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It is 27 years since the first book about 
anti-bias education appeared (Derman-
Sparks & ABC Task Force, 1989), 
building on a long history of efforts to 
address diversity, inclusion, and equity 
in early education. Since then, the ideas 
and goals of anti-bias education have 
come to be an established component 
of Early Childhood Care and Education 
(ECCE) thinking in the United States, 
and have traveled to many countries 
around the world. Anti-bias education 
meets the vital need for early child-
hood programs where all children and 
families feel they belong, and where each 
new generation of children successfully 

learns the tools they need to thrive in 
and challenge an inequitable world. 

Over time, certain questions, issues, 
and misunderstandings have come up 
as early childhood educators have put 
Anti-bias work into practice. To deepen 
understanding and strengthen anti-bias 
education practice in early childhood 
settings, Exchange is putting forward 
a new 10-part series, authored by a 
diverse group of practicing educators. 
Each article will focus on a specific 
topic related to anti-bias education 
issues. In this first article, we put the 
spotlight on the four core goals of anti-

bias education, and significant miscon-
ceptions some have had about their 
implementation. 

These four goals rest on a body of 
research about the harmful impact of 
institutionalized prejudice and discrimi-
nation upon children’s construction of a 
strong sense of self and positive attitudes 
towards others. From birth onward, all 
children are on a developmental journey, 
actively forming both their individual, 
personal identities and their social group 
identities (racial, gender, family struc-
ture, culture, and so on). These two sides 
of identity reflect both external societal 

A Faculty Emeritus of Pacific Oaks 
College after 33 years of college 
teaching, Ms. Derman-Sparks previously 
worked with young children and families 
as a teacher and director. Co-author of 
several books, she does keynote 

presentations, conducts workshops, and consults 
throughout the United States and internationally. She 
served on the Governing Board of NAEYC, has been a 
justice activist for 50 years, and has two grown children, 
who are human service professionals.

Co-author with Louise of Anti-bias 
Education for Young Children and 
Ourselves, Julie began in ECCE as a 
Family Child Care Home Provider as a 
way to be at home with her young 
children. She has taught in and directed 

programs for infants, toddler, play years and Elementary 
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The Goals of Anti-bias Education:
Clearing Up Some Key Misconceptions

by Louise Derman-Sparks and Julie Olsen Edwards

Anti-bias Education Goals

(Identity) Each child will demonstrate self-awareness, confidence, family pride, 
and positive social/group identities.

(Diversity) Each child will express comfort and joy with human diversity, accurate 
language for human differences, and deep, caring human connections.

(Justice) Each child will increasingly recognize unfairness (injustice), have lan-
guage to describe unfairness, and understand that unfairness hurts.

(Activism) Each child will demonstrate a sense of empowerment and the skills to 
act, with others or alone, against prejudice and/or discriminatory actions

Derman-Sparks & Edwards (2010)
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dynamics seem to be at play in this 
choice. First, teachers report freezing 
when they hear children make nega-
tive comments about people’s back-
grounds, or observe them engaging in 
discriminatory play. In these situations, 
they also relate feelings of discomfort, 
helplessness, fear of offending, or of 
‘making it worse’; these reactions result 
in skimming over or ignoring what is 
happening. A second reason for skip-
ping goals three and four is a belief that 
they are not developmentally appro-
priate for young children. Connected to 
this belief is the notion that exploring 
unfairness based on people’s identity 
and learning ways to stand up against 
unfairness will upset or frighten young 
children. Such thinking reflects a lack 
of knowledge about how institutional-
ized ‘-isms’ negatively affect young 
children’s development and the dangers 
of silence. It also reflects lack of personal 
experience with how addressing injus-
tice creates safety and protection for 
everyone. Another anxiety that stops 
some teachers from implementing goals 
three and four is the worry about poten-
tial hostile reactions from children’s 
families. 

Teachers, program directors, and teacher 
educators can take steps to develop their 
knowledge, comfort, and skills with 
goals three and four — and help others 
to do so as well. Engaging in personal 
reflection with colleagues leads to self-
awareness and knowledge that supports 
adults in feeling comfortable engaging 
in critical thinking and taking action 
against injustice (see “Stop & Think” 
questions in Anti-Bias Education for 
Young Children and Ourselves, Derman-
Sparks & Edwards, 2010). The objectives 
of personal work are to uncover and 
examine our own learned attitudes and 
behaviors, to build up anti-bias under-
standing of the many ways people live, 
and to initiate new behaviors in our 
work with children and families. This 
leads to more clarity, comfort, and skill 
in doing anti-bias work in developmen-

absorb prejudices against other groups 
of color, as well as other social identities, 
and need skills to constructively interact 
with all people. 

As a fundamental survival tool in 
a diverse world, everyone needs to 
accomplish both goals one and two. 
Through this learning, they come to 
understand how people share basic 
human needs, yet meet those needs in 
diverse ways. They come to understand 
the layers of human differences (family 
structure, gender) and find language 
to talk appropriately about difference. 
Silence about children’s social group 
identities or about human diversity, 
leaves children vulnerable to the most 
pernicious, divisive messages, with no 
way to ask questions or to get help in 
making sense of what they absorb from 
the world around them.  

In this regard, it is important to clarify 
another incorrect assumption about goal 
two:  that learning about ways people 
are different from each other opens 
the doors for prejudice, while keeping 
silent about diversity prevents children 
from learning prejudice. In fact, it is 
not differences that result in children 
learning prejudice, but silence in the 
face of prevailing societal prejudice and 
discrimination. As considerable research 
illustrates, children absorb prevailing 
negative beliefs about different identities 
and ways of being in the world — even 
when adults do not recognize that this is 
happening. All children need guidance 
if they are to grow strong in the four 
anti-bias education goals. 

Skipping Goals Three and Four?

Goals three and four provide children 
with the critical thinking skills, the 
emotional convictions, and the strength 
to internalize goals one and two and to 
live strongly and bravely in a diverse 
and complex world. However, too 
many teachers trying to implement ABE 
bypass these essential goals. Several 

impositions and internal construction. 
Overt and covert negative messages and 
treatment act like micro-contaminants 
(Pierce, 1980), which gradually accumu-
late and undermine children’s healthy 
development. Anti-bias education offers 
children the tools for countering the toxins 
of racism, sexism, classism, and all the 
other ‘-isms’ on themselves and on their 
behavior towards others. 

The four anti-bias goals are inter-
dependent and essential for all  children. 
They come as a package, each goal 
building on and strengthening the others. 
An effective anti-bias education program 
actively and daily practices all four goals. 
However, one of the most common imple-
mentation mistakes is educators choosing 
to work on only some ABE goals, instead 
of all of them. 

Goal One or Two? 

Teachers sometimes bypass goal one 
to focus on goal two, especially when 
working with white children. This choice 
usually rests on the incorrect assumption 
that white children do not need guidance 
in developing a positive racial identity 
because “They don’t really have a racial 
identity. They are just individuals.” 
However, like all children, white chil-
dren are actively constructing their racial 
identity (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2011). 
Ignoring goal one does not help white 
children resist internalizing the racist 
messages of white superiority. Nor does it 
foster a healthy identity about who they 
are within the diversity of family struc-
ture, gender, economic class or physical 
self. 

In contrast, some teachers, working 
primarily with children of color, focus 
solely on goal one. Bypassing goal two 
often rests on the idea that children of 
color have enough to do to develop a 
positive identity, which racism denies 
them. We agree that goal one is crucial and 
must be a curriculum thread throughout 
the year. However, children of color also 
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To help you, future articles will explore 
the following topics and more:

■ Anti-bias Education in a time of
change

■ Do you do holidays in Anti-bias
Education?

■ Getting started with Anti-bias Educa-
tion in your classroom and program

■ Planning strategies for incorporating
Anti-bias Education into the daily, 
regular program

■ Solving personal and program chal-
lenges: Being an Anti-bias Education
activist
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‘teachable moment,’ and helping them 
formulate their questions and thoughts 
about diversity, fairness, and unfairness. 
Then we reflect, analyze the children’s 
ideas, and build curriculum that fosters 
the further development of accurate 
knowledge and understanding. We also 
pay attention to young  children’s expo-
sure to prevailing hurtful stereotypes 
and misinformation (e.g. “Muslims are 
our enemy”). Then, we create curric-
ulum to counter such prejudice and 
discrimination. 

Waiting until you hear something from 
the children to do anti-bias educa-
tion promotes silence — and abdicates 
teacher responsibility. It means allowing 
children to figure out some of the most 
difficult issues in our society on their 
own. Doing this runs much more risk 
than initiating an activity that might 
make you uneasy or might not go over 
well with the children. Like every other 
aspect of teaching, you are also the 
learner; and if one approach does not 
work you try another.

It is immensely satisfying to teachers 
to see the impact they can have in 
supporting children in this important 
work. Weaving the four anti-bias educa-
tion core goals into the daily curriculum 
— as a teacher or program director — 
takes commitment, persistence, time, 
and critical reflection about yourself, the 
children, and your work. It is worth the 
effort. 

tally appropriate ways with children 
and creates an environment in which 
teachers feel understood and supported 
while doing this work. 

A second strategy is to have a clear 
picture of what learning experiences 
goals three and four look like with 
young children. Here is an example of a 
teacher-instigated learning experience, 
which comes out of the children’s own 
experiences (Derman-Sparks & ABC 
Task Force, 1989): 

Child- or Teacher-initiated 
Activities?

One of the most frequently asked 
questions about anti-bias education is, 
“Should we wait until children bring 
up specific issues or should we initiate 
activities?” The short answer is: We do 
both. We do not wait until children bring 
up the idea of washing hands, or initial 
sounds of words, or ask how to count. 
We know young children need these 
skills so we build learning them into our 
curriculum. Anti-bias goals are just as 
important. The teacher in the band-aid 
example did not wait. She used an item 
of interest to the children, and provided 
them with opportunities to gather infor-
mation, think critically, and experience 
turning ‘unfair’ into ‘fair.’

As with all curriculum subjects, it is 
essential to observe and listen to the 
children we teach, watching for the 

A preschool teacher decided to use a box of band-aids labeled ‘flesh-colored’ to 
introduce an activity based on goals three and four. She read aloud and explained 
what the term ‘flesh-colored’ meant. She suggested an experiment: children put-
ting band-aids on their arms and checking to see if it matched their skin colors. The 
children made a chart about the results, and then expanded their sample to other 
classes in the center. This gave them even more data about the false claim of the  
band-aids being flesh-colored. The children, agreeing that the term was  
not fair, dictated a letter to the band-aid company and went  
on a walk to the Post Office. After a while, the  
company sent the center coupons for transparent  
band-aids, which the children felt were  
much fairer! 
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“You know how you always wanted 
to change the world, make it a little 

better? This is your opportunity. 
Throw yourself in: 

make yourself proud.” 
— Regina

Two great social-justice educators, Myles 
Horton and Paulo Freire, told us that it is 
by walking the road to educational and 
social change that we make it happen 
(1990). In this article, several experienced 
anti-bias educators share thoughts about 
the roads they walk. Each responded 

to several questions in writing or in a 
phone interview. For the sake of brevity, 
I have excerpted and tightened their 
comments. Here is what they say about 
why they chose to implement anti-bias 
education, the impact of doing this work 
on them personally and professionally, 
and their words of advice and encour-
agement. 

The ECCE practitioners whose voices 
appear here have been putting anti-bias 
principles into practice for anywhere 
from 10 to 48 years. They are teachers 
of  children, program directors, adult 
educators, college faculty, consultants, 
an assistant state superintendent for 
ECE, and the leader of a community 
anti-racism organization. They are 
women and men of several racial/ethnic 
backgrounds. Most are United States 
Americans; one is Turkish-German and 
one is Irish.   

“Anti-bias Education is needed in 
the same way that Developmentally 
 Appropriate Practices are needed — 
it is foundational to educating the 

whole child.” 
— Catherine

We hope that their voices motivate those 
of you who are at the beginning of the 

anti-bias education journey, and support 
and affirm those of you already prac-
ticing ABE in your work with children 
and/or adults. As you read, perhaps you 
can keep track of the thoughts and feel-
ings that arise in you and add your voice 
to those in this article.

What Drew You to  
Anti-bias Education?

“ABE brought my personal and 
professional life together.” 

— Debbie LK

Three intertwining themes thread 
through the replies to this question. 
Together, they create a distinctive way of 
thinking about oneself and one’s work. 

One theme is that learning about anti-
bias education profoundly affirmed and 
strengthened people’s understanding 
and belief in themselves. As Mary Pat 
succinctly put it, “Doing anti-bias educa-
tion helped me be able to connect to 
my own humanity.” Regina movingly 
explains what this meant to her: 

“My college anti-bias class was the first 
time that I felt validated as a person who 
had experienced oppression. I was given 
language to articulate structural oppres-

A Faculty Emeritus of Pacific Oaks 
College after 33 years of college 
teaching, Ms. Derman-Sparks previously 
worked with young children and families 
as a teacher and director. Co-author of 
several books, she does keynote 
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Why We Practice Anti-bias Education

by Louise Derman-Sparks
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for children and their families and for 
themselves. It was so exciting to find I 
could be part of a movement I had not 
known existed.”

What Have You Learned?

The understanding that “Knowing 
myself is a key to practicing ABE” 
(Miyuki), and the necessity of uncov-
ering our own biases appears in almost 
everyone’s thinking about this question. 
As Bill puts it: “I am always unearthing 
biases I am not conscious of having. 
It’s painful and it’s refreshing.” Elmida 
underscores the need to accept our 
imperfections, sharing that, “I am not 
perfect and I am not bias-free. I do not 
know everything, but I am always open 
to learning. This in itself is freeing and 
connects me to all people.” Fawzia 
states, “Anti-bias education promotes 
introspective reflection to determine if 
we are providing an environment where 
each person is valued and respected.” 
And, Regina sums it up when she 
writes, “ABE invites us all to think, 
reflect, and change.”

Learning to engage productively with 
and to be patient with people grappling 
with anti-bias ideas is another lesson. 
As Debbie explains, “I have become 
more comfortable with conflict and the 
disequilibrium that is inevitably part 
of anti-bias work. I try to figure out 
where people with whom I disagree are 
coming from. I do not expect quick solu-
tions, and can sit with the tensions while 
working towards finding the common 
ground and third space.” Others write 
about gaining patience as they work 
with people who are first hearing about 
anti-bias issues and may be reluctant to 
explore them. 

Colette describes how the four ABE 
goals help her manage the ‘ongoing 
learning curve’ of anti-bias education. 
“There are so many things to learn 
all the time — especially when new 
communities come into your space. 

ated what I was doing in a much clearer 
and coherent way.” 

In contrast, Catherine came to anti-bias 
education because, as she admits, “It 
was part of a training required by my 
employer — so I had to do it.” She then 
explains why she made anti-bias educa-
tion her own:

“My initial contact was more like an 
arranged marriage where I ended up 
falling in love after the arrangement 
began. What has kept me involved for 
almost 25 years is that I see the differ-
ences an ABE approach make — large 
and small differences — every day. It is a 
catalyst for empowerment for children, 
authentic engagement for families, and 
hope for staff that they can truly make a 
meaningful difference in early child-
hood programs.”

In theme 3, several people highlighted 
their discovery of the connections 
between their social justice values and 
activism with the mission and goals of 
anti-bias education. For example, Bryn 
explains that: 

“The values of anti-bias education 
resonated so strongly with my own 
values and passions, giving me a vision 
of who I wanted to be and how I would 
make my life meaningful in my work. 
ABE helped me face the powerful 
misinformation and bias that creates and 
supports the unfairness and injustice in 
the world, and know what I could do 
about it. The potential of anti-bias work 
called me to be a preschool teacher.”

Others, already social activists, share 
that, like Bill, they “made the fasci-
nating discovery of anti-bias educa-
tion’s connection to my adult social 
justice work and of young children’s 
ability to build social justice behavior 
in their young lives.” Mary Pat adds 
that, “When ABE came along, it felt like 
I could breathe. Other people believed 
in what I do, wanted what I wanted 

sion and to realize my struggle with my 
own internalized oppression. I felt safe in 
my identity. The class also taught me that 
I could DO something. And I knew in my 
heart that it was worth fighting for social 
justice.”

Jo Ann describes the powerful draw of 
discovering an educational perspective 
that illuminates one’s own childhood and 
young adult experiences and that became 
a central motivator for working with 
 children in new ways. She writes that: 

“Learning a systemic analysis of racism, 
and learning about an anti-racism/anti-
bias approach to education, felt like I had 
been given the very specific and necessary 
information I had been missing all my 
life. I KNEW in my soul that had it been 
offered to me as a child, my early child-
hood and youth would have been much 
different. I also know it has made me a 
better Aunt Jo Ann, Pastor, and student.” 

