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Mentorship in early childhood education (ECE) 
field placements is widely regarded as a relational 
and supportive practice that guides preser-
vice educators toward professional competence, 
reflective practice, and ethical engagement with 
children and families. Yet, despite policy frame-
works that foreground equity, inclusion, and 
relational pedagogy, mentorship in practice 
often functions as a site through which systemic 
inequities are reproduced. Research demon-
strates that these dynamics disproportionately 
affect racialized, international, and otherwise 
marginalized learners, shaping their professional 
trajectories, emotional labour expectations, and 
sense of belonging within the field (Devos, 2010; 
Kelly & Brandes, 2010; Singh, 2020). Field place-
ments are frequently presented as ethical, reflective, 
and inclusive experiences, aligned with Ontario’s 
equity-oriented frameworks such as How Does 
Learning Happen? (Ontario Ministry of Education, 
2014) and the College of Early Childhood Educa-
tors’ (2017) Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice. 
Yet, these commitments often fail to translate into 
mentorship practices that substantively address 
inequities, leaving learners to navigate the tension 
between policy ideals and the realities of daily 
professional life.

This article addresses a critical gap in under-
standing mentorship as a structural and relational 
mechanism through which whiteness is normal-
ized and reproduced in professional formation. 
While prior research has highlighted inequities 
in field placements, fewer studies examine the 

Mentorship in early childhood education (ECE) field 
placements plays a pivotal role in shaping professional 
identity and pedagogical development. Yet, mentorship 
is not neutral nor universally experienced. Grounded 
in the theoretical work of Sara Ahmed and Kevin 
Kumashiro, this article critically examines how mentor-
ship in Ontario ECE programs can reinforce whiteness 
and marginalize racialized and international preser-
vice educators. Through an analysis of existing policy 
frameworks, including How Does Learning Happen? 
and the College of Early Childhood Educators’ Code 
of Ethics and Standards of Practice, and engagement 
with critical scholarship, three themes are explored: (1) 
the reproduction of white professional norms, (2) the 
misalignment between equity-focused policy and field 
placement practice, and (3) the potential for antioppres-
sive mentorship as transformative praxis. The analysis 
demonstrates that mentorship often functions as a 
mechanism of institutional gatekeeping and exclusion. 
Reimagining mentorship through an antioppressive 
and relational lens requires sustained self-reflection, 
structural change, and accountability. By examining 
how equity is undermined through daily mentorship 
practices, this article calls for a critical reorientation of 
how mentorship is conceptualized and enacted in early 
learning contexts.
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concrete processes through which mentorship operates to discipline learners’ affective responses, professional 
behaviours, and relational strategies. To address this gap, I introduce the concept of mentoring whiteness: the 
institutional and relational processes through which field placement mentorship normalizes white, Euro-Western 
ways of knowing, communicating, and relating as the standard of professionalism, while positioning difference, 
particularly racialized or international difference, as deviation, deficiency, or risk. By focusing on the mechanisms 
of mentorship rather than solely individual experiences, this article moves beyond descriptive critique toward 
theory building that links relational practices with structural norms and policy discourses.

Analyzing mentorship through critical, postdevelopmental, feminist, and decolonial lenses allows for interro-
gation of the assumptions embedded in professional growth trajectories. These frameworks reveal how linear, 
Euro-Western conceptions of competency (Dua & Bhanji, 2017), unevenly distributed emotional labour (Francis 
et al., 2017), and settler colonial norms shape daily interactions, evaluations, and opportunities for learners. By 
integrating Ahmed’s (2012) concept of institutional nonperformativity and Kumashiro’s (2000) antioppressive 
education framework, this article links learner experiences to structural and relational dynamics, demonstrating 
how equity commitments often fail to disrupt the normative standards through which whiteness is maintained.

The article also explicitly engages my positionality as a white, heteronormative, female faculty member who has 
both experienced and facilitated ECE field placements. Reflexive attention to this positionality is ethically neces-
sary: It shapes which behaviours are noticed, how they are interpreted, and the responsibilities I hold toward 
learners in documenting inequities. At the same time, analytic decisions were guided by principles of equity and 
antioppressive practice to center learners’ voices, ensuring that interpretations do not eclipse the experiences of 
racialized and international learners. 

