January Text Study:

· Hate Hurts: How Children Learn and Unlearn Prejudice,  Caryl Stern-LaRosa and Ellen Hofheimer Bettman
The authors explain that all of us are born with the ability to identify differences in our environments.  As we grow, we learn to classify the differences in everything we perceive - sound, colors, shapes, size.  So children naturally notice that people come in different shapes and sizes and colors.  Noticing differences is biological.  Forming attitudes about them is social.  

Infants ~ I Distinguish between "Me" and Others

The author’s describe how from birth we are all different; how we respond to different environments, when we eat and sleep, and our disposition.  Despite these differences all babies have the inborn gift to form relationships with other people and it is through this process babies learn that people around them are different.  A baby may recognize the differences between people based on the sound of their voice as they are singing them a song or this may be based on how someone’s hair feels against the babies face or the smell of their clothes as they are snuggling in while being rocked.  The different itself is irrelevant to the baby, the piece that is important is that it is through recognizing these differences, they are recognizing who people are and the role they play in the baby’s life.    

Toddlers ~ I Explore Differences

The author’s tell us that at this age children are beginning to recognize their own features and compare these to others.  As they reach the age of two they become increasingly aware of physical aspects of identity, skin color, gender, disabilities, and ask questions about these differences.  A toddler may be seen touching the curls of another child’s hair intrigued by the texture and exploring the difference.      

Preschool ~ I'm Learning to Interact with Others

The author continues that most three and four year olds are still trying to figure out differences and seeking more sophisticated explanations to questions such as "why is he in a wheelchair" or "why is her skin color different"?  By the age of five, many children can understand the scientific explanation for people having different skin, hair, or eye color.  It is at this age ones self-worth is developing as well as how they perceive themselves and others.  

The author’s share that it is through this development young children become familiar with the differences and based on the messages they receive in the world around them may or may not form bias and prejudice.  The authors argue that we need to make sure to celebrate the uniqueness of each of us and challenge bias and prejudice messages.  

The authors suggest that as the adults that play a part in young children's lives we need to challenge things such as name calling, hurtful words, and stereotypes.  We also need to model how to stand up for ourselves and others in situations where hurtful language or name calling is occurring as this will prepare young children for confronting bias and prejudice down the road.  The authors also share that one of the best ways we can prevent bias and prejudice from forming is in the manner in which we respond to the questions children ask us.  

For example: If a child asks, "Why does Lee sound so funny when he talks?"  An appropriate responses would be "Lee doesn't sound funny, he just sounds differently than you.  Some people speak different languages."  This response challenges the hurtful words of describing Lee's speech as funny and gives a response that is understandable to a young child, while validating Lee's language.  An inappropriate response would be, "Lee can't help how he speaks, just pretend you don't notice."  This is inappropriate because it enforces the child's notion that Lee does sound funny and that the child should ignore a part of who Lee is.  In our responses we don't want to shhh or shame young children for their questions, rather provide concrete rationales to their inquiry.  

The book offers many other examples for parents and teachers to guide them as they challenge bias, hate, prejudice, and joking with young children.  The authors do an exceptional job of laying the ground work to help us ensure that the young children in our lives understand and respect the differences that we each bring and truly celebrate B'tzelem Elohim.