For some, the path to becoming an anti-
bias educator begins with a search for 
ways to ensure that all children receive 
the best early childhood education that 
we know how to do. For example, Brian 
relates that:

“I wanted every child to have access to 
high-quality exploration, play, beautiful 
materials, and innovative, caring teachers 
who know how to create school commu-
nities that reflect the diversity of our 
country and are equitable and relevant. I 
spent the beginning of my career discov-
ering what that would look like. This 
commitment to equity has been key to 
keeping me in the field.”

Colette explains that, “Working on early 
childhood education with the Traveller 
Community in Ireland1, my learning 
about the ABE-goals and approach situ-

1 Travellers is an indigenous ethnic group 
with a shared history, culture, language, 
and a nomadic way of life on the island of 
Ireland. They experience harsh institutional 
and interpersonal discrimination.
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■ Remember that for all of us, doing
ABE is a fulfilling, yet sometimes
overwhelming, undertaking.

■ Go step by step, day by day. Enjoy
seeing the benefits/results of your
work, like seeing children delighted
with themselves, and proud of who
they are because they are recognized.
That is the power in it.

■ Gather people around you who
can support you and who you can
support, and build with them a group
of like-minded educators in your
program and city. You cannot do this
work well by yourself.

■ Believe in what you are doing and
don’t give up. Anti-bias education
work is life giving.

Final Words

All of this counsel is sound and doable. 
However, putting it into practice does 
not happen overnight. As people 
emphasized, becoming and being 
an anti-bias educator is an on-going 
journey. We each find our specific 
starting points, paths, and pace. We also 
all experience demanding times in our 
journeys. Remembering that, as Mary 
Pat declares, “We are creating a world 
where our children can be who they are 
meant to be — who they were created 
to be” energizes us. And Brian advises 

people’s responses well describe the 
essential ingredients for being an anti-
bias educator. Listed is a distillation of 
their counsel: 

■ It is an amazing journey. You will
have to be open to rethinking every-
thing you think you know. But the
results are worth it!

■ Be brave; make mistakes; ask
 questions; read, read, read.

■ Be curious all the time — you rarely
know more than your students know
about their circumstance and identity.

■ Be willing to take constructive
 criticism. 

■ Strive to be current, relevant, and
open to multiple perspectives in your
work.

■ Learn from every member of your
community and be aware of the histo-
ries of the communities around you.

■ Learn about systemic/institutional
racism and about past and current
anti-racism movements. (Ditto for
other forms of prejudice and discrimi-
nation.)

■ Be thorough and tenacious — you
are NEVER done — promise… it is a
journey!

But, I found I could always hop back to the 
four ABE goals. They are always relevant 
because they fit into a social justice frame-
work. They take you back into thinking 
about who is in front of you and about 
their right to recognition and respect. That 
is the beauty of them.” Others highlight 
the importance of the connection between 
the larger dynamics of systemic racism 
(and other ‘-isms’) and anti-bias educa-
tion. Seyran related that, “I learned that 
the ‘-isms’ are part of social reality, which 
helped me not to take prejudices so person-
ally.” Being cognizant of this connection is 
very important. The four goals of anti-bias 
education arose from the harmful impact on 
children’s development in the larger social-
political context.  

Lastly, becoming a new or better activist 
threaded through responses to what people 
had learned from engaging in anti-bias 
education. This idea comes through in 
comments such as: “I gained the audacity 
to stand up and speak up when I need to” 
(Brian); “I learned to be a white ally” (Julie); 
and, “The four goals instilled a stronger 
advocacy and activism role in my life and 
made me very determined to just keep at it.” 

What Would You Say to a Teacher 
Just Beginning to  
Do ABE?

While the request for a one-sentence-only 
reply to this question was a challenge, 

Early childhood professionals from around the world are dealing with anti-bias issues within their communities.  Photos by World Forum Foundation
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to “Enjoy this journey. You will meet the 
most dedicated, emotional-intelligent, 
self-reflectve, humorous people.” So, 
dear reader, we say with Catherine: 
“Welcome to our community; you are 
starting a challenging and rewarding 
journey that will empower you to be a 
force for positive change in the world.” 

Reference
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What would you  
reply to the three 

questions we explore  
in this article? 

 ■What drew you to anti-bias
education?

 ■What have you learned?

 ■What would you say to a
teacher just beginning to do
ABE?

Let us know by contacting 
Louise Derman-Sparks:  
rldsparks@aol.com

mailto:rldsparks%40aol.com?subject=
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“What if someone told you that you 
could contribute in a small but signifi-
cant way to making the world a better 

place? Would you want to do it? Of 
course you would. And should you 

choose to fully engage in the journey, 
your reward will be a renewed sense 
of hope that by our own hand, things 

really can change.” 

Carol Brunson Day1

Building an Anti-bias program is a way 
to positively respond to the challenges 
facing children and families in our highly 
diverse and still inequitable world. 
Perhaps a child asks you about a new 
teacher for whom English is a second 
language, “Why does he talk so funny?” 
Or you overhear a child in the dramatic 
play corner saying, “We can’t have two 
mommies. My Momma says it’s bad.” 

Perhaps you’ve noticed that children are 
choosing to play mainly with children 
of their own racial identity. Or, you may 
have rising concern over the news of 
Black deaths, or the persistence of school 
failure for children of families with low-
incomes, or body shaming, increased 
bullying, or Islamophobia… any of the 
hurtful ‘isms’ that our society is strug-
gling with. You want to do something so 
that this generation of children can live 
in harmony with others and have the 
tools they need to problem solve rather 
than attack or live fearfully.

An anti-bias program has four core 
goals: supporting children’s personal 
and social identities; increasing 
 children’s interest, comfort, and joy in 
human diversity; developing children’s 
critical thinking about fairness and 
unfairness (justice and injustice); and 
building children’s skills in shifting 
unfair into fair. An anti-bias approach, like 
a developmentally appropriate approach, 
is a way of thinking about everything 
we do in our programs. It includes the 
environment, the one-on-one ‘teach-
able moments,’ both pre-planned and 
emergent curriculum, partnerships with 
families, staff relationships, and profes-
sional development. And of course, no 

one begins the work doing all of these 
things at once!

At the heart of anti-bias education is 
the understanding that along with 
developing their individual person-
alities and self-concept, children also 
are constructing social identities (e.g. 
gender, racial, ethnic, economic class, 
family structure, ability/disability) 
influenced by the prevailing societal 
messages about who does and doesn’t 
matter, who does and doesn’t have 
power and security, what behaviors are 
and are not acceptable. Every activity, 
every interaction is shaped, not only by 
individual personal dynamics, but also 
by these societal messages. Where those 
messages grant superiority and status to 
some, it teaches inferiority and confers 
outsider status to others. Children’s 
developing social identities influence 
how they think about themselves and 
others, as well as their general social 
emotional development and under-
standing of the world.

Beginning with the 
Teachable Moment

Here’s a common event. Three boys 
are on top of the climbing structure. 

How to Get Started with Anti-bias 
Education in Your Classroom and Program

by Julie Olsen Edwards

Co-author with Louise of Anti-bias 
Education for Young Children and 
Ourselves, Julie began in ECCE as a 
Family Child Care Home Provider as a 
way to be at home with her young 
children. She has taught in and 

directed programs for infants, toddler, play years and 
Elementary School children and was the founding 
director of the Children’s Center at Cabrillo College 
where she has taught for over 45 years. A writer and 
activist for children, families and teachers, Julie also 
served on the Governing Board of NAEYC. 
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Jennifer starts up the ladder to join 
them and the boys shout loudly, “No 
girls allowed. No girls allowed.” The 
simplest response from the teacher 
would be reminding children of the 
rules: “The climbing structure belongs 
to the school; all the children can play 
there.” An anti-bias approach asks for 
more. It requires the teacher to recognize 
that the drama playing out in the yard 
reflects not only the personalities and 
feelings of the four individual children 
— but also replicates a hurtful social 
attitude in which girls are excluded 
from large muscle, loud play and boys 
are encouraged to ignore feelings. 
Recognizing the societal context of the 
event, the anti-bias teacher might start 
by asking some questions to find out 
what the children are thinking. She 
might ask, “Why do you think no girls 
are allowed?” and would pay respectful 
attention to the children’s responses. 
Here are some of the answers I’ve heard 
over the years. “Girls can’t climb high.” 
“Girls can’t climb fast.” “We don’t like 
girls” (usually accompanied by nervous 
laughter). All three statements are 
common stereotypes that are hurtful to 
all the children. 

Next, the teacher suggests they test the 
stereotype.2 “Come on down and let’s 
see if girls can climb fast and high or 
not.” She might invite a few other girls 
to join in the challenge so Jennifer is not 
alone. “Anyone want to guess what is 
going to happen?” she could ask. And 
afterwards the teacher could put words 
to the event. “It looks like girls and boys 
can climb high and fast. That was a 
stereotype.” (Oh, how four-year-olds 
love big words!) The teacher would help 
the children identify why the exclu-
sion was unfair, and how they could 
go about changing the situation to be 
fair for everyone. Follow-up includes 
finding books in which girls are  athletic 
and strong and fast and books in which 
girls and boys play together in big 
muscle games. A female athlete as a 
classroom visitor, or a mom who plays 

soccer, could expand the children’s 
thinking and help to contradict the 
stereotype. The children might create a 
“We Play Together” sign to hang on the 
climbing structure. 

And, as the staff considers the frequency 
of boy–girl exclusionary play, they take 
the next step and consider the ways 
(consciously and unconsciously) they 
support a binary view of gender in 
their classroom. (Do they gather chil-
dren together calling out boys and girls 
rather than children? Do they regularly 
comment on girls’ appearance and 
clothing and on boys’ accomplishments?) 
A common incident, viewed through an 
anti-bias lens, becomes the opening door 
to an anti-bias approach.

“In the beginning, our commitment 
to honoring diversity and believing in 
socially transformative education was 
implied, but now that it is named and 

explicit we can train new staff, examine 
our effectiveness, let families know what 

we are trying to do.”  

Darcy Campbell, Director, 
Cow Hollow Preschool

Tools to Begin and Build an Anti-
bias Program

The way to begin creating an anti-bias 
community in your program is simply to 
begin. You decide to act. You don’t wait 
until you know enough (no one ever 
knows enough… there is always more to 
figure out). You decide it’s okay to make 
mistakes (because you will — it’s how 
you learn) and you put to use the same 
tools early childhood educators have 
always used. 

■ We observe: Watch carefully and see
what patterns of limiting behaviors
play out in your program. What does
children’s play tell us about race,
gender, class? Who is included? Who

is excluded? Who is teased? Who 
leads? Who follows? 

■ We listen, ask questions, and then 
listen some more: What do children
say (or show) that indicates their
confusion, their misinformation, and
their wariness? (Remember, children
often do not have the vocabulary to
put words to their thinking). Find
out what the children already know,
already think. “Why do you think the
children in this room have different
skin colors?” “Who are the people
that make a family?” “Do boys know
how to cry?” “Why do you think
some people have new cars and some
people ride the bus?” Listen some
more. Reflect on which hurtful social
messages are affecting the children in
your group.

■ We pay critical attention to the 
physical environment: Who is made
visible and who is invisible in the
pictures on the walls, in the books,
the toys, the languages on labels,
and within the staff? Remember:
 “Invisibility erases identity and experi-
ence. Visibility affirms a child’s reality 
and value.” Make sure all images are
accurate, authentic, current, and show
diversity in all its forms.

■ We tell the truth: As best as you are
able, give children clear information
about all the confusing issues in our
society. Keep it simple, but tell the
truth. When you don’t know what
to say, tell the children you will ask
someone else to help (great modeling
that adults are still learning) and you
will talk more to them tomorrow. And,
be sure to pass on the conversation to
families so they know what has come
up and what was said.

■ We are self-aware and self-reflec-
tive: Make the effort to figure out
where your own experience with
privilege or social injury has shaped
the way you think. Where do you
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your program, look for support from 
colleagues in another program, or a 
friend who shares your commitment. 
Agree to call each other every week 
and share your growing experience. 
Arrange to meet regularly, text each 
other, email each other — every week. 
However you do it, find someone 
to support your development as a 
teacher. 

Does this sound like a lot? Do you 
remember the first time you were 
responsible for leading circle time? Do 

get afraid? Where do you feel 
judgmental? What issues from the 
children or families make you uncom-
fortable, upset, or freeze? Where do 
you carry bias? (We have all learned 
bias in our world — no matter how 
kind and caring our hearts may be.) 
On what issues have you learned to 
keep silent?

■ We educate ourselves: The more
you know about an ‘-ism,’ the more
accurately you will be able to help
children understand at their partic-
ular developmental level and grow on
all four anti-bias goals. Ask yourself:
What do I already know about this
‘-ism’? What do I want to know?
What do I know about how children
develop their identities and atti-
tudes? From whose point of view is
the history I am teaching? How does
gender develop in children? What
is an accurate vocabulary to explain
skin color and eye shapes? Become
familiar with the many resources that
suggest effective approaches to these
issues. As Ijumaa Jordan says, “Anti-
bias isn’t something you just give to
children — it’s something you study
together, with the children and the
families and other adults.”

■ We communicate and collaborate:
Ideally, program-wide, the staff talk
to each other, work together figuring
out their personal connections to the
issues, share their observations, assess
their effectiveness as they interact
with the children in a new way. It is
so helpful to have colleagues to share
our mistakes and to celebrate when
we are brave and when new ways
work.

■ We have courage: Too often, it is
one or two teachers who decide 
to step up and bit by bit change 
the culture of their classroom. As 
colleagues see what is happening, 
the anti-bias approach can take seed 
program-wide. If you are alone in 

you remember how much effort it took 
to plan what to do and to practice how 
to do it? Did it go well? Did it fall apart? 
Most experienced teachers can conduct 
circle time with little anguish. You still 
prepare, you still have times it blows up. 
But once you know the children, know 
yourself, trust your skills — circle times 
are just one of the many things you do 
every day. And, if you are a reflective 
teacher, you keep learning deeper, more 
interesting and far more effective ways 
to use that circle time with children. The 

One School Begins: Starting with Children’s Books

In our parent-coop preschool, inspired by a guest speaker who discussed 
diversity/equity issues with the families and staff, a teacher and a parent decided 
to analyze the school’s books using the criteria we found on the Teaching for 
Change website.3 We went through the books looking for who was (and wasn’t) 
included and looking for story lines that reinforced or contradicted stereotypes. 
Then we drew up a list of the kinds of books we needed to have in a library that 
was rich and full and an accurate picture of human diversity. 

Our school has a tradition that on a child’s birthday the family gifts a favorite 
book to the classroom. It’s a lovely tradition — but it has added to the mishmash 
of books, many of which contain hurtful stereotypes (e.g. the heroes are all white; 
most families have a mother and father and live in middle-class homes; American 
Indians only exist in folktales). We discussed our findings and concerns with the 
whole staff and then sent out an email with a list of books that the school needed 
and a request that the families select books from the list.

At first, there was a negative response from some of the families. “Censorship.” 
“Why are you changing our tradition?” “You’re just being ‘politically correct.’”  We 
took a deep breath and started over. We talked to the families as they arrived or 
picked up the children. We sent out a new email explaining the full process of 
how staff came to our decision, with examples of the stereotypes found in our 
books, and discussed how those messages hurt children. We spelled out our 
commitment to providing children with books that actively represent the diverse 
world in which they live. We invited families to participate in thinking about the 
books with the staff. And to our delight, the families not only came to appreciate 
the changes, they began recommending wonderful books to the staff and talked 
about how much more thoughtful they were being in their choices of videos and 
books at home. 

Encian Pastel, Children’s Community Center Teacher
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Resources

Anti-bias Education for Young Children and 
Ourselves by Louise Derman-Sparks and 
Julie Olsen Edwards (NAEYC, 2010).

Diversity in Early Care and Education by 
Janet Gonzalez-Mena (McGraw-Hill, 
2007).

“NAEYC’s Diversity & Equity  Education 
for Adults Interest Forum,”  Facebook.

“Rethinking Early Childhood  Education” 
by Ann Pelo, Rethinking Schools (2008).

Roots & wings: Affirming Culture and 
Preventing Bias in Early Childhood by 
Stacey York (Redleaf Press, 2016).

Start Seeing Diversity: The Basic Guide to 
the Anti-bias Classroom by Ellen Wolpert 
(Redleaf Press, 2005).