The contributions of this article are threefold. First, it extends the concept of mentoring whiteness by situating 
it in dialogue with scholarship on institutional whiteness, professional formation, and equity in teacher and 
nursing education. Second, it explicitly connects daily mentorship practices, task allocation, evaluative feedback, 
and affective surveillance to institutional norms and equity-oriented policy language, demonstrating how policy 
nonperformativity appears in relational and structural dynamics. Third, it offers actionable insights for rede-
signing mentorship as an antioppressive practice, highlighting the relational, structural, and affective dimensions 
necessary for systemic change.

By deepening both theoretical and empirical engagement, this article clarifies methodological choices and situates 
mentoring whiteness within a broader field of critical scholarship. Further, it provides a model for integrating 
learner narratives into rigorous structural analysis, offering a framework through which faculty, mentors, and 
policymakers can interrogate and transform inequitable practices in field placements.

Theoretical framework
Field placement and mentorship as technologies of professional formation

ECE field placements are commonly understood as opportunities for learners to apply theoretical knowledge in 
real-world settings, develop professional skills, and cultivate ethical pedagogical relationships. However, critical 
scholarship emphasizes that these placements are not neutral pedagogical spaces; they function as technologies 
of professional formation that actively shape what learners know, how they relate to children and families, and 
who is recognized as professionally competent (Kelly, 2012; Singh, 2020). Norms of professionalism ranging from 
communication styles to relational strategies are historically situated, emerging from Euro-Western, neoliberal, 
and developmental paradigms that continue to govern expectations of early childhood educators in Ontario and 
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beyond.

Mentorship within these placements operates not merely as individualized support but as a mechanism through 
which institutional norms are reproduced. Observations, feedback, evaluations, and reflective exercises collectively 
discipline learners’ affective responses, professional behaviours, and relational strategies to align with dominant 
standards. Learners whose linguistic, cultural, or pedagogical orientations diverge from Euro-Western expecta-
tions are often positioned as “not yet ready,” facing heightened scrutiny, restricted professional opportunities, or 
increased demands for emotional self-regulation (Dua & Bhanji, 2017).

A postdevelopmental perspective highlights how traditional approaches to professional formation presume linear 
progression from novice to competent practitioner, measured against standardized benchmarks of knowledge, 
skill, and affective competence. These benchmarks reflect middle-class, Eurocentric ideals of communication, rela-
tionality, and emotional regulation, privileging learners who conform to normative standards while marginalizing 
difference. For example, learners with accents, alternative pedagogical philosophies, or culturally specific rela-
tional styles may be evaluated less favourably despite demonstrating effective practice. This dynamic highlights 
how professional formation is inseparable from normative, racialized assumptions embedded within mentorship 
and evaluation structures.

Feminist perspectives on care ethics further complicate these dynamics, foregrounding the gendered and relational 
dimensions of professional formation. Emotional labour and nurturing responsibilities are unevenly distrib-
uted, often disproportionately impacting women, racialized learners, and those positioned as “other” within the 
professional hierarchy (Francis et al., 2017). Mentorship practices thus intersect pedagogy with governance: They 
structure not only what learners do but how they feel, respond, and regulate themselves in relation to institutional 
expectations. These affective dimensions are seldom neutral; they are tools through which compliance and profes-
sional conformity are monitored and enforced.

Placement structures themselves also reproduce inequity. Allocation of placements, selection of mentors, and 
criteria for evaluation are mediated by institutional priorities and resource constraints. Research on practicum 
experiences suggests that mentorship quality, access to professional learning opportunities, and the nature of 
supervisory relationships can vary considerably across placement contexts, shaping how learners experience 
support, recognition, and professional growth (Sim, 2011; Tillema et al., 2011; Woolston & Dayman, 2022). In 
these contexts, mentorship is simultaneously relational, shaping daily interactions and guidance, and structural, 
shaping access, experience, and identity formation.

Mentoring whiteness and the racial governance of professionalism

The concept of mentoring whiteness provides a lens for examining how professional norms are racialized yet 
presented as neutral. Mentoring whiteness emerges not through overt exclusion but through routine, often invisible 
practices, task allocation, evaluative feedback, and emotional surveillance that reinforce Euro-Western standards 
while marginalizing difference. Critically, this process does not require conscious intent; it operates through the 
taken-for-granted assumptions of what constitutes professionalism, competence, and relational propriety (Ahmed, 
2012; DiAngelo, 2018).

