How not to
raise a racist




Parents can help kids see
differences without prejudice

STORY BY MATT AIDERTON B8 ILLUSTRATIONS BY MADELEINE AVIROV

ye Cho's class of 28 third-graders from Bell
H Elementary School in Chicago includes an adopred
girl, a little boy with green hair, a girl of mixed race
and a boy who is deaf.

These kids are no strangers to the concept of difference.
During a visit to the Chicago Children’s Museum, in a work-
shop that is part of a permanent exhibit entitled “Face to Face:
Dealing With Prejudice and Discrimination,” exhibit facilitators
ask the kids to look at the person next to them and see how

that person is different from them.

The kids would make excellent detectives—nothing escapes
their glance, They raise their hands, eager to expose one
another’s physical differences: stature, hair, gender and, of
course, skin. “He has a bigger face than me,” one boy proudly
observes of another.

“But we're all the same,” Caren Skibell, a museum workshop
facilitator, tells the class. “We all have hearts, we all have
lungs, we all have skin and we all have eyes, right?”

The kids nod in agreement. Just 8 and 9 years old, the stu-
dents are learning to multiply numbers, read novels and con-
front discrimination.

Accepting our differences and living in a diverse society is no
longer just the dream of civil rights leaders. It is the American
way. The U.S. Census Bureau projects that by 2050 minorities
will make up almost half the population—and parents need to
respond by raising children who appreciate diversity.

“One of the things we're seeing here is that kids are learning
the ideas of prejudice younger and younger,” says Leah
Weatherspoon, media relations manager at the Children’s
Museum. “And that's scary.”
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ink, yellow and brown
When the Rey. Dr. Brenda Saher
lcNel's daoghter was 2 years obd, s
arted calling people by the coloe of
yerr shan, licernlly: pink, yeliow
rown
For her & was honessly jaat s
bsereation,” says Saleer McNed
wiher of two and founder ol
rexflow Minustries, an organszation
pdicastedd 20 helping unse people of
ierend races
When a chiid's observations become
rejudion is waciear. But wha is clear
that educanion about diversy has w
art varly
*Borween [ages)] 2, 3and 4, [ see
s making cbservations abour skin
Hor and hawr types,” sayy Lindsay
riediman, director of A World of
ifference [nstitate, the ant-tias ann
[ the Ante-Defsnacion League in
Bacago. Friedeman s white and her
widler, an adopeed Korean, s already
odong how he differs from his moth

er. “Even as a 2-year-okl, he's starting
1o see differenced,” she siys. “He has
notsced that his haar i back whie
mine is yellow.”

At 2, kids can bege 10 verbalize
thew cbservatons, experts say. But
even babies nocice differences

Chuldren are able 10 recogmee phys
cal differences a3 carly as 6 months
sccording o Karent Goldman, o former
kindergarten sencher ond director of
early chaldhood education at the
Chicago Children's Museum. She
podnes 1o a scudy by Phyllis Kacz, darec
vor of the Insogute for Research on
Social Probiems o Boulder, Colo. Kass
performed o senes of studies on chl
dren, following them from 6 months
6 years of age, 0 devermmine the
development of thesr racial swareness

*Most 6 mooth-olds already seem w
have some pwe-verbal conoega of race,”
Katx sayy. She foand that whsen wdants
Are shown a senies of picrures featus
ing faces of the same color they
becoee bored and inatientive When a
face of a different coler appeass, they
become mieresied agan

But while babees are born seeing dilf
ferences, they aren't born undersand
ing them Somewhere between the
cradie and the dassroom chilldren
begin to search Sor answers. They book
o adults, they ook w0 wblmgs and
playmates, they look to 1elevision
Some find diversicy, some find preju
dice
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ids aren't boen bawed.” Friedman
*They kearn i ™

§ are sponges

bedman first romembers Jearning
at race from her mocher

Vhen | was liteke ) remember mry
her grabbing my hand ughsly

n someone who was different,
woow with darker skin, approached
1 the street,” she says, “While |

't recall her sving overtly raast
ments, | picked up on ber cues”
vd cues, she says, are everywhere

1 afe subthe;, soome Are s
remembes cece | was pushang my
in & strolier. We lived on the North

t i West Rogers Pack, o really

a9e commmnity,” says Salver

veil, who is African-Amesican. I
ember & woman, she yelied o,
back where you beloag! and |

ember feeling 50 hurt™ Her som,
2 Jethe boy in a stroller, heard it
*f thunk when Jods devedop nega-
idess about differences is when

y have these experiences and they

1t know why.*

Il kids receive such cues, she says

e socal cosatroction of race

¥ apparers 10 Jods,” says William

5, education professor at the

versky of llincss at Chacago. "it's
a mystery vo them.* He cites stod

perfurmed by peychologists

oeth and Matie Phippd Clark
19308 and 405 In the studies, the

Clarks prosented svore than 200
African Amencan children with biach,
sed white dolls and asked them w
point out whach doll they thought
“looked nice” and which “lccked bad
The children, some as young as 3,
chode the whare dolls because they
were “pretty.” The Clarks concluded
that the kads were imermaling racest
oues from theyr larper society