“Teaching for Change”:  
www.teachingforchange.org

— ■ —

same will be true of your experience as 
an anti-bias teacher or director. 

You begin because you care. And you 
begin with whatever content catches 
your attention and heart. You do not 
need to invent everything from scratch 
or work alone. There are many resources 
to help you with ideas that you can 
adapt to your particular setting. And 
there are colleagues across the country 
you can contact. Becoming an anti-bias 
teacher is an opportunity to see children 
develop their sense of self/family pride, 
their interest in human difference, their 
indignation at unfairness and their 
ability to solve problems to find fair 
solutions. It just gets better and better 
the longer you stay with it. Anti-bias 
work is complex and demanding… 
and deeply satisfying. Welcome to the 
process!

Special thanks to colleagues 
Regina Chavez, Louise Derman-Sparks, 
Ijumaa Jordan, Bryn Potter O’Shea, and 
Encian Pastel for wonderful conversa-
tions that helped shaped this article. 

Writers, too, need collaborators!

Endnotes

1 Anti-Bias Education for Young Children 
and Ourselves (NAEYC, 2010). 

2 Thanks to Ellen Wolpert for leading 
the way on helping children iden-
tify and name stereotypes. Start 
Seeing Diversity: The Basic Guide to the 
Anti-bias Classroom by Ellen  Wolpert 
(Redleaf Press, 2005). 

3 Guide for Selecting Anti-bias 
 Children’s Books by Louise Derman-
Sparks 
www.tfcbooks.org/guide-anti-bias- 
childrens-books 

https://socialjusticebooks.org/
http://www.teachingforchange.org
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Anti-bias endeavors are part of a proud 
and long educational tradition — one 
that continues to seek and to make the 
dream of justice and equality a reality. 

It happens day by day, and calls on 
our best teaching, relationships, and 

leadership skills. 
— Derman-Sparks, LeeKeenan, & 

Nimmo (2015, p. 164) 

An anti-bias approach puts diversity 
and equity aspirations at the center of all 
aspects of a program’s organization and 
daily life. This is an activist approach in 
which children’s developing identity, 
and their questions, observations, and 
ideas about diversity and bias, shape the 
education we provide (Derman-Sparks 
& Edwards, 2010). The program’s vision, 
mission, policies, procedures, learning 
environment, and curriculum all come 
into play. In sum, it is a “process, not an 
event” (Kugelmass, 2004, p. 6), which 
happens in stages over time. 

The leader of an early childhood care 
and education program plays a central 
role in cultivating anti-bias educa-
tion change. She must be intentional 
and strategic, planning for the long 
haul — as well as the steps that get 
a program to its goals. An anti-bias 
perspective informs everything the 

leader does. She also must understand 
the risks of change, as well as be aware 
of her own fears, yet not let either the 
risks or her fears stop one from taking 
action  (Espinosa, 1997). An anti-bias 
leader must also be willing to deal with 
complexity. There are no simple answers 
or quick solutions; there are strate-
gies for dealing with the complexities 
that emerge when building anti-bias 
programs. 

In this article, we describe some of the 
key components of effective anti-bias 
education (ABE) leadership, as well as 
both the challenges and possibilities. 

Create a Culture that Cultivates 
Staff and Family Commitment, 
Risk-Taking, and Ownership

This work begins with the program 
leader’s first contacts with staff and 
families and continues on every day of 
the program. Consider the following 
strategies:

■ Create a welcoming environment
where staff and families feel respected
and trusted, free to take risks, and
express their feelings and perspec-
tives. Everyone feels supported in
their learning, and understands that

A Faculty Emeritus of Pacific Oaks 
College after 33 years of college 
teaching, Ms. Derman-Sparks 
previously worked with young 
children and families as a teacher 
and director. Co-author of several 

books, she does keynote presentations, conducts 
workshops, and consults throughout the United 
States and internationally. She served on the 
Governing Board of NAEYC, has been a justice 
activist for 50 years, and has two grown children, 
who are human service professionals.

Dr. Nimmo currently teaches 
graduate classes for Wheelock 
College in Singapore and consults 
on anti-bias education. He was 
previously associate professor in 
Family Studies at the University of 

New Hampshire, where he directed the lab school 
for a decade. John is the co-author of Loris Malaguzzi 
and the Teachers, Leading Anti-Bias Early Childhood 
Programs, and Emergent Curriculum and is 
collaborating on a video project on children’s rights 
through the World Forum. He holds a doctorate from 
the University of Massachusetts, and began his 
teaching career in Australia.

Debbie LeeKeenan is a Visiting 
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Education at Lesley University in 
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director and lecturer at the Eliot-
Pearson Children’s School, laboratory 

school for the Department of Child Study and 
Human Development at Tufts University from 1996-
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Leadership Matters
Creating Anti-Bias Change in Early Childhood Programs
by Louise Derman-Sparks, John Nimmo, and Debbie LeeKeenan
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a program’s progress in implementing 
anti-bias education over time. 

Foster Anti-bias Educators and 
Partnerships with Families

The early childhood field recognizes the 
central importance of professional devel-
opment and nurturing family partner-
ships in building quality programs (see 
Carter & Curtis, 2010). Here we offer a 
brief summary of specific ABE strategies 
for this work. 

Anti-bias leaders provide the neces-
sary time, space, resources, support, 
and facilitation for teachers and other 
staff to be participants in the process of 
change. They recognize that staff will be 
on different places in their own anti-bias 
journeys (Derman-Sparks, & Ramsey, 
2011; Tatum, 1992, 1994; Wijeyesinghe & 
Jackson, 2012). Some may deny noticing 
differences or having bias themselves or 
that children have ideas about diversity. 
Others may be more open to exploring 
anti-bias issues related to themselves, 
the children, and the program. Yet 
others are ready to begin actively imple-
menting ABE. Finally, when a majority 
of staff makes ABE a part of everything 
they do, a program reaches the part of 
the journey where consistent, effective 
work happens.

The program leader finds ways to 
provide opportunities that scaffold the 
learning for all staff. He engages staff 
in setting objectives for individual, 
classroom team, and school-wide anti-
bias work, makes ABE part of ongoing 
professional development, supervises, 
and coaches staff integrating ABE into 
the daily curriculum, and facilitates staff 
members’ work with families. 

Anti-bias efforts also build on families 
feeling that they belong, the starting 
point for forming strong, staff/family 
relationships. These require having 
an inclusive definition of families and 
believing in the value of all program 

specific strategies to begin working 
toward your ABE goals. Consider the 
following questions (Nimmo, 2011):

■ What are the significant contextual
factors you need to consider in your
center and local community with
regard to diversity work (e.g. demo-
graphics, politics, history, values,
resources)?

■ Who are the allies (people who will
support you and understand your
purpose) you have already identified
(e.g. administration, teachers, parents,
community members)?

■ Who are some potential allies you
could reach out to next?

■ What resources do you have for your
diversity work (e.g. materials for
children, classroom arrangements,
time for teachers to learn and reflect,
commitment from staff, administra-
tors, access to community experts)?

■ Who are the gatekeepers in the commu-
nity? (Who or what can deny or
provide access to resources?)

■ What barriers do you see to your
diversity work (e.g. financial, demo-
graphic, education)?

■ What fears or concerns do you have
about shifting your program to an
anti-bias approach?

■ What are the three most important
long-term goals you have for diver-
sity work at your center?

Considering the assessment above, 
where do you want to start? What are 
the specific strategies/actions you can 
commit to this year (e.g. focus on family 
inclusion)?

These questions for initially ‘reading’ 
your program can also be adapted for 
documenting and periodically assessing 

disequilibrium and discomfort can 
lead to real growth.

■ Provide multiple opportunities for
staff and families to regularly, infor-
mally and formally, learn about ABE,
ask questions, and provide input (e.g.
at staff meetings, open houses, parent
meetings, informal conversations, and
advisory board meetings).

■ Generate an ABE mission statement
with the staff and with input from
families. Begin with visioning: “What
would your center look like if it were
an excellent anti-bias program?”
The mission statement eventually
becomes a core theme of a program’s
operational framework.

■ Engage staff in devising, collecting,
and analyzing accountability docu-
mentation that shows what change is
happening and provides the informa-
tion for planning.

■ Model the experience of making
changes. Share your challenges,
discomforts, and mistakes with your
community. Make clear that you also
have questions and that you do not
know all the answers.

Reading Your Program: 
A Place to Start

An early childhood program is a 
complex system of people, relationships, 
resources, barriers, possibilities, and 
power dynamics. In order to embark on 
a strategic process of change, you need 
to know where the program stands now 
and what, specifically you need to shift.

The metaphor of ‘reading’ the program, 
adapted from Paulo Freire (1985), 
stands for the process of gathering and 
analyzing information related to the 
changes you want to foster. An initial 
baseline portrait of the people and 
various components of your program 
provides a framework for developing 



Step 3, Adapt:
This is the solution step. The program 
leader informs staff about what she 
learned from talking with families and 
reviews licensing and accreditation 
requirements. Then she helps them find 
common ground with the practices of 
the center, the families, external require-
ments, and considers alternative ways to 
solve the problem. Ultimately, the staff 
agrees to hang hammocks diagonally 
inside the cribs. They see this solution as 
satisfying licensing criteria, while also 
meeting the needs of the infants and 
toddlers. The solution works with the 
children. 

Leadership Matters 

Anti-bias change takes persistence, 
discipline, energy, and time. An effec-
tive leader is intentional and strategic. 
Everything counts. It is not just what 
you do, but how you do it.

This work is not without its real chal-
lenges. Periods of stagnation, frustra-
tion, or feeling out of one’s depth do 
occur. As past directors of early child-
hood programs, we also understand that 
you juggle multiple everyday demands. 
Leaders of anti-bias change need ways 
to sustain themselves, as well as the 
people with whom they work. Peri-
odically revisit your vision and hopes 
for a better world, to remind yourself 
why you are doing anti-bias work. 

We suggest using an approach that we 
call “Finding the Third Space.” The third 
space is the intellectual and emotional 
place where people in conflict come to a 
mutually decided agreement that goes 
beyond their initial viewpoints. Three 
tactical steps enable people to find the 
third space in most conflict situations. 
These are Acknowledge, Ask, and Adapt 
(Derman-Sparks, 2013). The objectives 
of this sequential process are to devise 
a solution that works for everyone — at 
least as much as possible.

Here is an example of using these steps 
based on a real situation: A child care 
center serving children from a culture 
where the infants and toddlers are used 
to sleeping in hammocks, find that the 
children will not take naps in the cribs 
provided by the center (Derman-Sparks, 
LeeKeenan, & Nimmo, 2015).

Step 1, Acknowledge: 

Staff openly recognizes together that a 
problem exists, as the children are tired, 
consequently cranky, and easily upset. 
This problem reflects a clash between 
the children’s home culture and prac-
tices with: a) the practices and regula-
tions of centers in the United States, and 
b) the cultural practices and experiences
of the center.

Step 2, Ask:

The center director talks with the 
families about their children’s sleeping 
habits. She facilitates conversations with 
the staff, with the objective of gaining 
clarity about where each person stands 
on the issues and their desired outcome, 
and also clarifies her own beliefs and 
priorities in this particular situation.

members learning from others. The 
leader works with staff to put into 
practice a range of anti-bias strategies 
for family involvement. This includes 
making sure anti-bias values and goals 
are transparent to the community, 
creating family visibility and connec-
tion with each other and with staff, 
and two-way education and dialogue 
among families and between family and 
staff. The leader also facilitates problem 
solving when there is disagreement over 
anti-bias issues. 

Negotiating Conflict

Anti-bias work inevitably generates 
some disagreement, disequilibrium, 
and conflicts. These occur when there 
is cognitive and emotional dissonance 
between two or more perspectives — 
whether they are from staff or from 
families. However, resolving differences 
in ABE work is not about winners and 
losers. It is about managing conflict in 
a way that creates greater equity and 
inclusion. 

If the leader embraces conflict as a 
key opportunity for creative problem 
solving, then the outcomes are new 
insights, perspectives, and behaviors for 
colleagues, staff, families, and herself. 
However, fear of conflict can be an 
obstacle to even embarking on the anti-
bias education journey.

Productive handling of differences in a 
program does not begin when an actual 
conflict occurs. From the beginning, 
it is about working intentionally and 
pro actively to create a culture and a 
climate in which disagreement is accept-
able, and problem solving supports 
positive outcomes. It is also essential to 
recognize that there are no abstract or 
perfect solutions. Experiencing some 
ambiguity and uncertainty is inevitable 
in this process. Rather, look for specific 
solutions for specific conflict episodes, 
which make sense in terms of your 
program’s values and context.

For a more detailed discussion of the 
components of anti-bias leadership, 
as well as the many related issues 
and strategies, we suggest looking 
at our book Leading Anti-Bias Early 
Childhood Programs: A Guide for 
Change (Derman-Sparks, LeeKeenan 
& Nimmo, 2015) and other resources 
listed at the end of this article.
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Regularly acknowledge the program’s 
‘small changes’ — the specific anti-bias 
steps that you, staff, families, and the 
children have taken, and the resulting 
growth. Most especially, have a group of 
supportive colleagues with whom you 
frequently talk, email, and meet. 

Ultimately, it is our lifetime commit-
ment to equity, voice, and social justice 
that will build early childhood care and 
education programs where all children 
and families are visible and thrive. 
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a white, English speaking, secure, 
middle-class woman with uncounted 
(and unearned) privileges. If I fail to 
do all I can to be an agent of change, 
what does that say about who I am, 
what I care about, my integrity? Some 
of us are willing to make calls, take 
to the streets, or take messages to our 
legislators. Others make efforts in qui-
eter ways, sharing understandings and 
challenges in conversations, being of 
service in our communities, reaching 
out to people who are at risk, sharing 
resources, time, and hopefully power.

Whatever avenues we chose to address 
the contradictions between our demo-
cratic ideals and transgressions in our 
communities, our jobs in the early 
childhood field offer a tremendous op-
portunity to help shape a better world. 
Seizing this opportunity in our work 
we must think carefully, listen well, 
and find the courage to be risk takers. 
Our professional ethics call upon us 
to honor diversity and year by year 
we’re discovering how complex that is, 
way beyond a library of multicultural 
books. Diversity is having all sorts 
of people at the table or represented 
in the classroom. Equity, however, is 
ensuring that those traditionally left 
out have what they need to participate 
fully. Achieving equity means every-
one will be heard and taken seriously; 
power in decision-making will be truly 
shared. So, for instance, we may aspire 

“We are in intolerable trouble,” 
American writer and social critic James 
Baldwin said in 1963. And here we are, 
over 50 years later, when not a day 
goes by without media exposure, if not 
personal experience, of some aspect 
of injustice occurring in our country. 
It feels so outrageous and discour-
aging that some days I just want to 
hide under the covers. And, hey, I’m 

Racial Justice as a  
Core Practice of ECE 

A Conversation with Margie Carter, Ijumaa Jordan, and Kelly Matthews

to culturally relevant or bilingual prac-
tices but equity really means linguistic 
and cultural democracy, beyond just 
having translators helping people un-
derstand the language of power. 

Taking up our profession’s four anti-
bias goals requires threading deeper 
understandings of how children de-
velop an identity with efforts to think 
critically and challenge unfairness. We 
may post signs that say, “Everyone is 
safe here,” but do we have a shared 
understanding of what that means and 
possible risks involved? Our staff may 
be diverse but do we engage in con-
versations about how racism, power, 
and privilege are at work among us? 
Such conversations are rarely easy and 
require a shared commitment to stretch 
ourselves and stay engaged. It can feel 
terrifying and exhilarating, like work-
ing without a net.

A Conversation with Ijumaa 
Jordan and Kelly Matthews

For some years now, Ijumaa Jordan 
has been my quiet teacher and more 
recently, an outspoken one. Despite 
the many blind spots caused by my 
racism, she hasn’t written me off, and 
continues to bring to the table her 
sharp mind, fun spirit, and real experi-
ences as an African American woman. 
I’ve learned to turn to other white 
colleagues to unpack Ijumaa’s insights 
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and challenges around the dynamics of 
power and privilege so I don’t burden 
her with requests for direct instruc-
tion on how to dismantle racism. And 
speaking of direct instruction, Ijumaa 
has been a leading voice in calling 
our profession to look at play as an 
equity issue. With all the research and 
literature on the importance of play 
for young children’s learning, who 
benefits from play-based programs in 
our communities, and who is subjected 
to drill and skill direct instruction? 
What does that say about how we see 
affluent white children in contrast with 
economically disadvantaged children 
of color?

