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Often people are fearful of
things they don't understand.  We
can help our children become
more comfortable with differences
by taking the time to learn about
other's ideas, beliefs and customs.
Parents and caregivers are the
best persons to help teach young
children about acceptance of and
respect for differences.  In fact, the
modeling and teaching of
tolerance may be one of the most
important ways we can educate
our children for successful life in the
21st Century.

There once were two 
cats of Kilkenny

Each thought there was one cat
too many

So they fought and they fit,
And they scratched and they bit,

Till, excepting their nails
And the tips of their tails,

Instead of two cats, 
there weren't any.

"Us against Them" is as old as
humanity. Social psychologists
believe that this thinking is part of
our genetic makeup. It actually worked when there
weren't so many people on the planet. The idea of "us"
helped people to work well in groups that allowed
them to survive as hunters and gatherers.  Even though
we no longer need to be group members to survive, it
feels comfortable to be around others who seem "just
like me."  But, when we begin to believe that those

who look, act or feel "different" are
not our equals, then "us against
them" becomes a very negative
force.  What we once needed to
survive can begin destroying us.

How Bias Influences Children's
Development

Bias based on gender, race,
handicap or social class creates
serious problems to all young
children's healthy development.
Sexism prevents boys and girls
from being fully prepared to deal
with the realities and demands of
everyday life.  When activities are
closed to children because of their
sex, unfair limits are placed on
their development.  "Handicapism"
harms children with disabilities by
limiting the educational
experiences they need for well-
rounded development.  It also
prevents non-disabled children
from being comfortable with
different types of people.  Non-
disabled children may grow up
feeling superior to children that are

"differently-abled."  Racism attacks the very sense of self
for children of color. It can hurt their ability to get the best
education, health care and jobs.  Racism may also give
white children a false sense of privilege.  When those
children grow up, they may not be able to work fairly
with more than half of the people in the world.
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Often people are
fearful of things they

don't understand.  We
can help our children

become more
comfortable with and

accepting of
differences by taking

the time to learn about
other's ideas, beliefs
and customs.  "You
don't really know

another person until
you walk a mile 
in their shoes."
- Anonymous  



The many "isms" - racism, sexism, ageism, etc. - also
interfere with our ability, as parents and caregivers, to
teach children about themselves and others.  What we
learned as children can make us uncomfortable as
adults. When we deny the reality of differences, we are
often hiding our own negative feelings. When we say to
children "people are all the same," or that it is not nice
to  notice or ask questions about differences, we are
avoiding giving children the information they need to
understand and accept
differences.  In fact, we can
help children learn that
different is not bad by
attaching positive value to
specific differences.  For
example, if a young child
sees a person in a
wheelchair, you can point
out that some people need
help to walk or get around.
Explain why they might
need a wheelchair.  You
could go on to talk about
what it might feel like to
ride in a wheelchair, and
what skills would be needed
to use one.  Now the idea
of a handicapped person is
no longer strange. The
difference has been shared
in a way that makes sense
and is not a "put down."
The more we are open and
willing to deal with our own
feelings, and explain in
simple words about others'
differences, the better
prepared our children will
be to live in a diverse
society.   

It's Not Okay To Say "They Can't Play"

In reality, we can see "Us against Them" in our
children as they grow. It is what the Cats of Kilkenny is
about.  Even in the sandbox we hear children saying,
"You can't play!" Toddlers insist that "boys are better than
girls" or vice versa. Elementary school children use name
calling, bullying and sexual stereotyping in their efforts to
"fit in." Many kids belong to gangs and small groups that
have strict rules for membership.  Where does this need
to exclude others come from?  Sadly enough, children
say that some important adults in their lives side with the

popular or more talented kids.  We probably have all
witnessed coaches or other adults urging their team to
"destroy" the other side. Emphasizing the need to win or
be part of the popular crowd at all costs is a negative
lesson for our children.  In our efforts to make ourselves
feel better, we are teaching them that it is okay, even
good, to make someone else feel worse.

What Parents and Teachers Can Do 
To Teach Tolerance

Because we know that it
is harmful for children to
believe in the idea of "Us
against Them," parents and
schools have begun to
develop programs to
educate young children
about tolerance.  Here are
some recommendations
from Teaching Children To
Resist Bias : What Parents Can
Do and the Anti-Bias
Curriculum - Tools for
Empowering Young Children,
written by the National
Association for the Education
of Young Children.  These
ideas can be practiced at
home, school and in your
community.

! Create an environment
that reflects diversity. Be
careful in the selection of
children's toys to include
play objects that
encourage exploration of
male and female roles.
Choose books that reflect
different family types and
diverse racial and ethnic 

groups.  Emphasize the different abilities of persons with
handicaps.  Show that you value diversity in the friends
you choose.

! Provide opportunities for children to interact with
others who are different than themselves. If your
neighborhood does not provide these opportunities,
look for them at day care and school, activities,
places of worship and camps.  Visit museums, music
and dance programs, and cultural events that reflect
diverse backgrounds as well as your own.

As adults that care about children, there is much
that we can do to help children avoid the "Us
against Them" approach to life.   Here are a few
simple ideas:

! Keep competition within healthy limits and
focus on the love of the game.  Encourage as
many children as possible to play the game.