Mentoring whiteness must also be distinguished from individual bias. While mentors may hold unconscious 
assumptions shaped by dominant discourses, the central concern is structural authorization: institutional norms, 
policies, and evaluative frameworks determine which ways of being are deemed professional. For example, through 
individual check-ins, one learner described consistently being tasked with sweeping, mopping, and wiping tables 
after lunch while staff engaged in pedagogical practice and the daily routine. When this inequity was raised by the 
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learner to the mentor, concerns were reframed as preparation for real-world expectations rather than addressed 
structurally, a clear illustration of institutional norms disciplining affective and professional behaviour.

This framework aligns with Ahmed’s (2012) concept of institutional nonperformativity, in which equity 
commitments circulate rhetorically without producing meaningful change. While Ahmed primarily situates 
nonperformativity at the institutional level, this article extends her framework by demonstrating how nonperfor-
mativity also operates relationally within mentorship interactions. Learners experience inequity not only through 
unimplemented policies but through day-to-day guidance, feedback, task allocation, and affective monitoring by 
mentors. This relational enactment of structural norms highlights how nonperformativity is multiscalar, linking 
macro-level policy inaction to micro-level relational practices.

Integrating postdevelopmental, feminist, and decolonial perspectives further clarifies the affective, relational, and 
epistemic dimensions of mentoring whiteness. These lenses reveal how institutional norms dictate not only what 
learners do, but how they feel, respond, and negotiate their positionality within professional hierarchies. Racialized 
and international learners often navigate these expectations with heightened vigilance, internalizing standards that 
do not reflect their cultural, linguistic, or pedagogical identities and thereby bearing disproportionate cognitive 
and emotional labour (Gandolfi & Mills, 2022).

By conceptualizing mentorship as a site of racial governance, this article moves beyond critiques of individual 
bias to highlight how structural, relational, and affective mechanisms interact to reproduce inequity. This framing 
establishes a foundation for examining why equity-oriented policies so frequently fail to produce meaningful 
change and informs strategies for redesigning mentorship as an antioppressive practice.

Mentorship as structural and relational practice

Mentorship in ECE field placements operates simultaneously as a relational and structural mechanism that shapes 
learners’ professional identities, opportunities, and experiences of inclusion. At the relational level, mentorship 
encompasses daily guidance, feedback, emotional support, and modelling of professional norms. Yet these prac-
tices are rarely neutral. They are embedded within historical, cultural, and institutional expectations that privilege 
Euro-Western, middle-class ways of knowing, communicating, and relating. Learners who deviate from these 
norms through accent, cultural practice, pedagogical approach, or affective style are often subject to heightened 
scrutiny, subtle correction, or diminished opportunities for leadership.

Learner reflections highlight this dynamic. During an individual check-in, a racialized learner described antic-
ipating scrutiny at every interaction and adjusting posture, tone, and emotional expression to avoid negative 
evaluations. During a class discussion, an international learner noted that even well-intentioned praise was often 
conditional on their alignment with normative communication standards, which created a sense of persistent 
monitoring. These experiences highlight the relational dimension of mentorship as a site of emotional regulation 
where learners must navigate both professional expectations and the hidden racialized norms embedded within 
them.

At the structural level, mentorship practices are inseparable from broader institutional arrangements, including 
placement allocation, mentor selection, and evaluation criteria. Field placement research demonstrates that assess-
ment processes, supervisory relationships, and institutional expectations shape access to meaningful mentorship, 
professional recognition, and opportunities for growth (Sim, 2011; Tillema et al., 2011; Woolston & Dayman, 
2022). These structures influence not only daily practice but also learners’ developing professional identities and 
experiences of belonging within the profession (Devos, 2010).
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Task allocation provides a clear example of structural mediation. During class discussion, international learners 
described being assigned repetitive or custodial labour, such as cleaning, preparing materials, doing the laundry, 
or helping out in other classrooms, while peers were afforded leadership in pedagogical planning or child engage-
ment. This interaction between relational guidance and structural organization demonstrates how mentorship 
functions as a mechanism of professional governance, disciplining both action and affect in alignment with 
normative expectations (Kelly, 2012; Singh, 2020).