Salver McNeil allowed a psychalogest
frend 10 replicote the same expen
meent with her own daughter some 50
years laver

*] wis surprised 1o find that my
daughser aiso gravitased 10 the bloade
doll,” she says. Salier McNell has
rased her children with a deliberace
wense of caution, careful of her every
action and word @ an attempt to tesch
hes kids 10 take pride in thelr race
Stll, her daughoer chose the whine
doll.

“When it comes to young children, ad
we do is teach them how 10 discrim.
nate,” says Evan Finamore, who helped
develop the “Face 10 Face™ exhite m
the Chucago Children's Museum. We
seach kids how 20 soet red blocks from
bloe Blocks and 1o pick out cedles from
squares, Finaenore says, but when they
apply that same principle 1 people we
soddenly discourage x. “We need 1o
recognize differences and seach our
kids what they mesn ™
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Young kids may book ot race liveral
, describing people like they mighs
pscribe blocks, but “by age 4 oc 5
ey start 50 take on more judgmen
1l opinices from adwlts around

them,” Goldman says.

In her stedies, Katz found thae hall
of all white children had formed bias-
es by xge 6. The ceher half, experts
say, will have plenty of opportunity
learn them at school, where poers can
use pame callisg and teasing oo
become cruel seachers

Parents, know thyselves

A little girl asked Karen Goldman
during her fiest week as a kinder
gurten wacher why hes hand wis &
different color than o classmase’s

1 thoughe it was an appropriate
quession,” she says. *I'm glad it was
asked.” She saw the situation as an
oppoctunity o teach. She gathered the

kids in & curcle and they all put out
thedr hands. They examined their dif
ferences and then they talked sbout
them. When kuds ask gaestons about
race, she says, adults have 10 "apprect-
ace them, not igrere them”

Bt while most schools have 2an
dards for diversicy built o their cur
ricubun and rule books, parents can't

learring has to start at home
*Parents are the fiese ceachers,”
Friedman says. "Diversity needs %0
becorme part and parcel of raising your
child.* And wards acen’t sufficient.
“I's moee than talng 10 them,”
says Salter MicNeil. "If parents want
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their chaldren o read, what do they
have 1o do? Read to them If they
want thew kids to drink moee water
they can't be drinking coffee all the
tme.” Parents, she sayy, must becoae
models for their chwidren. "it's one
thing for parents o say, T want you 10
love everyune,' and then alk and
socialize with only poople who ook
like them ™

UIC's Ayers agrees. “One thing we
know ahour youngsters i they're con
crete Jearners.” he says. “If we oppose
raciam, oo Just s our rheson, but
our actions, thes our kads willl learn w
oppose It wo”

Sesame Workshop, the producers of
“Sesame Street " conducsed & study in
the eacly 19903 1w determine
peeichoalers underssanding of ruce
relacions. Researtbwrs wded (huidren o
they would Uke 10 be friends with hads
of another rece and howe chesr mechers
would feel about sach v nendship
They found that, overall, the kids
wanted drverse fnendships, but oaly
half thought their mothers wossd
approve
It's chear, Sadter McNeil says, tha
parenes have 10 uniearn their own
prepadion Defore they can help thewr
childres unlearn thers

Friedman and A Werld of Difference
Instieute leed the same way They
wamed up wirh Sesame Workshop
Oczober 2001 to credte a program
called the Miller Earty Chikdhood
Inilactve, which provides teachers and
parents of kids ages 3-5 with free anti
biss tratning. According to Barturs
Bedcore, cardy childbhood project oot
dinasor for A Workd of Dyfference
Instieute, the ant:-beas workshops focee
pagents o confront their own biases
through role-playing acovines and
group discussions, thes provide them
with the necessary tools to take the
wraining hoowe to thelr ks

Bat wisle waining a parent takes
cnly 4 few hours, traming children is »
full time job Televition, books, geog
raphy, food and 10ys can al contribuce
w the development of prgudscs
children, but carefil paresting can
turm wotruments of prejuduce 150
tools for deversity

The fourth R: race

Salver McNed diin’t realize she was
Alrican-American ueg her first day of
school. A linde boy in her class said be
was half German and half inak. She
went hosne that taght and asked her
motn what she was

*Noucing difference oat a bad
thing,” she says. “N doesn’t become 3
protidem untl value s stached w o
during kindergarten.”