I’ve known Kelly Matthews for about 
the same number of years and marvel 
at how bold and articulate she is. Kelly 
is a full-on systems thinker and brings 
that perspective to her ECE work on 
many levels. She employs systems 
thinking to unpack understandings of 
racism, not allowing personal guilt or 
defenses to stunt her learning. Kelly 
recognizes how she as a white person 
benefits from unasked for, accumu-
lated privileges in how the deck is 
stacked in our country.

Kelly and Ijumaa have joined their 
strengths and learning curves together 
and now offer impressive ECE pre-
sentations and workshops around the 
country. Living with a stretch of states 
between them, they stay in close con-
tact to keep their relationship honest, 
current, and growing. I always benefit 
from being around and thinking with 
them. Hearing more about the evo-
lution of their working partnership 
will, I hope, inspire others to mobilize 
more courage and risk taking to work 
cross culturally and move to naming 
that elephant in the room called white 
supremacy.

Margie: What drew you together into 
a friendship and working partnership 
and how did you begin to take up the 
dynamics of race, power, and privilege 

in your work together? 

Kelly: Well, we often joke that racists 
made us friends. After that, Ijumaa 
just declared that we were going to be 
friends!

Margie: Whoa… there’s clearly a story 
behind that declaration! I don’t often 
see cross-racial relationships coming 
into being so quickly. You both clearly 
were ready to get past typical hesita-
tions, fears, and unspoken issues.

Ijumaa: Ha, yes, disrupting racism 
did bring us together. We met because 
we were assigned to be co-facilitators 
for a Harvest Resources Leadership 
Institute in Oklahoma. I friended her 
on Facebook, then read her posts, and 
realized we had similar values on early 
childhood education. Then we met in 
person in Oklahoma and by the first 
day of the Institute, I told her we were 
going to be friends. I found out later 
that she was not looking to make new 
adult friends, but I changed her mind.

Kelly: In our very first professional 
work together as co-facilitators, we 
bumped up against some racist behav-
ior in our group. Even though Ijumaa 
had been identified as the person lead-
ing the first discussion, participants 
continued to direct their answers, eye 
contact, and other non-verbal cues 
towards me. At first, I noticed this, but 
didn’t understand why it was happen-
ing. I checked in with Ijumaa at a break 
and she confirmed the behavior I had 
picked up on. So, here was an initial 
brave decision we made, not to put 
our heads in the sand and pretend this 
didn’t matter, or that we couldn’t do 
something about it.

During the lunch break, we checked 
in with our larger team of facilitators 
and shared what had happened. We 
decided to do this check-in to ensure 
that this behavior was named and un-
derstood as a microaggression, a subtle 
disregard and discounting of a person 
of color. We didn’t want this behavior 

written off as if it were a mistake or 
unintended. This was an opportunity 
for our group to deepen awareness 
and formulate action. White people 
often will excuse behavior or find an-
other reason for it such as, “Maybe the 
group member had a crick in her neck 
and couldn’t turn her head all the way 
over to Ijumaa.” We were modeling the 
naming of racist behavior and making 
a plan for action. 

Because Ijumaa was the one impacted 
most directly by this behavior, we 
decided that Ijumaa would determine 
how to move forward in whatever way 
made sense for her and our co-facilita-
tion team. She thought the right thing 
in this case would be for her to assume 
a more comprehensive role as facilita-
tor to remove any excuse for continu-
ing to ignore her leadership. My role 
was to support her decision, even if 
that meant lessening the facilitator 
role for me. This is one of the ways I 
can use my white privilege to support 
Ijumaa.

Ijumaa: I remember the look of sur-
prise on Kelly’s face when I named 
their behavior as racist. She was out-
raged I think, because before I named 
the behavior as an expression of rac-
ism, she thought it was just rude and 
disrespectful. But to understand that 
behavior as rooted in interpersonal rac-
ism was a shock for Kelly, right? And 
you thought it odd that I was calm and 
nonchalant about the incident.

Kelly: Looking back on it now, it was 
surprising; what I’ve learned since 
though, is that behaviors like this are 
regularly perpetuated against people 
of color. It’s embarrassing to admit 
how little I knew about microaggres-
sions, but my privilege had protected 
me — people didn’t treat me that way 
due to my race so it wasn’t on my 
radar. And if I had wanted to, I could 
have stayed ignorant without any real 
repercussions, because that is part of 
how racism works. 
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Ijumaa: As an African American 
woman in a position of authority as 
a facilitator, I know there is always 
an expression of overt and/or covert 
racism that participants exhibit and 
need to change. Because we live in 
a racialized world, a white person is 
expected to be in charge, especially 
when working with a person of color. 
Working cross racially, when done 
with attention to the dynamics of race, 
power, and privilege can challenge the 
racist social norm.

Margie: Right off the bat you have 
offered us an example of one of the 
many ways in which our unconscious 
racism as white people can manifest 
itself. Bringing it out in the open is so 
important and I’m struck by the way 
you handled this between yourselves 
and then with the group you were 
co-facilitating. This incident took place 
early on in your relationship and you 
were able to jump right in even with-
out a good deal of time to build trust. 
Ijumaa, you didn’t write Kelly off for 
her failure to recognize this behavior 
as rooted in interpersonal racism, and 
you generously chose to share your 
perspective with Kelly. I can imagine 
that repeated experience with this has 
been exasperating and you’ve had to 
sort through when to be patient and 
when to reveal your anger. 

Kelly, you didn’t hide behind some 
need to feel “safe” or defend your 
initial assumption. You chose to learn 
from this, and followed with a decision 
to use your white privilege to support 
Ijumaa, to step back and let her be the 
lead facilitator.

Knowing Yourselves

Margie: Your story here reveals some 
solid self-awareness as a founda-
tion for being so intentional in how 
you handle things. Racism is such a 
powerful force, a disease really, built 
into the very fabric of our history and 
American culture and exposing it often 
leads to heated, knee jerk emotional 

responses. To work productively across 
racial lines requires not only learn-
ing about each other, but more about 
oneself. What have each of you dis-
covered about yourselves as you work 
together? 

Kelly: I tend to be an external pro-
cessor and creator when we work 
together and I’ve learned that Ijumaa 
processes internally. So, to be inten-
tional about accommodating how she 
creates and processes I’ve had to slow 
down my mouth and my typing when 
we work together. This slowing down 
and making space also helps ensure 
that I don’t steamroll her ideas and I 
make real space for her voice, contri-
butions, and wisdom. I’ve benefitted 
from this slowing down, personally 
and professionally. I’ve become more 
attentive overall to making space for 
other people in the room to contrib-
ute, because it’s a way to share power, 
but also because I learn things: I learn 
about other ways to think about some-
thing, I learn more about someone’s 
daily life, or about a success they had 
and share in that joy. 

Ijumaa: I’ve learned more about my 
strength of being intuitively slow to 
speak. I regularly partner with indi-
viduals and groups and in the begin-

ning of my career as a consultant, I 
would be miserable because I always 
felt pressure to give input or advice, 
either on the spot or in a short amount 
of time. Working with Kelly helped 
me realize that I can ask for more time 
or whatever I need to give a response. 
I’m much more productive and happy 
in my work relationships now. 

Taking Risks

Margie: The kind of awareness you 
are each describing is, of course, im-
portant in any relationship, but when 
the relationship includes the legacy of 
power and privilege that infuses any 
interracial collaboration, the stakes are 
really high. You can succumb to un-
manageable tension, or carve out new 
possibilities — demonstrating that 
these tensions can be navigated and 
learned from to create a new legacy of 
equity going forward. I see you both 
as being risk takers in growing your 
working partnership.

Kelly: I feel like this is an area where 
I have more growth to do. It felt like 
a risk to name racist behavior in a 
public setting with our extended team 
that I didn’t know very well. Would 
they believe us? Would they support 

Know Yourself

Take some time to assess yourself as a risk taker. When it comes to trying some 
new actions, which of the following statements feels most like you?

■ I avoid taking risks and tend to put my head in the sand when something new
is required.

■ When there’s something new I want to learn, I’m willing to go through the
discomfort to learn it.

■ When I feel something really needs changing, I’m willing to stick my neck out.

■ I’m always ready to challenge the status quo, to speak up, or advocate for
something that obviously needs changing.

Are you satisfied with your current relationship to risk taking? Do you want to 
make any changes?
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us? And as I write this, I know that 
this is something that people of color 
live every day. We’ve had a number of 
experiences where Ijumaa was treated 
differently while we were working 
together (i.e., having her name ques-
tioned, requiring her to show ID for 
a credit card purchase when I didn’t), 
and I need to be faster and more direct 
about interrupting those behaviors 
in the moment. My relationship with 
Ijumaa is most important to me and 
I don’t want to be colluding, even 
inadvertently, with white supremacist 
behavior. What I keep coming back to 
when I think about risk is this: I don’t 
see it as much as risk, but as integrity 
in relationship — it’s what you do with 
people you care about — check in; 
listen when you’ve made a mistake, do 
better; take action to ensure things get 
better. 

Ijumaa: There is always a risk for any 
person of color to be in close relation-
ship with a white person because the 
risk is that they can always choose 
white supremacy over the relationship 
if they decide that society will reward 
them for upholding white supremacy. 
In the meantime, the person of color 
will be blamed for upsetting the “natu-
ral order” of things or not assimilating 
well enough to uphold white suprem-
acy. 

Margie: It took me a long time to un-
derstand this, Ijumaa, and to recognize 
my own participation. Part of our 
challenge as white people is to under-
stand how we’ve been taught to not 
notice or recognize our privilege. Then, 
when we encounter this mortifying 
truth, we’re inclined to slip into “white 
fragility” (DiAngelo, 2011), retreating 
to protect ourselves from the discom-
fort of understanding and engaging in 
the need to dismantle systemic rac-
ism. Retreating takes different forms 
(withdrawing, denying, exceptional-
izing, becoming defensive, attacking) 
and ultimately perpetuates, rather than 
transforms, our participation in this 

system of racism. You, Ijumaa, hardly 
need this explanation as you surely 
witness it on a daily basis. How have 
you and Kelly linked arms in this risk 
taking?

Ijumaa: Currently the risk Kelly and 
I take is possibly not being hired for a 
particular job because I’m an African 
American woman. There have been 
instances where the potential client 
begins to waiver about bringing in a 
team and then they always ask for just 
Kelly. We describe that in our work to-
gether I’m “content expert” 
and bring the most experi-
ence. This is purposeful to 
be more equitable in our 
work relationship. When 
we bring this up to hesitant 
clients, there is an awkward 
silence. Then we tell them 
we are a package deal.

Growing a Strong 
Relationship

Margie: This is another ter-
rific example of addressing 
the dynamics of race and 
privilege. You’ve clearly 
developed some great strat-
egies for not perpetuating 
patterns of white privilege. 
How would you describe 
any changes that have hap-
pened in your relationship? 

Kelly: Because I’ve listened 
to Ijumaa share stories of 
interactions with white 
people where she’s named 
some of the patterns of 
behavior that subtly rein-
force white supremacy that 
white people often use in 
racial conversations, I can 
see those patterns more 
clearly now. She’s given me 
the terminology to name 
these patterns and I can 
now describe how they are 
not helpful. I also have the 

courage to take action and interrupt 
those patterns when I see them play-
ing out. I don’t get it right every time, 
for instance in an online conversation 
where I should have stepped in and 
didn’t. We talked about it and I took to 
heart her guidance on how to step in 
without stepping on her voice. 

I understand more deeply, though in 
no means fully, how exhausting it is 
for a person of color to live in a racist 
world. I understand better the toll, the 
uncompensated emotional labor, we 

Wings of the Same Bird

We hear the voices of our parents,

our elders, our teachers,

those that came before us

and with us.

We were kids

who cared about justice.

We are freedom fighters

resistance

resistance.

We are teachers for transformation

Workers, in this for the long haul

We are not only undoing

We are building something strong

We are all wings of the same bird

that bird is called…

hope, survival, movement, mentoring,

passion, empowerment, generativity,

change, stubborn,

life-giving,

victory,

And she will fly.

Kissinger, K. (2017). Anti-bias education in the early  
childhood classroom: Hand in hand, step by step.  
New York: Routledge Press.
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expect of people of color. That labor 
consists of things like being asked 
to define terms or events relevant in 
Black culture, for example, that some-
one who is white could easily look up 
or read about. Another example I see 
regularly is how white people respond 
when made aware that they did some-
thing racist. They shift the conversa-
tion to talking about their feelings and 
expect the person of color to now tend 
to their feelings rather than the white 
person figuring out how to change 
their racist behavior.

Ijumaa: One way our relationship has 
changed is talking about racial justice 
with the greater ECE community. I 
was feeling frustrated with educators 
who had good intentions, but were not 
engaged in racial justice work. One 
example was on an online post where 
a white educator had questions about 
colorism and internalized racism. I 
responded by sharing links about 
the effects of colorism and internal-
ized racism in early childhood and 
the harm it causes in healthy racial 
identity development. Several people 
joined the thread upset that the subject 
of race would even be talked about in 
the context of early education. I asked 
Kelly to join the thread in hopes of 
having a productive discussion, but 
people became more and more defen-
sive. They insisted that young children 
should not have to think about racism 
until they are older. Kelly and I de-
briefed that experience. Kelly brought 
up how many white educators do not 
receive any anti-bias education or take 
one diversity or multicultural work-
shop/class, which only focuses on a 
surface understanding of culture and 
the importance of discussing differenc-
es. From that conversation we began to 
work on creating professional devel-
opment sessions to address systematic 
racism in early childhood education 
and bring a critical race theory analy-
sis to all our work together.

Margie: As you continue on this col-

laborative relationship, what are some 
examples of questions you wrestle 
with in your work?

Kelly: Questions currently on my 
mind: How is it possible that so many 
early educators, especially train-
ers and “leaders” in our field, fail to 
include racial justice as a core practice 
of ECE, not just an additional training 
or one-and-done mindset? Imagine 
how different our work and our world 
would be if all early educators under-
stood how to support healthy racial 
identity development for all children. 
Imagine how our decision-making 
might change if all of our professional 
development was built on a core value 
of racial justice and equity!

Another question for me: How do we 
help individuals to dismantle a rac-
ist system, going beyond individual 
interactions to the need for systemic 
change? I think of this as analogous to 
trying to save the planet one light bulb 
at a time, which isn’t adequate for the 
environmental crisis we’re in. Racism 
is a crisis in our country, and while we 
need to change each of our relation-
ships to be more equitable, we have to 
transform the systems that keep racism 
in place and privilege white people. 

Ijumaa: I would also add that not only 
am I along with other BIPOC (Black, 
Indigenous, People of Color) experts 
in our own experience, but if we are 
collaborating and presenting, we are 
also content area experts. I’ve been 
noticing with the news filled with 
stories of overt racism (white suprema-
cist marching unmasked), there is an 
increase of programs wanting anti-bias 
education or anti-racist training. When 
they contact me, they want multiple 
people as references; they question 
me about my résumé; want me to 
describe what I would offer, includ-
ing outlines and handouts. Out of the 
three programs that contacted me, 
only one hired me while the other two 
hired a white person with less formal 
education and experience. I learned 

from one of the white people hired that 
her initial discussion with one of the 
programs lasted only 15 minutes. They 
asked her how much she charged and 
what dates she had available and then 
hired her. The program leader did not 
ask her for a résumé or a workshop 
description. How could I not see that 
as racist?

Offering Encouragement

Margie: Thanks to each of you for 
jumping in here with me to offer en-
couragement for those who are ready 
to take up the challenge of working 
across racial lines. Do you have any 
suggestions or advice for others who 
want to do this work?

Ijumaa: Yes, that’s the question we 
are wrestling with now. A question 
that Kelly posed in the beginning of 
our work together was, “What words 
and/or concepts should we use when 
talking about race?” I was perplexed 
by this question at first. But then we 
got to the heart of it, which was, “How 
do we talk about race without mak-
ing white educators upset?” My initial 
response was, “You can’t.” That re-
sponse wasn’t enough for Kelly. A part 
of dismantling racism is eliminating 
white privilege, which can mean not 
centering the discussion of race around 
white people’s experiences and feel-
ings. It’s white people’s responsibility 
to figure out how not to be defensive 
about talking about racism or becom-
ing overwhelmed with “white guilt,” 
such that no action can be taken. As 
facilitators it’s our responsibility to cre-
ate brave space, not just safe spaces for 
white people (Arao & Clemens, 2013).