The distribution of emotional labour further highlights this dual structure. Feminist and postdevelopmental 
analyses reveal that learners from marginalized backgrounds disproportionately engage in self-monitoring, affec-
tive regulation, and anticipatory compliance to align with dominant norms (Francis et al., 2017; Gandolfi & Mills, 
2022). Learners’ narratives show how mentorship requires them to invest cognitive and emotional energy in ways 
that are invisible to evaluators yet critical for maintaining professional legitimacy. These patterns are reinforced 
through evaluative processes: Reflection journals, mentor observations, and performance evaluation often privi-
lege compliance and deference over innovation, relational skill, or culturally responsive pedagogy.

Mentorship is also a site of epistemic governance, determining which knowledge and practices are recognized as 
legitimate. Learners with culturally specific pedagogical approaches, bilingual skills, or relational strategies diver-
gent from Euro-Western norms frequently encounter subtle devaluation. Conversely, learners who closely mimic 
dominant standards are often positioned as more competent, even when pedagogical expertise is equivalent. This 
dynamic highlights how mentoring whiteness operates through both relational interactions and structural config-
urations, producing predictable patterns of inclusion and marginalization.

Policy commitments and the limits of institutional change

Ontario’s early childhood education landscape is shaped by policy frameworks that foreground equity, inclusion, 
and relational practice. How Does Learning Happen? (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014) emphasizes belonging, 
well-being, engagement, and expression, while the College of Early Childhood Educators’ (2017) Code of Ethics and 
Standards of Practice discusses commitments to respect, care, and professional responsibility. On the surface, these 
documents appear aligned with antioppressive pedagogy. Yet research consistently demonstrates a misalignment 
between policy ideals and field placement realities (Singh, 2020; Woolston & Dayman, 2022).

This gap is best understood, not as a failure of implementation, but as an expression of institutional nonperfor-
mativity in which equity commitments circulate rhetorically without effecting structural change (Ahmed, 2012). 
Mentorship practices remain guided by unexamined professional norms rooted in whiteness, and equity-oriented 
policies often fail to challenge these standards. Even within institutions with explicit commitments to equity and 
inclusion, evaluative practices may continue to privilege dominant norms of professionalism, communication, and 
emotional regulation, reproducing inequities despite equity-oriented policy commitments (Abawi, 2021; Ahmed, 
2012).

Field placement evaluations emphasize this paradox. Learners are frequently penalized for communication styles, 
relational approaches, or pedagogical choices that diverge from dominant norms. For example, during a field 
placement visit, an international learner described being evaluated negatively for expressing pedagogical prefer-
ences grounded in their culture, while a peer with comparable skills but aligned with Euro-Western approaches 
was praised. Institutional responses often prioritize procedural compliance, professionalism workshops, reflective 
exercises, or conflict resolution rather than prompting structural review of mentorship practices.

This pattern reflects Ahmed’s (2012) discussion of institutions “doing the document rather than doing the doing” 
(p. 86), wherein policy functions as evidence of institutional commitment without redistributing power or trans-
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forming evaluative structures. Within field placements, this produces a paradox: Equity is omnipresent in discourse 
yet absent in practice. Accountability mechanisms lack centralization; mentors operate with significant autonomy; 
placement supervisors are constrained by institutional partnerships; and learners are expected to navigate ineq-
uities independently. Consequently, responsibility for equity is displaced onto learners, who are encouraged to 
reflect, endure, or self-regulate rather than challenge structural injustice.

The consequences of this displacement are particularly acute for racialized and international learners, whose 
professional futures may hinge on positive evaluations and references. The risk of being labelled unprofessional, 
difficult, or unsuitable discourages critique and reinforces compliance. Policy frameworks, while rhetorically 
inclusive, function within systems prioritizing institutional stability over transformative change.

Integrating learner narratives clarified these dynamics. During journal reflections and class discussions, learners 
reflected on needing to anticipate surveillance at every interaction and adjusting their tone, posture, and affective 
expression to meet evaluative expectations. Learners also shared frustration at being assigned cleaning and routine 
tasks while peers engaged in pedagogical leadership, which highlights how equity-oriented policies fail to materi-
alize in mentorship behaviours. Collectively, these narratives demonstrate how institutional nonperformativity is 
enacted through relational and structural mentorship practices, linking daily experiences to systemic inequities in 
a way that policy documents alone cannot address.