When they start school, st around
age S or 6, children begie w0 under
stand, at very fundamental levels, the
beclogy of physical differences and the
menning of sthnicry. In 2000, the
Are)-Defamation League published »
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ok called Mate Hurts: How Children
arm and Unlegrn Prejudice, o whach
jedman conmivuted. Kids wivo se
R starting school, the book says,
come increasegly aware of relation
s with other people, which are
ton defined i serms of simalarities
d differences

‘As they enter school and some, for
e first time, encounter diversity of
€ only physical appearance oc reli
0 or ability, but of beliefs sesd as-
des, they begin %0 compare them
Ives 10 others and express their

pws. They begin o see themsehves in
arger workd,” says Friedman. “W's
10 whien you Can see pre-pregudice
ot o play—tungs like fear and
cosndor.”

In § 10 12-yeas-olds this pre-peegu
¢ can become more mgrained,
jedman says. Older kids aze con
med with belosging 10 a peer

oup, which often means defining
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who does not belong. Kids' own expe
riences s lfe are starting 0 shape
their independent beliefs, feeding
some stereotypes and challengieg oth
ors. Depending oo thetr posstive of
negatve experiences, some culdren
learn w spprecuate differences while
others Jearn t0 fear them. But the st
ter cxn suili earn, Friedman urges
According o Finamoce, children at
thes age are able w0 handle more

stereocype. She and her classmaes
spend a good hall-hour exploring the
museurs’s exhiln on differences. They
destroy mean words in the Name
Shredder. They sign a petition 1© “wake
a stand against prejudice.” They wanch
sstimonial vidkeos about expenences
with discrimgnacion. They learn srate-
gies for responding to name-callng
They Name That Stereocype in a
makestuft game show and play » game

sophisticated about racal
emocions, such as ") jeamed that If you see new pecple  apartheid ia South
emgpathy, and Afrca
more abstract you don't nawe to treat them Dad of When the kids
thankiag, intluc- enther 10 shage what
ing looking ot spread bad news around. You Ravwe they learned from
things fram mwalti the exbabez, Anna
ple perspectives, 20 53y, Hello, can | nvroduce myseli?™ Maria raises her
recogIuzing con- haod high. "1 learned
fiscts and under ANA MARIA that if you see new
standing nght people you don't
and wroeg s s o) have to treat them
What's moee, bad or spread bad

they can begin to understand and
reiate to words such as ssereatype
prejudion and discrimination, three
woeds that the third-graders from Sell
Elementary confront at the Chicago
ChiMdren's Museum

“I's Mo i » group of kids are hang
ing out and rwo black kids come up
snd they say, ‘Can we hang out with
you?' And they say, 'No, because
you're black.” because chey think all
black people are weird,” one gul, Ansa
Maria, says, oflering her defanintion of
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|

0

news around You have 1o say, ‘Hello,
can | inrodusce myself?™

A boy rais=s his band aad sdds, mat
ter-of-facdy, “We shouldn't care abour
skin.”

The final exam

The thard-graders from Bell
Blementary have a problem with
name-calling, their teacher says, She
ook them o the Children’s Museum
hopieg that they would learn ©
respect one another's differences. M

the end of the day, it seems thut they
have, mdeed, learned something—bu
maybe not enough

The final acoviny the faciliators poes
ene 1o the kids & 3 game called
Pairplay. It's & yeam gume with a0 win
ners and 00 Keers The Jods roll 2
giaw die and move around 2 arcular
board o a glant mat, answering moral
questions about conlrontieg sterco
types, prejudice and discriminaticn

"No one i thes room had & choe
about how they look,” Tencthy Rey, &
faciemor, reminds the cass, "but we
do have a chuice about how we treal
others.”

The Kids discuss the answers 10 the
siruational didemmas in small groups
They answer correctly every time

The final question of the game & 4
doozy. It's & 1wt 1o soe i the lads have
iarned w sespend chelr prejudice
Rey presents the class with two
obyecrs: a box, pft-wrapped in shiny
blue paper and a ted bow, and an
cavelope, dagy, old mnd yellow He
asks the dass 10 pick one of the
objects to open. They take & vote and
the overwhelming majorsy selects the
precry box Rey opens it and inside 15 2
laminated piece of paper that reads

"Move back five spaces ™

Matt Alderton 15 a senior Gt
Northwestern Unmversity’s Medill Schoo!
of Journalizm and & formey intern for
Chicago Parent
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