Kelly: People of color are the experts 
of their experiences. Respect their au-
thority. Don’t second-guess what they 
tell you or when they share a story 
with you. Don’t assume the person of 
color has to educate you. Do some re-
search, know some history, read blogs 
and other current sources of informa-
tion about experiences of people who 
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are different from you — not to show 
off, but to begin an education denied 
us by an education system not interest-
ed in authentically portraying the lived 
experience of people of color. 

Margie: I really appreciate the courage 
and clarity each of you has brought to 
this conversation. May it spur each of 
us on to overcoming our fears about 
taking on racism through relationships 
in ECE and beyond.
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In 1959, the United Nations General 
Assembly set forth its Declaration of the 
Rights of the Child, followed in 1989 
by the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child. Diversity and equity early child-
hood advocates around the world treat 
these documents as foundational to their 

work. Article 2 of the Convention makes 
clear that children’s rights are universal, 
applying “to all children, whatever 
their race, religion or abilities…. It 
doesn’t matter where children live, 
what language they speak, what their 
parents do, whether they are boys or 
girls, what their culture is, whether they 
have a disability, or whether they are 
rich or poor. No child should be treated 
unfairly on any basis.” And, especially 
pertinent for anti-bias education, Article 
29 declares that “education… should 
encourage children to respect others’ 
human rights and their own and other 
cultures. It should also help them learn 
to live peacefully, protect the environ-
ment, and respect other people.” 

This article highlights the Orange 
County, California Peace Camp, a 
summertime day camp experience for a 
diverse group of children ranging from 
ages 5–17. The educational elements 
of the camp program practice the 
values of the UN Rights of the Child by 
melding peace education with anti-bias 
education. We describe the program’s 
educational elements, offer a sample of 

activities, and close with comments from 
Peace Camp alumni about the impact of 
their experiences on their lives as young 
adults. 

Peace Camp’s vision to create a more 
peaceful world rests on Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr.’s belief that “true peace 
is not merely the absence of tension; it 
is the presence of justice.” Its mission 
is to nurture children to believe in 
themselves, understand and enjoy 
diversity, think critically about fair-
ness, and develop the desire, values, 
and skills for building a just, peaceable 
community. The educational elements 
of Peace Camp draw from the goals and 
strategies of both peace and anti-bias 
education. A range of activities meet the 
changing developmental and age needs 
of the campers.

Grow and Strengthen  
Self-awareness and Identity

This first educational element includes 
supporting children to build their self-
identify and social identity, find their 
voice, and be proud of who they are. If 

Connecting Our Values: Children’s Rights, 
Anti-bias Education, and Peace Education

by Ana Page and Louise Derman-Sparks
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building of Peace Camp, Orange County, California.
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children feel strongly about themselves, 
they can then support others to develop 
their identity, voice, and be comfort-
able with diversity. Many children find 
healing at Peace Camp from hurtful 
experiences of prejudice and discrimina-
tion. Books such as I Like Myself! (2004) 
by Karen Beaumont and These Hands 
(2007) by Hope Lynn Price, open discus-
sions with younger children. Story-
telling with Persona Dolls (see Derman-
Sparks & Edwards, 2010) then becomes 
a major vehicle for building children’s 
self-awareness and pride as they learn 
about and celebrate each other’s differ-
ences. Older children have a chance to 
make their own persona dolls.

Expand Communication Skills

Promoting campers’ use of peaceable 
and intentional language, learning to be 
conscious of how words can contribute 
(or not) to building positive relation-
ships, and to resolving disagreements in 
peaceful ways all make up this element. 
Older children additionally explore the 
history behind certain words and why 
they are hurtful. Communication skills 
also reinforce building conflict-solving 
and advocacy skills for challenging 
bias and injustice. One favorite tool — 
The Talking Stick — offers children an 
opportunity to take turns talking and 
listening to each other.

Learn Collaboration Skills

This element involves practicing being 
mindful of other peoples’ perspectives, 
experiences, and life situations. The 
focus is on learning to be aware of how 
others may be different from oneself, 
and to understand needs in the context 
of people’s lives. Collaboration requires 
allowing space and giving respect to 
everyone’s voice when deciding on 
team or group actions. Painting a mural 
is one popular collaborative activity. It 
begins with planning and working for 
consensus about the mural theme. Every 

child’s voice is heard and blended into 
the final consensus. Everyone then 
participates in making the mural in 
ways comfortable to them. They may 
do the preliminary drawing, or grab 
brushes and paint after the drawing 
is sketched. Children who choose to 
be an observer support the sketchers 
and painters by gathering the supplies 
they need. Each choice contributes to 
the whole and exhibits the different 
roles of a village working towards a 
common goal.

Build Community

Practicing integrating one’s own 
needs with others’ needs in a commu-
nity that includes multiple diverse 
perspectives, voices, and ages is 
central to this element. It also includes 
understanding that actions of bias 
and bullying break the bonds and 
ties of a peaceable community and 
helps children learn to be self-aware 
of behaviors that may insult or step 
on other peoples’ toes. Communica-
tion, collaboration, and advocacy 
skills also come into play. At the start 
of camp, the campers collaboratively 
discuss and create a written statement 
about behaviors they think make up a 
peaceful community. When an agree-
ment is broken, the group gathers for 
a meeting to discuss it, problem solve 
what to do, and to review their state-
ment. Building community threads 
throughout all the activities in which 
the campers engage.

Practice Peaceable 
Conflict-solving 

Underlying this element is the aware-
ness that bias and bullying under-
mine a peaceable, just community. 
It includes strengthening one’s own 
sense of self, embracing differences, 
and building communication, critical 
thinking, and collaboration skills. One 
activity offered in Steve Seskin and 

Allen Shamblin’s (2002) book and song, 
“Don’t Laugh at Me,” helps children 
open up about bullying experiences 
they’ve witnessed or experienced. 
Children primarily learn to undertake 
peaceable conflict-solving in the context 
of real-life issues that arise among them 
during a day at camp. An example is 
staff teaching them how to use I-Messages 
to de- escalate a conflict.

Learn Ways to Take Care of 
the Environment

Peace Camp teaches that people, 
animals, and the environment are inter-
connected. The children also learn how 
violence harms all parts of the living 
environment. The program encourages 
campers to be aware of and take care of 
animals and the environment as a part of 
building peaceable, just communities. An 
example of children applying what they 
were learning occurred when a group of 
five- to eight-year-old Peace Campers on 
a field trip to a park witnessed children 
from another camp breaking branches 
off trees. The Peace Campers spoke to 
the perpetrators, trying to explain they 
were harming the tree, but that the 
tree could not voice to them that it was 
hurting. Finding that they needed help 
talking with the other children, the Peace 
Campers asked the park ranger for assis-
tance and support.

Develop and Practice 
Advocacy Skills

This element focuses on developing 
the desire and confidence, as well as 
the skills, for speaking out and acting 
for fairness for both oneself and others. 
Children gain practice in advocacy as 
incidents occur at camp that invite them 
to speak up. In addition, learning about 
the history of social justice activism in 
our country offers campers examples 
of real people who worked for just, 
peaceable communities. This knowl-
edge strengthens children’s identity and 
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help with tuition, lunch, and transpor-
tation.

Alumni of Peace Camp Speak

The following excerpts are from 
interviews Ana conducted with Peace 
Camp–Orange County alumni in 2016. 
Their statements illustrate how much 
the mission of the program took hold 
in the campers. People spoke about 
using the skills or tools they learned at 
Peace Camp in their workplace, class-
room, or with family. Here is a small 
sample:

“The greatest thing that I’ve learned 
about being a part of Peace Camp is 
how important community is. I don’t 
think I’ve experienced very many 
 communities in my lifetime that are as 
rich as Peace Camp’s was.”

“The beauty of it is that we had such a 
diverse group… like we would have a 
lot of discussions and someone would 
say something and then someone 
would bring up another side of it that 
I wouldn’t think of because they have 
different experiences than I do, and 
that was really powerful. You know, 
‘Aha, like wow,’ that just kind of helps 
you understand there’s a lot of other 
ways to view things and try to be open 
to that.”

“I most treasure what we learned about 
working with different groups and 
being able to cooperate…. I use these 
in my field of environmental manage-
ment…. You have a lot of different 
viewpoints, personalities, and stake-
holders with different agendas, so it’s 
important to think about and respect 
differences. For instance, take fishing 
with certain Native American tribes. It’s 
very easy to say, ‘No you can’t do that, 
like that’s just not allowed,’ but you 
really need to understand the cul-
tural significance [of fishing in specific 
places] to that group, and get other 
people to think about that. It’s like 
bridging two fields — getting people 
to pay attention to the differences 
among people and to take care of the 

their respect for diversity, and offers 
older campers insights into the issues of 
current life related to prejudice, discrim-
ination, war, and peace. It also serves as 
inspiration and hope for creating a more 
just country and world. The Peacemaker 
Walk is one way children learn about 
social justice activists. Youth Leaders 
dress up as diverse activists from past 
and present, such as Mattie Stepanek, 
Cesar Chavez, and Marian Wright 
Edelman. They sit at stations around the 
camp, while the children go on a journey 
through time as they visit with each 
activist, hear their stories, and ask ques-
tions about their struggles and victories.

Develop Leadership Capacity

Building the next generation of advo-
cates is a key part of Peace Camp. This 
element is carried out in the Youth 
Leadership Training Program. Many 
campers return for several years, which 
makes this element possible. Youth 
Leaders (10–17) facilitate activities and 
discussions with younger children, and 
are expected to lead by example. Youth 
leaders regularly meet with Peace Camp 
staff throughout the year to talk about 
living the camp’s mission in all aspects 
of their lives. Some of the youth leader’s 
alumni — Ana among them — take 
over coordination of Peace Camp, and 
the responsibilities of passing on its 
vision and philosophy and training new 
Youth Leaders. This year, the Camp will 
celebrate the third generation of youth 
leadership. 

Youth Leaders also create a yearly 
advocacy project, which involves 
reaching out to other organizations. 
They have worked towards planting 
trees in deforested countries, making 
recycle bins for parks and community 
centers, and cleaning beaches. Their 
most recent project brought 20 children 
from a homeless shelter to participate in 
a summer of Peace Camp. This required 
reaching out to community partners to 

environment.” 

“Peace Camp helped me practice 
speaking up for people or causes that 
I believe in…. I don’t think a lot of the 
people that I interact with have had 
that experience of being empowered 
to say something when they think 
something’s wrong and knowing 
what you can do even if it’s something 
small…. And also, speaking your views 
to people who have more power than 
you.”

“The song ‘What Can One Little Person 
Do?’ has always resonated with me. 
 Oftentimes when people say, ‘But 
you’re only one person,’ I’m like, ‘The 
problem is that if no one does it, then 
there’s not going to be people to 
 follow.’ It’s hard being the only person, 
but I feel like I carry on in my life the 
idea that one person doing something 
does make a difference. And I teach 
this to my kids all the time.”

We’ll close with a wish expressed 
by one of the Peace Camp alumni, 
which aptly voices our own feelings: 
“Wouldn’t it be wonderful if all chil-
dren did have the chance to achieve 
the values, skills, and courage to work 
to make our world a peaceable, just 
community for all?”
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When the intellectual gatekeepers of 
our teaching profession launched me 
with the obligatory charge to “go forth 
and do good work” over 30 years ago, I 
can clearly remember having contradic
tory feelings of bubbling enthusiasm 
and unsettling dread. I could certainly 
account for the bubbling enthusiasm. 
After all, as a fairly engaged under

graduate student, my professors had 
introduced me to the pathfinding 
thinking of such towering education 
minds as Jean Piaget, Marie Montessori, 
John Dewey, Horace Mann, and many 
other European and American scholars. 
With this exciting knowledge in posses
sion, I — a young and very idealistic 
Black American woman — lovingly 
concerned about the poor education 
usually reserved for poor Black and 
Brown children, was eager to offer 
my humble contributions to the rich 
education and civic history of the many 
people who had done good work on 
behalf of these habitually miseducated 
and undervalued children.

However, as much as I tried, I could not 
discern the source and meaning of this 
unsettling dread, bubbling up from deep 
within. It was a kind of disquieting fear 
of being incomplete, unprepared, and 
even of impending doom. Whatever 

other negative powers it possessed, I 
can absolutely say this anxiety certainly 
managed to disturb the unmitigated joy 
I fully expected my celebratory profes
sional launching to bring.

It took about ten years before I was able 
to understand the source and meaning 
of this unnerving feeling. I mainly credit 
conversations with my husband, a polit
ical science professor, for helping me 
find my way. It was especially when we 
decided to crosspollinate classic works 
from our respective fields that important 
insights began to emerge. For example, 
my husband began to truly appreciate 
the importance of giving children a 
strong foundation in their early years, 
while I benefited greatly from reflecting 
on teacher training and human rights. 
We both agree that these discussions 
also helped lay the foundation for our 
nonprofit, the Law and Civics Reading 
and Writing Institute. In terms of teacher 

Anita Howard, MS, is the co-founder 
and chief program officer of the Law 
and Civics Reading and Writing 
Institute (LCRWI), a non-profit educa-
tion think tank that conducts inter-
disciplinary research on child 

development and learning, and especially at-risk 
 children. Anita has over 30 years of experience in edu-
cation as an educator and coach in human develop-
ment and early childhood. Anita is currently 
co-collaborating on two books, entitled Human and 
Civil Rights in the Early Years Series: What Our Teachers 
Need to Know, and A Teachers’ Course on Educating the 
Black Male Youth: Shifting from Theory to Practice: An 
Introductory Course Workbook on Empowering Teacher 
Practice Through Research and Innovation. This is a 
series of course workbooks created from the informa-
tion and findings from the Institute’s book Righting 
America’s Wrongs: A Best Practices Manual for Educating 
Black Male Youth.

Nourishing Our Souls:
One Teacher’s Human Rights Journey

by Anita Howard

“Where, after all, do universal human rights begin? In small places, close to home — so close and so small that they 
cannot be seen on any maps of the world. Yet they are the world of the individual person; the neighborhood he lives in; 

the school or college he attends; the factory, farm, or office where he works. Such are the places where every man, woman, 
and child seeks equal justice, equal opportunity, equal dignity without discrimination. 

Unless these rights have meaning there, they have little meaning anywhere. 
Without concerted citizen action to uphold them close to home, we shall look in vain for progress in the larger world.” 

― Eleanor Roosevelt
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■ Parents would be invited into these
conversations with the children
during their biweekly meetings.

The children and their parents came up 
with many ideas from these discussions. 
They agreed they would take action in 
the following ways:

■ Create signs and posters with human
and children’s rights slogans on them.

■ March to the local police station with
their signs and posters to protest the
violence, and request a meeting with
the police commander.

■ Ask other family members and people
in the community to join them in the
march.

■ Request that the commander place
two police cars around the school
before, during, and after school hours
to protect the children, teachers,
and others in or around the school
building.

■ Write a letter to their mayor and
alderman asking them why they can’t
stop the shooting around their school,
and why shootings around schools
happen in some parts of the city, but
not in other parts.

The children and their parents put into 
action these and other ideas. I remember 
the teacher being so proud of her 
 children and parents. She was proud 
that her children, parents, and many 
community members had discovered 
their human rights voice. The teacher 
has since left the school, but she recently 
told me that this was the most chal
lenging, rewarding experience she had 
in her early years as a teacher. She said 
that as a White teacher supporting low
income lowresourced children of color, 
the experience had helped her to grow 
in many necessary ways, chiefly in her 
awareness of the crucial importance of 

could figure out how to stop the shoot
ings around the school. And second, that 
her school did not have a system in place 
for supporting children impacted by 
violence and the toxic stress it can bring 
— something that would provide them 
the social and emotional support they 
needed in such an environment, in order 
to develop and learn. She added that the 
administration “didn’t have a clue.” She 
asked rhetorically, “Do we really expect 
children to learn in this kind of a mess?”

The teacher explained that two things in 
particular troubled her about incidents 
like this. The shooting event on this day 
had convinced her that she needed to 
do more to help her children. She said 
that even though her teacher develop
ment programs had not prepared her 
in human and children rights, she had 
briefly been a part of a Teachers for 
Social Justice organization that had 
introduced her to the subject. She said 
the shooting had stirred her to teach her 
children about their right to live and 
learn without fear. She also intended 
to explore with her students how they 
could contribute to solving the violence 
problem in their school and community. 
She planned to create and implement 
a plan based on human and children 
rights. 