Redesigning mentorship as antioppressive practice

If mentorship is to function as a site of equity rather than reproduction, it must be reconceptualized as an explicitly 
political, relational, and structural practice. Based on Kumashiro’s (2000) antioppressive framework, mentor-
ship must move beyond comfort, neutrality, and individual goodwill toward sustained engagement with power, 
discomfort, and accountability. This article extends Kumashiro’s framework by highlighting mechanisms not fully 
captured in prior literature: mentors’ structuring of tasks, distribution of emotional labour, and enforcement of 
normative communication standards. These mechanisms demonstrate how antioppressive practice must explicitly 
address relational and structural dimensions simultaneously, operationalizing equity beyond reflective critique 
toward actionable interventions in field placements. 

Postdevelopmental and feminist perspectives foreground the affective dimensions of mentorship. Emotional 
labour, relational self-regulation, and compliance demands are not distributed equally; learners from marginalized 
backgrounds often bear disproportionate burdens (Gandolfi & Mills, 2022). Antioppressive mentorship requires 
recognition of these inequities alongside strategies to redistribute responsibility and validate diverse epistemolo-
gies and pedagogical approaches.

Institutional supports are essential. Mentor training must extend beyond one-off workshops to sustained profes-
sional learning centered on antiracist, decolonial, and culturally responsive pedagogy. Evaluation frameworks 
should be critically examined to prevent the penalization of difference framed as unprofessionalism. Transparent 
mechanisms for reporting and addressing inequities must be implemented, shifting responsibility from learners 
to the institution.

Learner knowledge and experience should also be central. Antioppressive mentorship positions learners as co-con-
structors of professional knowledge, valuing diverse pedagogical, cultural, and relational resources. For example, 
learners who introduce multilingual strategies or culturally specific approaches to child engagement should be 
recognized as enriching practice rather than being pressured to conform. This epistemic inclusion transforms 
mentorship into a collaborative rather than hierarchical process. During class discussions, learners shared that 
explicit acknowledgment of cultural pedagogical practices during evaluations and mentor feedback significantly 
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improved both their confidence and engagement. When mentors named inequitable task allocation or discussed 
normative expectations openly, learners reported feeling more validated and better equipped to participate as 
professionals. This finding highlights that antioppressive mentorship is relational, requiring ongoing dialogue, 
reflection, and accountability rather than procedural compliance alone.

Redesigning mentorship also requires rethinking structural interventions. Placement allocations should consider 
access to high-quality mentorship and equitable opportunities for leadership rather than relying solely on institu-
tional convenience. Supervisors must have authority to mediate inequities across sites and enforce antioppressive 
standards. Policies must be enacted in ways that redistribute power, clarify evaluative expectations, and embed 
equity into daily practice.

By linking relational, structural, and affective dimensions of mentorship, this framework offers a pathway for 
transforming field placements from sites of reproduction to sites of justice and inclusion. It demonstrates that 
mentorship is not only a mirror reflecting existing inequities but also a lever for structural, epistemic, and rela-
tional change within ECE professional formation.

Methodology
This research employed critical qualitative research principles emphasizing reflexivity, equity, and antioppres-
sive analysis. The research approach foregrounds the experiences of learners while situating these experiences 
within broader structural, relational, and historical contexts. The methodology was guided by three intersecting 
frameworks: Ahmed’s (2012) institutional nonperformativity, Kumashiro’s (2000) antioppressive education, and 
postdevelopmental perspectives on professional formation. These frameworks allowed the analysis to attend 
simultaneously to policy, mentorship behaviours, and learner outcomes, as well as to the emotional and relational 
dimensions of mentorship.

Research design and rationale

This research adopted a systematic, multisource qualitative design rather than solely autoethnography. Learner 
experiences were collected through field supervisory notes, reflective journals, semistructured class discussions, 
and individual check-ins during field placement and seminar class. These sources were purposefully selected to 
capture recurring patterns in mentorship practices, task allocation, feedback, and relational dynamics. The selec-
tion of narratives was guided by criteria emphasizing racialized and international learner experiences, variations 
in mentorship quality, and instances of differential evaluation or affective scrutiny.

