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“My dad is thiiiiiis black!”

“Why does she wear that scarf on 
her head?”

 “My mom makes me give toys I 
don’t like to poor kids who don’t 
have any.”

 “Only girls can be nurses.”

These comments, while typical of young 
children, can stop a teacher in her tracks. 
How should teachers respond? Children’s 
comments can sometimes fluster both 
new and experienced teachers—even 
those who support equity and diversity 
in schools. While teaching at the Eliot-
Pearson Children’s School at Tufts 
University, this article’s authors explored 
what it means to embrace an anti-
bias stance every day. They found that 
adopting an anti-bias perspective requires more than 
implementing a few well-meaning activities. Instead, 
doing so asks educators to think differently about their 
work, take personal and professional risks, and put new 
ideas and beliefs into practice. The teachers at Eliot-
Pearson developed a framework to guide their anti-bias 
work and support their anti-bias planning and practice 
as they moved forward (Kuh et al. 2011).

What is anti-bias education?

Anti-bias education is a way of teaching that supports 
children and their families as they develop a sense of 

identity in a diverse society. It helps children learn to 
be proud of themselves and their families, respect a 
range of human differences, recognize unfairness and 
bias, and speak up for the rights of others (Derman-
Sparks & Edwards 2010). Children tell us every day 
via their comments, play, and peer interactions that 
they notice social issues, are curious about differences, 
and want more information. So what do schools and 
teachers need to do?

In many ways, anti-bias education may not be so 
different from the kind of teaching that educators 
already do. For example, when children notice 
butterflies in the garden, teachers might notice and 
respond to children’s curiosity as an opportunity for 
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extending curriculum, and then provide books and 
other materials about life cycles. But when it comes 
to talking about race, class, gender, family structure, 
or ability, teachers might consciously, or even 
unconsciously, avoid elaborating on these topics.

Anti-bias curriculum topics often come from the 
children, families, and teachers, as well as from 
historical or current events. Anti-bias education 
happens in both planned curriculum and natural 
teachable moments based on children’s conversations 
and play. Teachers have to balance planned anti-bias 
teaching experiences, such as mixing paint to match 
skin color, with seizing emergent opportunities to 
engage children by responding to their questions and 
observations. This can be challenging, and requires the 
ability to see anti-bias work as an opportunity to teach 
(as opposed to overcoming a problem). Embracing an 
anti-bias stance helps teachers to develop innovative 
practices tailored to the populations they serve. It 
might be difficult to know where to start, and there is 
not always an easy answer. It is important for teachers 

to find a balance between addressing children’s needs 
and not upsetting families, and at the same time to take 
a stand that may be socially or politically charged. Does 
all this belong in the early education setting? Is it part 
of teaching?

A framework for anti-bias 
teaching

The Eliot-Pearson Children’s School’s long-standing 
commitment to anti-bias education is part of its 
core values and mission. However, being intentional 
about anti-bias education across classrooms wasn’t 
always easy. One year, as a curriculum strategy, each 
classroom focused on a particular issue related to its 
group of children. The teachers shared documentation 
and questions about this focus at monthly professional 
development meetings, getting and giving feedback on 
curriculum and teaching practices. Topics included same-
sex parents, skin color and racial identity, class and power, 
abilities and challenges, and cultural backgrounds.

Framework for Anti-Bias Teaching

Entry points Feeling Thinking Responding Sharing

What are children, 
teachers, and 
families thinking 
about?

What feelings 
come up for you?

What might be 
meaningful to 
explore with the 
children?

How do you 
implement a 
curriculum that 
supports learning?

How do you share 
anti-bias learning 
by communicating 
process and 
outcomes?

Consider what you

›■ See in children’s 
play

›■ See in the news
›■ Hear families 

talking about
›■ Think about 

yourself
›■ Need to do to 

listen carefully 
to children and 
families

›■ Might document 
to determine 
possible entry 
points

Consider how you

›■ Feel initially
›■ React initially
›■ Respond 

based on 
your personal 
experiences

›■ Feel about 
discussing 
a topic with 
children or 
families

Consider planning

›■ Individually
›■ With your team
›■ With colleagues
›■ By doing more 

research about 
a topic

›■ By analyzing 
and reviewing 
documentation

›■ Whether an 
issue feels 
appropriate to 
discuss with 
the program’s 
children and 
families

Consider how you 
could

›■ Respond in the 
moment

›■ Respond long-
term

›■ Revisit or 
expand on 
the issue with 
children

›■ Make topics 
accessible to 
children

Consider the ways 
you can share with

›■ Children
›■ Teachers  

(each other)
›■ Families
›■ Colleagues
›■ The early 

childhood 
education field
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To hold themselves accountable for anti-bias work, the 
program’s teachers developed a tool for keeping anti-
bias issues alive in the curriculum (see “Framework for 
Anti-Bias Teaching,” p. 59). The work of three of this 
article’s coauthors—Lisa (pre-K), Heidi (kindergarten), 
and Margaret (mixed-age first and second grade)—
illustrates curriculum development prompted by 
the framework and support for anti-bias work for 
individual teachers and for the school as a whole. The 
framework has been modified further and discussed 
in more detail in Leading Anti-Bias Early Childhood 
Programs: A Guide for Change (Derman-Sparks, 
LeeKeenan, & Nimmo 2015).