I shared with her my awakening to 
human and children rights and offered 
any assistance I could provide. I added 
that for such a plan to be effective, 
along with teaching her children their 
rights, she should also bring the whole 
school — parents, family, guardians, 
and community — into the plan. She 
accepted my offer of assistance, and over 
a fourmonth period, we began to create 
and implement her plan:

■ During circle time, the children would
discuss reallife problems, such as the
cause of community violence, and
how they could come together to
solve it.

training and human rights, I began to 
reflect more intentionally on my own 
journey as a teacher. That is, on how 
teacher training in human rights can 
help to grow the resilience we teachers 
need to practice our craft and to nourish 
our souls. This resilience is especially 
important when we seek to support 
disadvantaged  children, families, and 
communities placed at risk.

One of many stories that brings light to 
this point occurred five years ago when 
I was an early childhood coach. I had 
just walked into the PreK classroom 
of a young teacher in her second year 
of teaching. Seconds after I entered the 
classroom, gunshots rang out. The shots 
were coming from outside the school. 
I instinctively looked at the children, 
most of whom had already dropped to 
the floor. The teacher and I then yelled 
to the children still standing to lie down. 
We huddled together on the floor, held 
and comforted the children, and assured 
them that everything would be okay. All 
the children were screaming, crying, and 
asking for their mommies. The shooting, 
which lasted about three minutes, 
seemed like it would never end. 

When calm was finally restored, the 
teacher told me that shootings like that 
occurred on a regular basis around the 
school, and that the children had been 
taught to drop to the floor whenever 
it happened. She noted that she was 
scared for the children, but also for her 
own personal safety. Every day her 
children told her about the violence they 
witnessed on their way to and from 
school. These preschoolers had seen with 
their own eyes people who had been 
shot, stabbed, and beaten. They told her 
stories of being afraid to walk to school. 
Of police cars and ambulances screaming 
down the street while they were sleeping 
at night.

The teacher explained that what troubled 
her most about incidents like this was 
two things. First, the fact that no one 
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human rights and cultural awareness to 
children’s learning.

This teacher’s story inspires me when
ever I hear accounts of children being 
denied their rights to human dignity. 
Like me, she had not received a teacher 
education program in human rights 
when she was launched professionally. 
However, for the sake of her children, 
their families, and communities she 
was willing to both professionally and 
morally challenge herself to expand 
in an area that is very uncomfortable 
for many teachers: knowledge of how 
undemocratic political systems operate, 
and the power teachers naturally 
possess to change these systems of 
power. I admired this teacher because 
she dedicated herself to understanding 
how the political and economic context 
in which she taught impacted whether 
she would become a successful teacher. 

Much like me, she had come to see 
education, civic (citizen) power, 
and love as good friends who travel 
together. As a teacher educated in an 
advanced democracy riddled with 
many paradoxes, I realized that it is 
relatively easy to see education and love 
as friends on such a journey. Adding 
power into the mix is trickier. Unfortu
nately, our political and moral training 
as teachers would have us divorce 
power from education and love, and 
in doing so, completely miss one of Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s most profound 
lessons, which I feel all teachers should 
internalize deeply:

“Love without power is sentimental 
and anemic, and power without love 
is reckless and abusive. Power at its 
best is love implementing the demands 
of justice. Justice at its best is love 
correcting everything that stands 
against love.” 

When done right, human rights training 
inspires teachers to locate and animate 
those transcendent spaces needed to 

courageously think, speak, and act freely 
on behalf of those whose voices have 
been summarily silenced, and to do so in 
ways that honor and respect all peoples. 
The greatest benefit teachers receive 
from this training is a nourished soul, 
which is exactly what we need to honor 
and complete our journey of good work. 

Human rights and children rights lenses 
also enable teachers to recognize and 
challenge threats to both education and 
democracy. 

As we move deeper into the twentyfirst 
century, teachers will need these sets 
of lenses in their toolboxes. Lenses that 
will move us to plant and water such 
important seeds as culturalinformed, 
traumainformed, communityinformed, 
and political/economicallyinformed 
teaching. 

In other words, the kind of human rights 
teaching that nourishes the soul. 

Resources for Teachers

Human Rights Watch 
www.hrw.org/worldreport/2017 

Youth for Human Rights 
www.youthforhumanrights.org 
(free downloads)

The Advocates for Human Rights  
www.theadvocatesforhumanrights.org 
(free downloads)

Amnesty USA  
www.amnestyusa.org (free downloads)

Human Rights Curriculum Encourages 
Students to ‘Speak Truth to Power’ 
by Jackie Zubrzycki on September 25, 
2015: 
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/ 
curriculum/2015/09/human_rights_
curriculum_ 

Child Rights Education Toolkit: 
Rooting Child Rights in Early 

Childhood Education, Primary and 
Secondary Schools 
www.unicef.org/crc/files/UNICEF_
CRE_Toolkit_FINAL_web_version 
170414.pdf (free download)

A Human Rights-Based Approach to 
Education © United Nations Children’s 
Fund/United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization, 
2007 
www.unicef.org/publications/files/A_
Human_Rights_Based_Approach_to_
Education_for_All.pdf (free download)

Exploring Children Rights  
Curriculum 2007 by Mariano Zuk 
www.scribd.com/document/37342587/
ExploringChildrenRightsCurriculum 
(free download)

Promoting and Protecting Rights for 
Children May 2014 
www.unicef.org

— ■ —

http://www.hrw.org/world-report/2017
http://www.youthforhumanrights.org
http://www.theadvocatesforhumanrights.org
http://www.amnestyusa.org
https://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/curriculum/2015/09/human_rights_curriculum_from_r.html
https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention/what-is-the-convention
https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/A_Human_Rights_Based_Approach_to_Education_for_All.pdf
https://www.scribd.com/document/37342587/Exploring-Children-Rights-Curriculum
http://www.unicef.org
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If I cannot do great things, I can do 
small things in a great way.  

Martin Luther King, Jr.

Sometimes teachers embrace the need 
for and goals of anti-bias education, yet 
are not sure how to make them part of 
their daily program. If we think of the 
classroom as a laboratory for children 
learning about themselves, the world 
around them, and for developing their 
interactions with children and adults, 
then incorporating anti-bias themes into 

daily curriculum becomes natural. In 
this article, we focus on short-term and 
long-term strategies that enable you to 
bring the four goals of anti-bias educa-
tion to life in your daily program.

Groundwork 

ABE Core Learning Goals

The four core goals of anti-bias educa-
tion are the framework for planning 
learning opportunities, which may be 
embedded in existing curriculum activi-
ties or are the primary focus.

Anti-bias learning opportunities enable 
children to think and talk about their 

ideas and feelings about themselves, 
the differences and similarities among 
people, and about fairness and unfair-
ness in people’s interactions with each 
other. Through these activities, teachers 
gather invaluable information about 
children’s thinking. They also learn 
about the influence that prevailing 
stereotyping or prejudices in their home, 
community, and in the larger society 
have on the children’s thinking and 
behaviors. This information is a major 
source for planning anti-bias curriculum 
tailored to the children we teach. By 
being proactive, teachers create an 
environment in which children feel 
comfortable making comments, asking 

It Can Be Done!
Strategies for Embedding Anti-bias Education into Daily Programming

by Debbie LeeKeenan and Betty Allen

Anti-bias Education Goals

Identity   Each child will demonstrate self-awareness, confidence, family pride, 
and positive social/group identities.

Diversity   Each child will express comfort and joy with human diversity, 
 accurate language for human differences, and deep, caring human connections.

Justice   Each child will increasingly recognize unfairness (injustice), have 
 language to describe unfairness, and understand that unfairness hurts.

Activism   Each child will demonstrate a sense of empowerment and the skills 
to act, with others or alone, against prejudice and/or discriminatory actions

Derman-Sparks & Edwards (2010)
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Development Pre-K–2 Teacher 
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questions, and being open to new informa-
tion and ideas.

Children’s Development

Just as understanding children’s cognitive, 
language, and physical development is 
necessary for quality education, knowing 
the phases of identity and attitude 
development helps teachers provide 
appropriate learning opportunities related 
to anti-bias education goals. Teachers 
discover where children are in their 
development by listening to what they say 
and observing their inter actions with each 
other and with staff (see chart).

Staff Preparation, Self-reflection 

Doing anti-bias education may evoke 
some discomfort and anxiety about the 
issues such work presents. This is not 
surprising, since many of us were taught 
as children to avoid controversial topics 
such as prejudice, or were encouraged to 
not ‘rock the boat’ in our jobs. However, 
when adults are silent or actively steer 
children away from conversations about 
human differences, then children are left 
to draw their own conclusions about 
diversity and equality. Given that young 
children are likely to have insufficient or 
inaccurate information, they often draw 
inaccurate or biased conclusions. They 
may decide that there is something ‘bad’ 
about differences among people. They also 
learn that they are not supposed to ask 
questions.

Effective teacher and staff growth in 
anti-bias education enables us to over-
come feelings of unease or unprepared-
ness. It begins with self-preparation and 
self-reflection (Carter & Curtis, 2010; 
LeeKeenan & Nimmo, 2016). It is difficult 
to help children feel good about their 
social identities if adults are not aware 
of their own social identities and how 
these influence their work. If teachers 
do not uncover and undo unexamined 
misinformation and prejudices, they 
undermine their ability to help children 

Stages of Identity and Attitude Development 
Adapted from: York, S. (2003). Roots and Wings: Affirming Culture in Early 

Childhood Programs (revised edition). St. Paul, MN: Redleaf Press.

Infants: • Beginning self-awareness
• Recognize and explore faces: “what is me” and “what is not me”
• Develop a sense of trust
• Show fear and anger

Adult Tasks:  • Provide accurate non-stereotypic, current images of children, 
their families, and diversity in their community 

• Be responsive to family cultural child-rearing practices

Toddlers:  • Identify self as an individual
• Recognize familiar people and show fear of strangers
• ‘Catch’ and begin to mimic adult feelings and behavior about

diversity
• Ask, “What’s that?”

Adult Tasks:  • Foster interactions with a range of people 
• Provide non-stereotypic, current images and messages
• Model culturally responsive behavior

Twos:  • Classify people by gender
• Learn names of colors and notice skin color
• May begin to use social identity labels and exhibit early discom

fort and/or misconceptions about diversity

Adult Tasks:  • Provide accurate non-stereotypic data base and address signs 
of discomfort about social identities (gender, race,ethnicity,  
class, physical  disabilities) and other children’s home culture 

• Continue modeling culturally responsive behavior

Three to Five: • Construct social identities along with individual self-concepts 
• Group people by their physical characteristics
• Ask ‘why’ questions about diversity
• Susceptible to believing misinformation and stereotypes they

encounter about self or others

Adult Tasks:  • Acknowledge children’s observations and questions about 
racial/cultural identity and other social identities 

• Teach children that physical and cultural characteristics come
from their membership in a family and racial/cultural group

• Sort out and counter incorrect information and stereotypical
generalizations and address signs of discomfort

• Explore fair and unfair

Five to Eight: • Understand cultural identity 
• Identify stereotypes
• Consolidate social identities and may exhibit rigid thinking and

behavior regarding them
• May show anger through insults and name-calling

Adult Tasks:  • Deepen pride in their identity and build authentic, accurate   
  information about others  

• Identify what is fair and unfair stereotyping
• Develop tools for dealing with discrimination
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attitudes about their own social identi-
ties and about differences and simi-
larities among people. She listens for 
children’s spontaneous comments and 
questions, and looks for signs of confu-
sion or discomfort around identity and 
diversity. She makes notes about these 
for further consideration. (Check out 
Resources below for suggestions about 
creating an anti-bias environment).

Step 2: Short-term Strategies

The teacher responds to children’s 
comments, questions, and interac-
tions as teachable moments. She may 
begin by reflecting a child’s question 
back to him to find out more about 
his thinking and/or feelings. Then 
she gives simple accurate information 
appropriate to the child’s develop-
ment level. The teacher may sometimes 
choose to explain to the child that she 
needs more information and will talk 
again with the child. She may also need 
time to examine her own attitudes and 
discomfort about the issues raised by 
the children.

While children’s spontaneous 
comments and questions are invalu-

explore human diversity positively. 
Understanding the program’s anti-
bias goals and how to turn them into 
daily curriculum is equally essential, 
supported by ongoing opportunities for 
teachers and staff to talk together about 
their experiences with anti-bias issues 
in their classrooms. If possible, it is also 
helpful to learn from observing other 
programs and from experts in anti-bias 
education (e.g. at conferences). 

Short-term and Long-term 
Planning Strategies

Anti-bias education rests on ongoing 
interactions between the learning 
environment, teacher use of one-on-
one teachable moments that come from 
children’s spontaneous questions and 
comments, and from teachers’ designed, 
intentional curriculum. Short-term and 
long-term teaching strategies are neces-
sary. The adjacent diagram illustrates 
this dynamic concept.

Step 1: The Learning Environment 

The teacher plans and sets up the envi-
ronment with a range of materials to 
provoke children’s questions, ideas, and 

able, it is not enough to rely solely 
on them. Intentionally learning 
more about children’s thinking and 
feelings about specific aspects of 
identity, diversity, and fairness is 
also necessary. Proactively using 
children’s books, materials, photo-
graphs, and posters to provoke 
conversations about a range of skin 
color, gender, and family structures 
opens up new topics and provides 
data on topics children have already 
mentioned. In homogenous settings, 
where children may not see a fuller 
range of diversity among them-
selves, proactive activities may 
be the major source of learning 
about children’s thinking regarding 
diversity and fairness. (Although, it 
is important to remember that every 
group of children contains various 
forms of human diversity).

Step 3: Long-term Strategies 

In step three, the teacher plans 
longer in-depth curriculum, with 
multiple learning opportunities, 
to further children’s thinking 
and feeling, and to provide accu-
rate information that counters 
misperceptions and stereotyping. 
Considering the stages of children’s 
identity development, and the 
documented data she has gathered, 
a teacher chooses a specific topic to 

Anti-bias Education: Short-term and long-term responses

Listen and 
watch for:
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Prepare the environment with materials and 
provocations to explore differences

Short term: Respond immediately to the children’s 
questions/comments

Long term: Develop learning experiences that foster 
children’s more in-depth thinking and make connections to 
other curriculum experiences, including work with families 

and teacher/staff development. 

Which of these spontaneous 
 comments overheard in various 
classrooms would you choose to 
use as teachable moments and how 
might you respond? 

“Is Devlin a boy or a girl?”

“Why is that man sleeping on the 
street? Is he dead?”

“Why does Ahmed’s mom wear a 
scarf on her head?”

“Your hair is bad. My hair is good.”



33

at a community shelter for homeless 
women and children to talk about the 
possibilities of the preschool children 
sharing some of their materials and 
exchanging drawings/notes with the 
children. The teacher also tells families 
about the children’s interest, what she 
plans to do, and asks for their ideas — 
such as whether they might want to 
also provide some needed materials to 
the shelter.

The teacher also decides to extend the 
topic of homelessness to exploring the 
topic of work and jobs, since unem-
ployment is often the underlying 
reason for becoming homeless. She 
wants to convey that there are many 
different types of work, and that all are 
important and have value, even though 
some jobs pay more money than others. 
One activity might be making a photo 
book of all the people who work in the 
center community, including the janitor, 
kitchen staff, postal workers, and office 
staff, and invite the people to come talk 
to the children about their jobs. Persona 
doll stories are another useful tool 
(Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2010). The 
doll’s story might tell about a parent 
losing a job and how the family copes 
with the situation. The teacher fosters 
children’s empathy by inviting the 
children to also discuss “How can we 
help Melanie (the persona doll) and her 
family?”

Another extension might be the 
theme of homes and shelters, with the 
message that there are many different 
types of homes — apartments, single 
family houses, trailers, tents, hotels, 
and huts. People may live together 
with friends or extended family, and 
for a long or a short time in a particular 
place. The usual learning materials 
and methods of early childhood, 
starting with the children’s experiences, 
provide many opportunities to explore 
such issues.

explore with the children. The topic may 
arise from teachable moments or from 
the teacher’s knowledge about anti-bias 
issues in the children’s lives (see for 
example, LeeKeenan & Nimmo, 2016). To 
begin planning, the teacher first finds out 
more about the children’s thinking about 
the chosen topic. She then considers:

■ What do the children think and feel
and want/need to know? What are
their misconceptions? What informa-
tion is lacking? Is there evidence of
prejudicial influences?

■ What do I want them to know — what
misconceptions do I want to correct?
How are children’s lives connected to
the topic?

■ What anti-bias goals and specific
objectives related to the topic do I
want to include?