This design allowed the researcher to connect micro-level learner experiences to macro-level institutional norms, 
linking specific mentorship behaviours to broader structures of whiteness, professional governance, and policy 
nonperformativity. By situating the research within a critical framework, the analysis goes beyond description to 
interpret structural mechanisms, including how mentorship reproduces inequities in practice despite equity-ori-
ented policies.

Data collection procedures

Data discussed in this article was collected through multiple complementary sources to capture a comprehensive 
view of mentorship practices in field placements. Field supervisory notes provided detailed observational records 
of mentor-learner interactions, task assignments, classroom dynamics, and reflections during supervisory visits, 
with particular attention to differential treatment, relational patterns, and opportunities for professional engage-
ment. Learners also maintained reflective journals documenting daily experiences, successes, challenges, and 
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perceptions of mentorship. These journals offered rich insight into emotional and relational responses, revealing 
the hidden labour and anticipatory self-regulation often required of marginalized learners. 

In addition, semistructured discussions, both group and individual, were conducted following placements to 
explore recurring themes identified in journals and observational notes. These discussions were guided by ques-
tions regarding fairness, task allocation, feedback, inclusion, and alignment with learners’ cultural or pedagogical 
knowledge. Individual check-ins further allowed learners to clarify experiences, expand on written reflections, and 
describe the consequences of mentorship decisions on their professional growth. 

Data analysis

Analysis was conducted using a thematic, interpretive approach informed by critical institutional analysis. The 
process involved multiple coding cycles, beginning with open coding to identify patterns in narratives related to 
mentorship behaviours, learner experiences, and structural inequities. This was followed by axial coding, which 
connected recurring behaviours to institutional norms, linking micro-level observations to macro-level structures 
of whiteness and professional governance. Selective coding then identified overarching themes, including task 
allocation as racialized labour, emotional labour expectations, and policy-practice disjuncture. Throughout the 
analysis, attention was given to the relational and affective dimensions of mentorship, including learners’ percep-
tions of fairness, belonging, and professional recognition. Analytic decisions were triangulated across multiple 
data sources; for example, a learner’s reflection in a journal about being assigned excessive cleaning tasks was 
cross-referenced with supervisory observations and debriefing notes to confirm consistency. This triangulation 
strengthened the credibility of findings and ensured that interpretations were grounded in evidence rather than 
anecdote or personal bias.

Reflexivity and positionality

Reflexivity was embedded throughout the research process. As a white faculty member who has also navigated 
the ECE field placement system, my positionality shapes how I interpret learner experiences, which mentorship 
behaviours I notice or deem significant, and how I analyze the intersection of policy, practice, and learner outcomes. 
To mitigate potential bias, learners’ voices are presented directly whenever possible, and analytic commen-
tary explicitly distinguishes between interpretation and narrative content. Reflexive notes were maintained to 
document how my background, assumptions, and prior experiences influenced coding, theme development, and 
interpretation. This reflexive practice aligns with antioppressive research principles and ensures accountability in 
representing the experiences of marginalized learners, centering their perspectives while situating my interpreta-
tions within broader structural and theoretical contexts.

Linking methodology to theory

This methodology explicitly links to the article’s theoretical frameworks. Drawing on Ahmed’s (2012) concept of 
institutional nonperformativity, the analysis traces policy language, mentorship behaviours, and learner outcomes 
to demonstrate how equity commitments frequently fail to disrupt normative professional practices. At the same 
time, Kumashiro’s (2000) antioppressive education framework informs the focus on structural and relational forms 
of oppression, highlighting how mentorship reproduces hierarchies while suggesting actionable strategies for 
antioppressive intervention. Postdevelopmental and feminist lenses further guide the analysis, attending to linear 
benchmarks, expectations around emotional labour, and relational norms to reveal how mentorship enforces Euro-
Western standards while unevenly distributing cognitive and affective labour. By combining systematic thematic 
analysis with reflexive autoethnography, this methodology captures the structural, relational, and affective dimen-
sions of mentorship, situating learner narratives within broader institutional and policy contexts. In this way, the 
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article not only documents inequities but also links lived experiences to theoretical frameworks, providing both 
descriptive and analytic depth that grounds the discussion of mentoring whiteness in concrete field placement 
realities.

