Pre-empting Racism

Children become aware of race and ethnicity as early as age 3, but their grasp of these concepts changes over time. The best time to implement interventions that reduce prejudice in children, by addressing race and ethnicity, is in middle childhood and early adolescence.  That is when children are able to go beyond the literal meaning of words and become aware of societal prejudices and biases. 

· Ages 3 to 6.  Children think about racial differences in purely physical terms and may believe that racial status could change with surgery or if skin color was altered by staying in the sun too long.

· Ages 6 to 10. Children understand that ethnic background is a function of ancestry that influences not only how people look but also the food they eat, the language they speak and the activities they enjoy. However, at this stage children have a literal understanding of ethnicity.  For instance, being Mexican-American means speaking Spanish and eating Mexican food.  Consequently, this is a good age to expose them to different cultures because their conceptions of race and ethnicity tend to be colored less by societal biases, relative to other levels.
· Ages 10 to 14. Children realize that ethnicity can be linked to social class.  6th graders grasp how political resources are allocated in neighborhoods and how affirmative action affects minorities.  Often interracial and inter-ethnic friendships developed in elementary school end as social groups become more racially segregated.  Parents and teachers should be honest about the existence of racial and ethnic prejudice when talking with children in this age group.
· Adolescence. Most teens express pride in their heritage and a sense of belonging to a group as their view of ethnicity and race matures.   Teens may need help expressing their ethnicity in positive ways rather than pressuring them to assimilate into the majority culture.
(This article was adapted from an article published in “Monitor on Psychology.”)