■ How can I connect the children’s anti-
bias issues to the existing classroom
curriculum? (Kuh et al., 2016)

It is vital for teachers to self-reflect 
about their attitudes and experiences 
regarding the topic they are exploring 
with the children, in turn strengthening 
their own knowledge. So, too is planning 
ways to work with families, including 
how to inform them about the children’s 
interest in a specific topic, and objec-
tives for addressing the topic with them. 
Ask families if they have questions 
for you, and if they hear questions or 
comments on the topic from their child. 
Plan a variety of ways to inform families 
about what you are doing, and share the 
children’s responses to the activities (e.g. 
displays, newsletters, family meetings, 
notes or emails, and parent conferences). 
Ultimately, activities exploring any 
specific anti-bias issue open up other 
issues, and the planning cycle begins 
again.

Planning Action: An Example

On a field trip, one child asks, “Why is 
that man sleeping on the street? Is he 
dead?”

T: “We don’t know for sure why he is 
sleeping on the street. He is not dead, I 
can see him breathing. He may not have 
another place to go right now.” 

C: “Why?”

T: “Could be he doesn’t have a house to 
live in. He may not have enough money 
to be in a house because he can’t work or 
couldn’t find a job.”

C: “Is the man cold?”

T: “He may be. Let’s talk some more 
when we get back to school.”

Back at school, the teacher decides to 
talk with all the children about their 
experiences and ideas about homeless-
ness. She tells them about seeing the 
man sleeping on the street, and asks, 
“Have you seen other people sleeping 
on the street?” She tells them that some 
women and children are also homeless. 
She asks, “Why do you think people 
sleep on the street? How do you think 
people who sleep on the street feel?” 
She introduces the term ‘homeless,’ and 
asks what more they would like to know 
about being homeless. 

Later, she and her assistant teacher 
look over their documentation of what 
the children want to know, and decide 
what they want to tell children about 
homelessness. They decide what further 
information they want to relate, as well 
as agreeing that they want to focus on 
fostering the children’s empathy and the 
idea that all people are valuable, regard-
less of their material possessions and 
where they live. Finally, they decide they 
also want to highlight how others can 
help individuals who are homeless. The 
teacher gets in touch with the teachers 
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Useful Children’s Books

A Chair for My Mother by Vera B. Williams (Greenwillow, 2007)

Come Home Soon, Baba by Janie Hampton (Peter Bendrick, 1993)

Fly Away Home by Eve Bunting (HMH Books for Young Readers, 1993) 

Homes in Many Cultures by Heather Adamson (Capstone, 2016)

House and Homes by Ann Morris (Harper Collins, 1995)

Last Stop on Market Street by Matt De La Pena (GP Putnam, 2015) 

My Painted House, My Friendly Chicken and Me by Maya Angelo and Margaret 
Courtney-Clarke (Crown, 2003)

Sam and the Lucky Money by Karen Chinn (Lee & Low, 1997)

The Big Orange Split by Daniel Manus Pinkwater (Scholastic, 1993) 

Too Tall Houses by Gianna Marino (Viking Books, 2012) 

For further thinking about planning anti-bias education, we suggest reading 
Moving Beyond Anti-bias Activities: Supporting the Development of Anti-Bias Prac-
tices (Kuh et al., 2016). We can all build a more just and fair world starting with 
our youngest citizens by incorporating an anti-bias perspective into the daily life 
of our programs. 
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 RESEARCH

Perception is Not Always Reality
Re-examining Our Views of Black Boys
by Iheoma U. Iruka

Many studies have focused only on the academic or social 
deficits of Black boys after entering kindergarten. My 
study on the transition of 700 African American boys from 
preschool to kindergarten looked at a full range of experi-
ences and outcomes, focusing on family and child character-
istics, as well as parenting practices. The findings from this 
study confirm at least two things that are of special relevance 
to early childhood administrators, educators, and professors:

1. There are many Black boys who show early academic
promise and above average learning behavior — one out
of five.

2. In some instances, Black boys who seemed to have an
early giftedness show a decline when they enter formal
schooling — a finding which should be of concern to all
educators.

Dr. Iheoma Iruka is the director of research and evaluation at the 
Buffett Early Childhood Institute at the University of Nebraska and 
was formerly scientist and associate director of research at the 
Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute at the University 
of North Carolina – Chapel Hill. Dr. Iruka is engaged in projects and 
initiatives focused on how evidence-informed policies, systems, 

and practices in early education can support the optimal development and 
experiences of low-income, ethnic minority, and  immigrant children.

The narrative held about Black boys and men is often couched 
with negative and deficit language, using descriptions such as 
violent, oppositional, and disruptive. However, this narrative 
can’t be true when we see many gifted and successful Black 
men who are educators, actors, athletes, musicians, artists, 
engineers, and lawyers, including the former president of the 
United States Barack Obama. These successful men prob-
ably displayed a potential for greatness that was fostered in 
the early years. Because of this, there is a need to provide 
empirical evidence of the giftedness of Black males and boys, 
especially in the early years, and to challenge the discourse 
that says many Black children, especially boys, are not 
academically inclined and are socially deficient. 

The research I summarize in this article was originally 
published in 2014 in Early Childhood Research Quarterly. My 
colleagues and I conducted a study to investigate the unique 
challenges African American boys face when transitioning 
from preschool to kindergarten and to better understand the 
possible external factors that contribute to these challenges. 
The study measured children’s cognitive and socio-emotional 
development through direct assessments and parental 
interviews and self-administered questionnaires. Child care 
providers and teachers completed self-administered ques-
tionnaires about children’s socio-emotional development at 
preschool and kindergarten. 

The study found that the Black boys fell into four groups after 
they transitioned from preschool to kindergarten: 

Group 1 — Just over half the boys (51%) showed significant 
academic increases.

Group 2 — 19% consisted of lower achievers in preschool 
whose academic scores fell even further after transitioning.

Group 3 — 11% included early high achievers who declined 
academically and behaviorally in kindergarten.

Group 4 — 20% comprised a group of early achievers who 
remained high-performing academically and socially in 
kindergarten.

BRIDGING 
RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

The Bridging Research and Practice feature in each issue 
includes an article on an aspect of 

early childhood research plus links to the original  
published research with a companion article 

full of practical strategies for how to implement the 
research in your practice.

We encourage you to nominate research for review 
by the Research Advisory Team by email: 

PamB@childcareexchange.com 
To learn more about the Advisory Team, visit 

www.ChildCareExchange.com/research
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children, since it emphasizes that children’s development and 
learning cannot be isolated from the family. Rather, educators 
and professionals can do their best job in ensuring children 
meet and surpass their potential by authentically working 
with families.  

While this study has much to contribute to the field of 
 education, many questions remain, such as:

■ How does the relationship between educators, children,
and families influence boys’ trajectory over time?

■ What are the profiles and skill sets of educators who are
likely to ensure that boys who are gifted remain so, or
are able to better support Black boys who are struggling
academically and socially?

■ How can more Black boys be identified as gifted than is
currently the case (~ 4–6%)?

■ What role does educator bias play in Black boys not being
identified as gifted when they enter formal schooling?

■ What role does educator bias play in leading to the decline
in Black boys’ academic ability and increase in their
 oppositional behavior?

Finally, how can the transition from early care and education 
programs — such as Head Start — to formal schooling be 
more seamless for young children, especially Black boys?

Regardless of one’s gender, race, ethnicity, or socioeconomic 
standing, everyone has biases. These biases help us to quickly 
process information to function in a continuously changing 
environment. While this study did not explicitly examine 
biases, it hopefully can have a counter effect by providing a 
different lens through which to view Black boys or children 
who are not the ‘norm.’ Black boys like other children are 
individuals who are diverse in their presentation, experi-
ences, and skill sets and are likely affected by the resources 
and support in their home and school environments.

Reference

Iruka, I. U., Gardner-Neblett, N., Matthews, J. S., & Winn, 
D-M. C. (2014). Preschool to kindergarten transition patterns
for African American boys. Early Childhood Research Quarterly,
29(2), 106-117.
doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2013.11.004

Black boys from high-income homes and households where 
mothers frequently engaged in literacy activities and inten-
tional teaching — and other activities such as playing games 
and taking the child on errands — were likely to be gifted 
learners. However, attending an early care and education 
program did not result in Black boys being in the gifted 
groups.

The findings from this study confirm several things. As 
mentioned above, it is important to remember that one out 
of five Black boys show early academic promise and above 
average learning behaviors. The vast majority of Black boys 
complete preschool and kindergarten on track and continue 
developing as expected. However, there is another group of 
Black boys who show promise in the early years, but exhibit a 
steep academic decline and non-compliant behaviors as they 
transition into school. As is often the imagery of most Black 
boys (but in reality is only true of a small percentage) there 
are also Black boys who display less than optimal academic 
and social behaviors. 

These findings are important to the field of education because 
they provide a different lens through which educators and 
society can view young Black boys. The study should help 
many educators begin to see the potential of all their chil-
dren, especially Black boys (who are often met with a mixture 
of low expectations and even disdain). The findings show 
that schools and educators can have a powerful impact 
on children — negative and positive. The fact that Black 
boys who showed an early giftedness sometimes showed a 
decline when they entered formal schooling is troubling. This 
decline is potentially an early warning sign of future school 
disengagement (i.e., drop out). Thus, as a dropout preven-
tion, educators and families must stay in tune with the needs 
of these boys to ensure that their schooling experiences, 
especially in the early years, are engaging and meaningful to 
their being, as well as aligned with their cognitive and social 
abilities. 

Another important point is that the majority of Black boys 
show steady and appropriate growth — academically and 
socially — when they enter schooling. Thus, the need to 
‘police’ Black boys, which is arguably one of the reasons for 
the disproportionality in suspension and expulsion rates for 
this group, is unnecessary. Educators can instead spend time 
developing strong relationships with their students, espe-
cially Black boys, to gain a better sense of how to ensure that 
their curricula and teachings incorporate boys’ interests. 

“Parents matter” is a statement often articulated by educa-
tors. The findings in this study confirm this notion. Parents 
with more material resources and those who were more 
responsive were likely to have boys in the gifted groups. This 
finding is meaningful for all professionals who work with 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0885200613001075?via%3Dihub
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Individuals within Early Childhood Care and Education programs are 
active participants in the influence on young children’s cultural iden-
tity. There are many positive steps ECCE programs can take toward 
providing a culturally relevant and responsive environment that 
acknowledges, respects, and welcomes a variety of cultural practices. 
In response to Iheoma Iruka’s research, it is important for each of us 
to examine our own biases. This can be daunting, but together we can 
have supportive and helpful conversations and take specific action 
steps.

Following are suggestions for a number of action steps that teacher 
educators, administrators, teachers, and families might consider in 
supporting increased cultural sensitivity. 

Teacher Educators

Teacher educators are aware of the importance of including diver-
sity within their courses. Some higher education programs require 
a specific class on diversity, while others infuse this information 
throughout the curriculum. Regardless of the approach, teacher 
preparation programs should engage pre-service teachers in serious 
learning about being culturally responsive. 

It is imperative that pre-service teachers be prepared to talk with 
c hildren and families about race, ethnicity, and disabilities. In order 
to do this, pre-service teachers must gain knowledge in cultural sensi-
tivity and cross-cultural competency skills. Here are some important 
action steps teacher educators can consider:

1. Teacher educators can provide discourse and activities within their
courses that allow time for pre-service teachers’ self-reflection and
growth in cultural sensitivity.

2. Student practicums and internships need to include settings with
diverse populations. This will allow pre-service teachers an oppor-
tunity to build interethnic and interracial relationships with young
children over a sustained period of time.

3. Teacher educators should be aware of their own biases and stereo-
types. They need to be willing to engage pre-service teachers in
honest dialogue about cultural diversity that emphasizes deep
understanding.

4. Teacher educators need to be willing to create situations for pre-
service teachers to evaluate and re-evaluate their assumptions.
Teacher educators can use role-playing situations and simula-
tion activities to enhance pre-service teachers’ understanding of
stereotyped groups.

5. Lastly, teacher educators must remember their own influence
as role models to pre-service teachers. They need to continu-
ally monitor their own verbal and nonverbal messages. Teacher
educators need to question the expectations they have of
pre-service teachers’ achievement. For example, “Do I expect
this student to do poorly because of his or her ethnicity?
Or upbringing? Or child-rearing values?”

A textbook that focuses on cross-cultural competence, including 
different cultures’ beliefs and values of children with disabili-
ties is the Lynch and Hanson (2011) book entitled: Developing 
Cross-cultural Competence: A Guide to Working with  Children and 
Their Families. This text provides cultural perspectives from 
nine different cultures and includes contrasting beliefs, values, 
 practices, cultural courtesies and customs.

Teachers 

While increasing cultural sensitivity can provide valuable infor-
mation about others, ECCE teachers may become overwhelmed. 
A solution that could be implemented immediately is to focus 
on using a student-centered approach with all  children. Here are 
some action steps for teachers to consider:

1. Dr. Iruka advises motivating all children by capitalizing on
their interests. Children are engaged when content is mean-
ingful to them. Iruka suggests aligning school experiences with
a child’s cognitive and social ability. For example, teachers can
choose books that reflect the cultures of the children within
the class and facilitate a discussion about the book character’s
 situation. 

2. Manning (2009) suggests, “The dramatic play areas are
wonderful for acting out problem-solving situations about
social injustice, such as birthday parties where some children
are not invited or family activities that cost more money than
a family can afford. Other discussion can include why some
children do not celebrate some holidays and why some children
do celebrate events that others do not” (p. 12).

3. Dr. Iruka recommends that teachers make a point to build
relationships with children, in particular Black boys, instead
of focusing on ‘policing’ children. Resiliency research suggests

Dr. Mary Sciaraffa is an associate professor in Child and Family Studies at 
Eastern Kentucky University. She holds a doctorate degree in curriculum 
and instruction and taught in an early childhood classroom and served as 
an administrator. She has presented within a variety of  venues with a 
variety of  audiences and has been published in peer-reviewed 
professional journals, textbooks, and practitioner’s books.
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Re-examining Our Views of Black Boys 
to Enhance Our Practice
by Mary A. Sciaraffa
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a connection with others decreases the negative impact of 
adverse childhood experiences. Teachers can work on devel-
oping specific, sensitive, and responsive relationships with 
each child, so the child can feel not just physically safe, but also 
emotionally safe. 

4. Teachers can serve as role models by having respectful conver-
sations with children throughout the day, and by helping
children negotiate the day-to-day interactions with each other.
Teachers can incorporate activities that allow children opportu-
nities to practice social skills such as turn taking, helping each
other with activities, and using words to express emotion.

5. Additionally, teachers should involve families in the goal
setting and decision making of the child’s early educational
experiences. Teachers need to inform families of the curri-
cula goals and objectives and ask families about their specific
goals and objectives for their child. Through this relationship
building with the families, teachers are able “to address family
concerns that distract or limit families from focusing more fully
on parenting or their child’s development” (Hepburn, 2004, p.
16).

6. Teachers can link the experiences children obtain at the ECCE
program with opportunities in the home. Teachers can assist
families in strengthening children’s knowledge and skills by
providing simple, low-cost activities to do at home. Teachers
can also provide ‘activity kits’ for families to check out. These
activity kits can be around a specific theme or book or a curri-
cula area. Keep in mind, the kit should contain everything the
family needs to complete the activities.

Administrators

Administrators who want to embark on the journey to make their 
program more culturally relevant and responsive may be met with 
dissonance and conflict by faculty and staff. When shifting the 
culture of a program, leaders need a broad vision that focuses on 
details such as relationships and teaching practices. Administra-
tors can obtain a conceptual framework, strategies, and practical 
tools and activities from the book Leading Anti-bias Early Childhood 
Programs: A Guide for Change by Louise Derman-Sparks, Debbie 
LeeKeenan, and John Nimmo. This is a great resource for an ECCE 
administrator to become a leader who can foster faculty/staff 
knowledge and skills in creating positive relationships and part-
nerships with the families and children enrolled in the program.

Action steps that administrators might consider:

1. Include photographs of children from different racial groups
within the environment. Intentionally provide signs, resource
materials, and books in languages spoken by  families enrolled
in the program.

2.  When working with families, foster authentic partnerships that
are built on a foundation of shared goals between the family
and the ECCE program. For example, family members can
be on an advisory board that helps develop policies for the
program.

3. Include family members in the hiring of faculty/staff. This can
be done in a variety of ways; family members can serve on the

hiring committee, provide questions to committee members, or 
be included in a ‘meet the candidate’ event. 

4. Administrators can engage families in leadership roles.
Hepburn (2004) explained, “Preparation for parent involve-
ment in leadership roles can include training, parent-to-parent
support, and other strategies to build partnership, decision-
making, and  advocacy skills” (p. 4).