Final thoughts
Mentorship in early childhood education field placements is inherently political, relational, and structurally 
embedded. As this article has argued, mentorship is not neutral; it functions as a site where institutional norms, 
cultural expectations, and historical legacies of whiteness intersect to shape who is recognized as competent, 
professional, and legitimate in the field. By integrating Ahmed’s (2012) concept of institutional nonperformativity, 
Kumashiro’s (2000) antioppressive education framework, and supplementary postdevelopmental, feminist, and 
decolonial perspectives, this article not only critiques existing mentorship practices but extends and nuances these 
theories. Ahmed’s concept is elaborated here to include relational nonperformativity, showing how daily mentor-
ship interactions reproduce inequity even when policies mandate inclusion. Similarly, Kumashiro’s antioppressive 
framework is extended by identifying specific relational and structural mechanisms, task allocation, emotional 
labour expectations, and normative feedback that perpetuate inequities. By making these mechanisms explicit, 
this article provides a concrete model for operationalizing antioppressive practice in field placements, bridging 
theory, policy, and practical intervention.

This conceptual lens contributes to theory building in several ways. First, it extends Ahmed’s (2012) concept of 
nonperformativity to relational mentorship interactions and nuances Kumashiro’s (2000) antioppressive frame-
work by identifying concrete relational and structural mechanisms through which mentorship can reproduce 
or disrupt inequity. Second, mentoring whiteness provides a mechanism-focused understanding of professional 
socialization, linking micro-level interactions, such as assigning custodial tasks disproportionately to racialized 
learners, to macro-level structures of whiteness embedded in professional norms and field placement governance. 
By framing mentorship as a site of racial governance, the concept highlights how inequities are maintained both 
subtly and systematically, moving scholarship beyond critiques of individual bias toward structural analysis.

The findings also highlight the relational and affective dimensions of inequity. Learners from marginalized 
backgrounds frequently engage in anticipatory compliance, self-regulation, and emotional labour to meet the 
expectations of mentors and evaluators. These demands are rarely acknowledged in policy or evaluation frame-
works, reflecting the epistemic and affective dimensions of professional formation that are central to maintaining 
whiteness. These findings reinforce prior scholarship in teacher education, nursing, and professional formation 
(Francis et al., 2017; Gandolfi & Mills, 2022; Singh, 2020) while providing concrete examples from ECE field place-
ments that extend the literature in a Canadian context.

This article also reflects on the researcher’s positionality as a white faculty member, emphasizing the ethical 
responsibility of scholars and mentors in acknowledging and disrupting inequitable norms. Reflexivity in both 
research and practice allows for recognition of how personal and institutional positions of power shape observa-
tion, interpretation, and professional expectations. By explicitly situating the author within the relational dynamics 
of mentorship, this article demonstrates that accountability and reflexivity are not optional but central to antiop-
pressive practice.

From a practical perspective, these insights have clear implications for the redesign of mentorship in ECE field 
placements. Mentorship must be understood as an explicitly political practice that is relational, structural, and 
affective, requiring mentors to engage in ongoing reflexivity, critical examination of institutional norms, and 
sustained dialogue with learners. Antioppressive mentorship involves validating diverse epistemologies, redistrib-
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uting emotional labour, and creating pathways for learners to actively shape professional knowledge. Institutions, 
in turn, must support these relational interventions with structural mechanisms, such as equitable placement 
allocation, transparent reporting of inequities, mentor training in antiracist and decolonial approaches, and eval-
uation frameworks that recognize difference rather than penalize it.

The concept of mentoring whiteness opens avenues for future research and theoretical development. It encourages 
scholars to examine mentorship as a mechanism of racialized professional socialization across educational and 
professional contexts, to investigate how institutional norms interact with relational practices and to explore inter-
ventions that can transform both policy and practice. By linking micro-level experiences to macro-level structures, 
this framework bridges the gaps between learner narratives, institutional policy, and theoretical innovation. It 
highlights that mentorship, when reconceptualized as antioppressive, can function not only as a mirror reflecting 
inequities but as a lever for systemic change, fostering professional environments that are inclusive, reflective, and 
equitable.

Mentoring whiteness provides a critical lens for interrogating the intersection of policy, relational practice, and 
professional formation. By situating learner experiences within broader structures of institutional whiteness, this 
article advances scholarship in early childhood education and professional mentorship, offering both theoretical 
and practical pathways for creating more just and inclusive field placements.
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