especially children.

Her case also exposes an uncomfortable truth: that individuals charged with protecting
children can, at times, act in ways that are profoundly inhumane.



Although her identity has been reduced to a single initial, safeguarding professionals
and agencies must not allow her to be forgotten. Her experience must remain central to
our ongoing learning, reflection, and reform — particularly in how Black children are
treated within systems designed to ensure their holistic wellbeing and safety.
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