5. Home visits can be a useful tool when trying to get to know
children and their families. If the ECCE program is not
currently conducting home visits, the administrator should
thoroughly explore this option before implementing it within
the program. A resource for more information on implementing
and conducting home visits is Families as Primary Partners in
Their Child’s Development and School  Readiness.

6. Administrators and teachers can provide support and resources
for parents who need them. Through parent education, whether
formal or informal, administrators and teachers can “foster or
improve the overall development of the child by strengthening
parent knowledge about child development; building parenting
knowledge and skills; strengthening relationships between
parent and child; and promoting age appropriate care and
activities that can promote a child’s health, development, and
social and emotional skills” (Hepburn, 2004, p. 13). Administra-
tors should be aware of community resources and services to
provide families with information as needed.

Families

Families can use a proactive focus when supporting young 
children as they navigate through the preschool experience and 
move into kindergarten. Families can recognize the importance of 
knowledge and skills obtained in the early childhood years. Fami-
lies can build a relationship with the administrator and faculty/
staff at the ECCE program. Families can be involved in the ECCE 
program, as their schedule allows. Families can ask teachers and 
administrators about curricula goals and their decision-making 
processes. Families can ask teachers and administrators about 
assessments and child outcomes as they relate to school readiness. 
They can also provide information about their cultural values 
surrounding child rearing, child development, parenting practices, 
and school-readiness. Lastly, families can provide feedback to 
administrators to assist the administrator in program evaluation 
and future planning.

General Resources

Being Black is not a Risk Factor: A Strengths-based Look at the 
State of Black Children. National Black Child Development 
 Institute: www.nbcdi.org/sites/default/files/resource-files/ 
Being%20Black%20Is%20Not%20a%20Risk%20Factor_0.pdf

Derman-Sparks, L., Ramsey, P. G., Edwards, J. O., & Brunson-Day, 
C. (2011). What if all the kids are white?: Anti-bias multicultural educa-
tion with young children and families (Early Childhood Education
Series). New York: Teachers College Press.

https://www.nbcdi.org/node/658
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In the U.S. we honor Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. with a national holiday, 
numerous statues and street names, but 
how do we honor his legacy, inspiration, 
and courage in our educational practices 
and daily living? Dr. King spoke and 
wrote about education for a democ-
racy, racial and economic inequalities, 
non-violence, and creating a beloved 
community. His thinking couldn’t be 
more pertinent for our country today 
and in many ways, more distant from 
our lives. Is the great American demo-
cratic experiment coming to an end? 
Or can our ideals guide us into better 
decisions in the troubled waters of our 
country?

For educators to stay hopeful in these 
challenging times, we must rise above 
the daily details that consume our time 
and energy and ask ourselves some big 
questions. Our answers can be anchors 
for policies and everyday practices.

■ What if we viewed the goal of early
learning as furthering the ideals of
democracy? How might we go about
our work?

■ What teaching practices cultivate the
ability to sift and weigh evidence,
to become discerning learners and
citizens?

“To save man from the morass of propaganda, 
in my opinion, is one of the chief aims  

of education. Education must enable one to 
sift and weigh evidence, to discern the true 

from the false, the real from the unreal, 
and the facts from the fiction.” 

Martin Luther King Jr. 

The Purpose of Education

■ If we aspire to a responsive and
emergent curriculum approach, how
do we acknowledge and engage with
current events shaping the airwaves
in a way that mobilizes our courage
and creativity?

■ How do we heed the words of
Wendell Berry: “Be joyful even
though you have considered all the
facts?”

Big as they are, I suggest that exploring 
such questions fosters more intention-
ality in our daily work. When we don’t 
work with intention and a sense of 
deeper purpose, we might as well be 
spinning in a gerbil wheel. It will be 
hard to sustain the notion that our work 
makes a difference, not only in indi-
vidual lives, but in making the world 
a better place. I take heart and learn 
from early childhood educators who 
approach their work in this way and I 
know it’s not easy.

An interview with Rukia Monique 
Rogers and Nicole Allsop

Rukia’s name may sound a bell for you 
as she is featured on the cover of both 
the first and second editions of Learning 
Together with Young Children, and in 
the intervening decade between these 
publications opened her own program, 
the Highlander School in Atlanta. I inter-
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viewed her about opening a new center 
in “Starting from Scratch,” (Exchange, 
Nov/Dec 2013) in which she described 
a bit about her dream for her center and 
the history of its name. 

“I would like to think of the creation 
of The Highlander School as part of an 
ongoing story, a story that began as a 
dream for every child, citizen to live 
up to his or her fullest potential. With 
sincere humility, I’ve often described 
myself as the ‘inheritor of this dream,’ 
a member of the first generation born 
after the Civil Rights Movement, reaping 
the benefits of the unrelenting work 
that my mother, family, and so many 
others fought for. Their perseverance 
was deeply rooted in hope and a desire 
for a better future for their children. Our 
school was named to honor this collec-
tive movement and after the Highlander 
Folk Center of Tennessee, founded in 
1932, to educate and empower adults 
for social change. Students such as Rosa 
Parks, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., John 
Lewis, and others flocked to the center, 
as it served as a safe haven for dialogue 
and nonviolent resistance to social 
injustices. Our hope and illuminating 
dream is that our Highlander School will 
embody this same spirit of freedom and 
cultivate a community of learners who 
are thirsty for knowledge.” 

“Learning in a democracy 
is more than just memorization.” 

Rukia Monique Rogers, 
founder, Highlander School, website 

During our periodic phone calls, Rukia 
has shared her dismay over continued 
racial tensions, inequity and a desire 
to open up deeper conversations about 
social justice among members of her 
school community. Indeed, two of the 

core values guiding the Highlander 
School are democracy and a sense of 
belonging, equity and social justice. 
She and her staff seem to be the perfect 
people to turn to for examples of how a 
small, community-based early childhood 
program can take up the big questions 
I offered above. One of the Highlander 
teachers, Nicole Allsop, joined us for this 
conversation, saying, “I’ve known Rukia 
for years and have always admired 
her passion for early childhood educa-
tion. I was very proud of her vision for 
Highlander and excitedly followed the 
school’s construction journey through 
Facebook. As a woman of color, I was 
overjoyed when it opened and to see her 
dreams for the school come into frui-
tion.” Over the years Nicole has moved 
with the children from the infant room 
all the way to the multi-age classroom. 
I value her perspectives on these big 
dreams Rukia has for the Highlander 
School.

Margie: I know this is a really big 
question, but let’s dive in with your big 
thoughts: What if we viewed the goal of 
early learning as furthering the ideals of 
democracy? How might we go about our 
work? 

Rukia: I’d start by saying that viewing 
our work as furthering the ideals of 
democracy would require us to trans-
form the way we view educators, our 
work and the policies that govern early 
learning programs. It would require 
us to be unwavering in our mission to 
create spaces and communities of young 
children, their families, and educators, 
where our relationships and connections 
are central to our work; spaces where the 
child’s voice is robust and powerful, and 
our emphasis is not on school readiness 
but on empathy, collaborative work and 
valuing different perspectives. 

Margie: Your vision is so strong, Rukia, 
way beyond just providing quality child 
care. And rightly so, especially given 
these times when our democracy seems 

so in peril. It’s incredibly challenging to 
hold this vision amidst the daily reali-
ties of budgets, diapers, no substitute 
teachers, and broken tricycles.

Nicole: So true! Every day we each 
have to find a balance between what 
we believe in our heart and then all the 
unexpected things that happen each 
day. I can honestly say that I fell in love 
with Highlander the moment I stepped 
through the front door. Not only was the 
space physically beautiful, you could 
feel the energy, the love, and respect for 
the children throughout the building. 
After working for years at schools 
which seemed massive by Highlander’s 
perspective, I was excited by the oppor-
tunity to experience working with such 
a close-knit community of children, 
parents, and educators. I wanted a place 
to learn and grow. Here at Highlander I 
am learning every day. Rukia challenges 
us to grow and stretch. This is what I 
prayed for but I didn’t know what it was 
going to look like.

Rukia: Educators hold an incredible 
power. Our work must be the embodi-
ment of our understanding of children as 
our youngest citizens and our classrooms 
a reflection of democracy.

Margie: Here you immediately offer 
us some provocative notions, Rukia, 
different from how I hear most people in 
ECE speak. You suggest educators hold 
incredible power in our classrooms, but 
many act and talk about how powerless 
they feel. And you say our work has to 
embody the notion of children as our 
youngest citizens, when most people 
refer to children as “our future,” often 
with acknowledgment that they are also 
today’s citizens. Nicole, how do you 
understand these two ideas (the power 
you hold in the classroom and children 
as citizens) for your role as a teacher?

Nicole: I grew up with elders saying 
children should be seen and not heard, 
that a child’s place is to be obedient and 
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out of the way. This was fairly typical in 
our community.

Rukia: Obedience was fostered for 
survival and took on a life of its own.

Nicole: My personal parenting style 
and teaching experience has taught me 
differently, that the voice of children is 
rich and full of life and ideas. Children 
have so much to teach the world and as 
adults, we must be willing to open up 
and listen. As early childhood educa-
tors we possess the power to either 
embolden the child’s voice or discourage 
it. I think that is deep and powerful.

Rukia: And there’s a direct correlation 
between how you’ve grown up and how 
you teach. It will be really hard to do it 
differently without reflecting on who 
the teacher is in the classroom. This is 
the idea of Parker Palmer’s: “Who is the 
self that teaches?” In helping teachers to 
rethink their image of the child and see 
them as our youngest citizens, we must 
help educators to reclaim their voice, 
their citizenship, and explore who is the 
self that teachers?

Our professional development is 
designed to connect educators to them-
selves and their identity. We explore 
materials and use them to give voice to 
who we are and represent ourselves. 
And these experiences take place in a 
natural world, such as in the mountains. 
We deserve opportunities to reconnect 
to our deeper selves and to the natural 
world, which leads to soul searching and 
connection with others.

Nicole: Being on the receiving end 
of this in-service, I was so excited to 
share in these experiences and to find 
out about others. Something so simple 
as learning how important art is to 
Stephanie. I brought materials to share 
about my mother’s passing. Taking time 
to really reflect, to learn more about 
ourselves and each other, definitely 
connected us all deeply. We learned it’s 

okay to bring all of who you are to our 
work at the Highlander School.

Rukia: Yes, we want you to bring your 
full self every day. In thinking about the 
ideals of democracy, I recognize that we 
are all economically challenged when 
we work in ECE. A staff that is primarily 
women of color knows their voices are 
typically shut out in the world; someone 
is always dominating them. I don’t 
want them to be viewed as poor black 
teachers, but rather see themselves as 
full of power they can exercise. This 
awareness accounts for how I push the 
teachers because I see them as incred-
ibly competent and capable. Women of 
color in the south have always raised 
white children. How do we shift how we 
see ourselves and how others see us as 
powerful educators? I push teachers to 
write, make the children’s and their own 
thinking visible. 

Becoming Discerning Learners 
and Citizens

Margie: This conversation about viewing 
teachers and children as important citi-
zens with a voice brings me to another 
big question. What teaching practices 
cultivate the ability to sift and weigh 
evidence, to become discerning learners 
and citizens?

Nicole: It starts with being open and 
actively listening, really listening, and 
understanding someone’s point of view, 
and in our work, especially the children’s 
point of view. Becoming a discerning 
learner means to extend to ourselves—to 
know yourself and why you react the 
way you do. 

Rukia: Many people don’t question 
what or ask why. That’s not discern-
ment. With the children, we don’t want 
to just offer information to consume, 
but rather, create a democratic space 
for us to collectively engage in inquiry, 
to wonder, probe, and challenge. To 
nurture children as active citizens. In our 

pedagogical practices, our adult role is 
also to be provocative; wrestle with the 
normalization of things that are biased or 
unfair. For instance, a young boy in our 
program said he really wanted to take a 
ballet class, but couldn’t because that’s 
only for girls. We talked as a team and 
the teachers came back with different 
images and provocations to shake 
normalization of gender stereotypes. We 
must support children’s natural curiosi-
ties, their questions about the world and 
their critical thinking skills. We want 
to support their quest to be lifelong 
learners. We are not just paying attention 
to skill development, but to their quest 
to be connected with each other. For 
example, we’ve developed traditions of 
gift giving and messaging between the 
rooms. When the older children were 
planning a gift for the infant room, they 
were prompted to position their bodies 
on the floor to understand a baby’s 
perspective of the room and world.

Margie: What a concrete example of 
deepening understandings that to live 
out democratic principles we have to 
seek and care about the perspectives of 
those who are different than we are.

Nicole: Yes, and unlike how some 
programs view a writing center, our 
messaging area is not just for literacy 
but as means to be in relationship with 
each other. The children often call their 
writing “love notes.”

Rukia: Extending this idea, when we 
found a newborn kitten on our play yard 
it became clear the children had deep 
empathy for it. They recognized this was 
a kitten without a mother and home. 
Soon they wanted our message system to 
include a place for the kitten.

Mobilizing Courage and Creativity

Rukia: As educators working with 
democratic ideals, our practice must 
shift and focus on the “we” rather than 
“me.” Thinking and doing what is best 
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or better for the larger community rather 
than only the individual. 

Margie: We’ve talked about holding 
democratic ideals as we go about our 
days with children. I find that a chal-
lenging task with so much unraveling in 
the world. Which brings me to that next 
big question, if we aspire to a responsive 
and emergent curriculum approach, how 
do we acknowledge and engage with 
current events shaping the airwaves in 
a way that mobilizes our courage and 
creativity?

Nicole: Again, it starts with simply 
stepping out into the community. We see 
people in need in our community daily. 
I remember leaving late one evening, the 
weather had turned and it was going to 
be a very cold night. A guy approached 
the school and asked permission to 
rummage through the dumpster to look 
for a tarp. We see homeless people every 
day, but truly, how often do we really see 
them and do something meaningful? I 
remember going back inside and telling 
Rukia. Together we ran about the school 
looking for a blanket, some food and 
any other supplies we could find. By 
the time I got back outside the man was 
gone so we left a bright yellow bag and 
a note on the front porch for anyone in 
need to please take the bag. That really 
got me thinking about what our role and 
responsibility in supporting the commu-
nity. It got us to thinking of ways we can 
help those less fortunate right outside 
our door.

Rukia: Our discussion helped us clarify 
that active citizens not only engage in 
service but create an exchange, such as 
writing a letter to humanize a person 
who has less materially, but no doubt has 
much to offer otherwise.

Nicole: You hear people talk about an 
“empathy curriculum.” Can you have 
empathy without real relationship? 
You are better equipped to empathize if 
you have relationship with people are 
different. We have to start being bold and 

willing to step up and step into our role 
as active members of a society, pushing 
for change, doing our part, a part to do 
better.

Rukia: In a time when our nation 
seems so divided, my work with young 
children gives me hope in humanity 
and fuels my courage to look beyond 
our current days and future months. 
When we look around and see so much 
homelessness we should be asking, “Is 
this the world we want to live in, where 
people don’t have shelter and food?” 
The currents events are a call to action 
for us to actively engage, to stand for 
what we hold dearest in our hearts, to 
reevaluate our practices and values as 
early childhood educators. How do we 
use our power to address implicit biases, 
racism and inequity in our society?

Nicole: Yes, if we are teaching children 
that they have voice, and to stand up, 
we need to assert ourselves as adults, be 
role models.

Rukia: After the election, we were 
inspired to forge new relationships with 
other educators in our community to 
learn what policies were at stake, meet 
with our representatives, and create 
greater dialogue within our school. We 
see ourselves not just as caretakers of 
children, but as viable participating 
citizens in our community.

Margie: I think you both are demon-
strating the idea Wendell Berry chal-
lenges us with: “Be joyful even though 
you have considered all the facts.”

Nicole: We have to look beyond the 
struggle, the doubt, the fear. Be ques-
tioning and see the bigger picture. It’s 
not a matter of, “What can I do,” but 
rather, “What must I do?” Then we must 
have the willingness to do that in spite 
of the doubt. You do it because it’s the 
right thing to do and it must be done. 
We commit to offering a helping hand to 
those in our community. If not us, then 
who?

Rukia: Joy rejuvenates the soul, fuels our 
activism and reaffirms our belief in our 
power to change our current situation. 
To fall in despair will numb, disem-
power, and neutralize us as citizens. 
Harriet Tubman reminds me, “If you 
hear the dogs, keep going. If you see the 
torches in the woods, keep going. Don’t 
ever stop. Keep going. If you want a 
taste of freedom, keep going.”
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