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While Philip is making a restaurant in 
the block area he boasts, “It’s gonna 
cost $200 just to get in!” The teacher 
sitting near him holds up a few small 
dolls and asks in a quiet voice, “What 
about my family? They don’t have any 
money.” Philip hesitates and looks 
downcast for a few moments. Then he 
brightens up and says, “I know. We’ll 
pay for them!”

Conversations are a vital 
part of early childhood antibias and 
multicultural education because they 
enable children to connect with oth-
ers and to begin to see the implica-
tions of certain assumptions, as Philip 
did when he realized that some people 
could not afford to eat at his expen-
sive restaurant. However, engaging 
children in these conversations is not 
always easy. No matter what the ques-
tion, children frequently resist answer-
ing adults, and for some, concerns 
about race and social class may seem 
distant or even irrelevant.
 This article describes a project in 
which the authors observed kinder-
garten children�s responses to speci� c 
antibias and multicultural activities 
to see which materials and teaching 
practices most frequently elicited 
meaningful conversations. We chose 
activities that focused on race and 
social class because many teachers 
� nd these issues dif� cult to address 
with young children and sometimes 
choose to work with �safer� topics, 
such as gender, disabilities, and cul-
ture (Ramsey 2006).
 Because young children think in 
concrete terms and rely on their 
immediate experiences, many adults 

assume that young children are �color 
blind� to race and oblivious to eco-
nomic disparities. However, studies 
spanning several decades have shown 
that children notice racial cues during 
infancy (Kelly et al. 2007) and that, by 
the age of 3 or 4, most children have 
a rudimentary concept of race (Katz 
1976; Ramsey & Meyers 1990; Katz 
& Kofkin 1997; Van Ausdale & Feagin 
2001; Katz 2003; Ramsey & Williams 
2003). Many preschoolers also have 
learned that some people are �rich� 
and others are �poor� and associate 
concrete items such as certain types 
of clothing, homes, and possessions 
with each group (Leahy 1983; Ramsey 
1991; Chafel 1997; Lee 2004). Children�s 
relatively early cognitive develop-
ment makes it dif� cult for them to 
discern between accurate depictions 
and stereotypes about race and social 
class prevalent in the media and in 
their communities (Aboud 1988; Van 
Ausdale & Feagin 2001; Katz 2003).
 Re� ecting this research, the NAEYC 
Early Childhood Program Standards 
and Accreditation Criteria (2008) advo-
cate developmentally and culturally 
appropriate practices, which are sup-
ported by an abundance of suggested 
curricula in antibias/multicultural 
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textbooks and programs. Unfor-
tunately, there are very few systematic 
studies on the effects of these pro-
grams at any grade level, and those 
studies that have been conducted in 
early childhood settings have relied 
on anecdotal data.
 These studies do, however, offer 
some insights into the effectiveness 
of various approaches. Some suggest 
that the �tourist approach��simply 
exposing children to materials that 
represent different groups (such as 
diverse dolls, foods, clothing, and 
pictures)�does not stimulate sub-
stantive conversations or challenge 
children�s attitudes (Day 1995; Aboud 
& Levy 2000; Lee & Lee 2001; Pfeifer, 
Brown, & Juvonen 2007). In contrast, 
other studies have shown that, when 
encouraged with meaningful activi-
ties and questions, children often 
do express, compare, and challenge 
their views and discuss social justice 
issues among themselves and with 
teachers (Marsh 1992; Levine 1993; 
Reeder, Douzenis, & Bergin 1997; de 
Marquez 2002; Chafel, Flint, Hammel, & 
Pomeroy 2007). These � ndings support 
a recurring theme in the NAEYC Early 
Childhood Program Standards that 
encourages teachers to engage chil-
dren in explorations and discussions 
about many topics, including diversity 
(see accreditation criteria 1.D.01, 
1.B.15, 2.L.03, 2.L.06 [NAEYC 2005]).
 Simulations in which children experi-
ence � rsthand the effects of discrimina-
tion, such as Jane Elliott�s well-known 
�Blue Eyes/Brown Eyes� exercise 
(Peters 1987), have elicited strong 
emotional reactions, intense conversa-
tions, and reevaluations of assump-
tions (McGregor 1993; Pfeifer, Brown, 
& Juvonen 2007). Despite the impact of 
such simulations, intensive role-playing 
activities have not been replicated in 
recent years, in part because current 
federal guidelines prohibit research 
projects that cause distress in chil-
dren (Aboud & Levy 2000). However, 
shorter, lower intensity simulations 
that cause less discomfort are allowed 
and have the potential to stimulate 

conversations about the effects of 
stereotypes and inequities.
 Because conversations help 
uncover and challenge children�s 
assumptions, it is important to sys-
tematically assess which activities 
are most likely to spark discussions 
about race and social class. To this 
end, we conducted a study in a kin-
dergarten classroom. There were � ve 
girls and eight boys in the classroom. 
One child was Asian, one was biracial 
(African American and White), and 
11 were White. Children were mostly 
middle class and lived in a subur-
ban community. For this study, we 
implemented a series of antibias and 
multicultural activities (see �Materials 
and Activities�) during the month of 
January and closely observed and 
reacted to children�s responses. We 
increased the novelty of the relevant 
materials by removing some of them 
(skin-tone markers, for example) from 
the classroom for the month prior 
to the observation period. Then in 
January, two teachers introduced 
materials and activities while observ-
ing the children�s initial reactions�
including level of interest, aspects of 
the materials they seemed to notice, 
and the types of questions they asked. 
Based on the children�s responses, the 
teachers modi� ed the activities (when 
possible), added elements to make the 
activities more complex, and/or asked 

open-ended questions to encourage 
more meaningful discussion.
 The teachers recorded � eld notes 
throughout each day. After each 
activity, they discussed their experi-
ences and compiled a summary of the 
children�s responses to the activities. 
Two trained undergraduate observ-
ers (who were not teaching) recorded 
detailed accounts of children�s 
responses and their interactions with 
each other and the teachers. At the 
end of the month, the research team 
collated the observations and � eld 
notes into one chronological docu-
ment with all the reports about each 
activity clustered together.
 Next, the team categorized each 
activity by type: art, stories, puzzles 
and games, or role play. The � rst 
author and a � fth researcher (who did 
not participate in any of the teaching 
or observations and so had no precon-
ceived ideas about the curriculum) 
read and coded the materials and 
identi� ed which activities attracted 
and engaged children, triggered 
conversations related to race and 
social class, and/or helped children 
begin to express and challenge their 
assumptions.

Art activities

 During the observation period, the 
art area featured skin-tone markers 
and paints and color photographs of 
people from different racial groups. At 
� rst, the teachers simply added these 
new materials to the art area and 

When encouraged with 
meaningful activities 
and questions, children 
often do express, com-
pare, and challenge 
their views and discuss 
social justice issues 
among themselves and 
with teachers.

Art activities can famil-
iarize children with skin 
tones and help them 
begin to differentiate 
subtle distinctions in 
tone and hue.