! Focus on the things that are the same about
each individual, rather than the differences. 

! Model positive behavior for our children by
standing up for others who are called
"different."

! Avoid using labels to describe people.

! Never call people names.

! Work to find a solution rather than find fault
with a person.

! Explore and  honor differences in people by
learning about various cultures and customs.

! Show respect for each human being and
expect your children to do the same. 

! Don't meet hate with hate.

! Celebrate the things that unite 
us as people of the earth.



! Respectfully listen to children and answer their
questions. Listen carefully to what children want to
know and what they are feeling.  Do not ignore
children's questions or change the subject if the topic
is uncomfortable to you.  Be careful not to over-
respond.  Either action might make the child think
that what they are asking is bad.  Instead, answer all
questions in a direct, matter of fact and brief
manner.    

! Teach children to recognize and challenge
stereotypes. Young children can become skilled at
spotting "unfair" images of themselves and others if
they are helped to think critically about what they
see in books, TV, movies, greeting cards and comics.
Use accurate and fair language and images when
referring to people and groups.

! Set limits. Make it a firm rule that a person's identity
(be it gender, race, ethnicity, disability, religion,
socioeconomic class, or any other condition) is never
an acceptable reason for excluding or teasing.  If
your children should tease another make it clear
that you disapprove, but do not make your child
feel rejected.  You can say, "It is never OK to say you
won't play with someone because they are different
than you." 

What To Do When You Witness Bias

First, determine the real reasons for the conflict.  Most
conflict between young children is not related to bias -
this is something they learn as they age!  When conflict
occurs, try to help the children understand that the real
reason for the problem is not related to the child's
identity. Then involve the children in finding a solution to
the problem.  If  the reason for the conflict is discomfort
with, or fear or ignorance about differences, plan to
actively work with all the children who witnessed the
conflict to teach the value of differences. Help children
understand that discrimination hurts just like a physical
hurt. You can offer the hurt child  support by saying,
"Johnny is missing out on a great friend. I do not like
what he is saying.  Now, let's find someone else to play
with." 

Second, don't ignore discriminatory behavior.  This
type of behavior  will not  go away on its own.  Ignoring
the behavior implies that you give permission to act in
discriminatory ways.  Excusing or ignoring biased
responses teaches one child it is OK to be hurtful and the
other that she will not be protected against oppressive
behavior. Saying the wrong thing is far less serious than
not acting at all. You can always go back to a child later
if you feel you didn't respond correctly at first.  If you
were unable to respond immediately, gather your
thoughts, and then go back to the children involved and
help them work things out.  Remember that children
watch you for your reaction; what you do is as important
as what you ask them to do. 

Building a Peaceable Future

In his memo of October 4, 2001, Richard R. Mills,
New York State President of the University and
Commissioner of Education, identified as one of the key
issues schools are facing: "the need to promote
tolerance and to make students of all races, religions
and national origins feel safe and respected in school."  

Learning from history we can easily understand why
children naturally resort to "Us against Them." We have
also seen where such behavior can lead.  As concerned
citizens, parents and educators it is within our power to
model and teach children a better way. Working
together now will help the next generation learn to
respect rather than fear differences.  We can celebrate
the diversity of the Cats of Kilkenny instead of mourning
that there no longer are any.  

For mmore iinformation oon tthis ttopic ccontact:

Cornell Cooperative Extension - Orange County at
845-344-1234

Dispute Resolution Center of Orange and Putnam
Counties at 845- 294-8082

Teaching Tolerance Magazine, 400 Washington
Ave., Montgomery, Alabama 36104/
www.teachingtolerance.org

National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC), 1834 Connecticut Avenue, NW,
Washington, DC  20009.  800-424-2460

Good Resources to Use with Young Children
Teaching Young Children to Resist Bias – What Parents

Can Do.

Alike and Different: Exploring Our Humanity with
Young Children, Bonnie Neugebauer, 1992.

Valuing Diversity: The Primary Years, McCracken, 1993.

The above are available through the National Association
for the Education of Young Children, 800-424-2460.

Raising the Rainbow Generation: Teaching Your
Children to be Successful in a Multicultural Society,
Darlene Powell Hopson, New York, Simon & Schuster,
1993.

Hands Around the World, 365 Creative Ways to Build
Cultural Awareness and Global Respect, Susan Milord,
Williamson Publishing, Charlotte, VT, 1992.
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There is a saying you may have heard.  It is…

"You don't really know another person until you 
walk a mile in their shoes."  

Ask your children what they think the author meant by this saying 
and help them to express their ideas using words and pictures in the space below. 

About the Parenting Coalition Action Team:
“Because Sometimes Being a Parent Isn’t Easy”

We are a group of parents, teachers, concerned individuals and agency representatives who understand
parenting to be a learned skill.  Our goal is to help all parents and caregivers in Orange County feel comfortable with,
and enjoy, the “work” of parenting.  Whether you are expecting your first child or parenting a pre-teenager we all
need assistance at times to be the vveerryy bbeesstt ppaarreenntt wwee ccaann bbee.. 

To find out about the many programs we have to offer, or join us at our quarterly meetings,
just give us a call at 845-344-1234.  