Entry points
Entry points include identifying, provoking, or 
uncovering themes children are thinking about or 
demonstrating in their play. An entry point may be 
something a family brings to a teacher’s attention 
or something a teacher knows about a family that a 
child brings to the setting. It may be a topic in the 
media—such as an election, a demonstration, or a 
film—that draws attention to a particular issue. In 
addition to recognizing entry points educators should 
understand that their responses to children’s queries 
don’t have to be instantaneous. They may not know 
right away how to respond—or whether they even 
want to explore a particular issue with a group—but 
the awareness of the topic is an important first step. 

Identification of entry points is at the beginning of the 
road map for curriculum planning. It takes place with 
the understanding that anti-bias issues raised are not 
problems to be eliminated, but rather opportunities for 
teaching and learning.

Margaret’s First- and Second-Grade Class

In this mixed-age inclusive class, teachers hear 
children saying things like “That’s not fair! She gets 
an easier sheet than me!,” “Why does he get to use 
a rocking chair at meeting? Can I?,” and “I am bad 
at reading.” Margaret knows that children’s notions 
of fairness and their perceptions of themselves 
and others as learners provide entry points to rich 
conversations. Ability differences and similarities 
are part of a conversation that starts on the very 
first day of school. 

Heidi’s Kindergarten Class

When Heidi hears kindergartners say, “This is my 
ramp. This is a private ramp,” and “You can go up 
any ramp, if you have a lot of money. People with 
a lot of money can go in anywhere they want,” 
she realizes that children are thinking about 
issues of ownership, resources, and power. This 
“a-ha” moment inspires her to pay close attention 
to the language and understandings children 
have about social class, wealth, and privilege. 
As the kindergartners play, she notes that the 
children’s attempts to assert themselves often 
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reference possession (“I got it first”), ownership 
(“That’s mine”), status (“I am the boss”), and 
cultural capital (“If you don’t know this movie, 
then you don’t know how to play”). 

Lisa’s Pre-K Class

For sharing time, 4-year-old Julian, who is 
biracial, shows photographs of an experiment 
he did at home in which he added cream to his 
mother’s coffee to try to match the color of his 
own skin. Later, 4-year-old Tywanna tells her 
lunch tablemates, “I’m lucky because my mom is 
light and my dad is dark and I am in the middle—a 
mix!” Hearing this, Lisa and her teaching team 
realize that children are grappling with racial 
identity. The teachers decide to work with the 
class to help children learn language to talk 
about race together. 

Feeling
For each potential entry point, it is important for 
educators to identify their feelings related to the anti-
bias issue. Teachers may not necessarily know who 
to talk to about their feelings, and often this is where 
they get stuck. Their personal experiences may drive 
their responses, or they may experience discomfort 
and ignore the topic altogether. For example, Heidi felt 
overwhelmed and dismayed at the play she observed, 
based on her own class background. Teachers often 
change the subject when anti-bias topics come up or 
redirect children to distract them from the topic at 
hand. At Eliot-Pearson, the framework helps teachers 
address ambivalent feelings they have about a topic. 
Discussing their feelings about a topic with colleagues 
can help educators gain clarity about how to manage 
the curriculum.

Margaret’s First- and Second-Grade Class

Margaret is upset that the children in her 
classroom are using ability to gain social power. 
It bothers her that differentiating curriculum 
based on children’s skill levels seems to be 
provoking competition between students, 
sometimes hindering their self-confidence and 
willingness to take academic risks. Margaret 
worries that by exploring and discussing 
abilities, children will feel singled out by their 
differences. Would asking students to admit that 
they are challenged by some assignments be 
comfortable or productive? Would a particular 

child with obvious physical differences be able 
to participate in the conversation, or would 
classmates see him as a mascot for inclusion 
rather than an equal member of the class? 

Heidi’s Kindergarten Class

Heidi struggles with the connections she sees 
between kindergartners’ play and issues of 
access, possession, and power present in our 
society. While she feels excited and nervous as the 
children explore social class concepts, she also 
worries about approaching a subject that seems 
taboo even in adult conversation. As she explores 
her own feelings, she wonders, “What role do 
teachers play that might be supporting and 
reinforcing ideas of ownership as power? How do 
our own class backgrounds affect perceptions of 
children, and how might our backgrounds equip 
us, or not, to support the children as they expand 
their understanding of these ideas?” 

For each potential entry point, it is 
important for educators to identify 
their feelings related to the anti-
bias issue. 

Thinking
Once the teachers at Eliot-Pearson considered entry 
points that identified areas of interest to the children 
and acknowledged their own feelings, they got down 
to the business of thinking about potential next 
steps. Documentation is crucial in inspiring teachers’ 
thinking. The documentation process involves 
raising questions and closely documenting children’s 
experiences. Teachers can take photographs, listen to 
and record conversations, and observe and videotape 
children’s play. They can continue to bring questions to 
colleagues, using the documentation to ask questions 
such as “What are these children working on and 
why?” and “What can I do in my classroom to support 
children’s exploration and understanding of this topic?”

Initially, the kindergarten teaching team was stuck—
unsure about how to explore ideas of possession and 
power with children this young. Teachers shared their 
thinking with families and colleagues, learning about 
the values they thought were important. Teachers 
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began to look at power as a way to consider acts of 
sharing and giving (rather than having and holding)—
encouraging the children to “use their powers for 
good.” They developed activities that asked children 
to think about times when they had used possession 
or ownership to assert power, and to generate possible 
solutions to fairly distributing and using classroom 
resources and materials.

Lisa’s Pre-K Class

Lisa and the pre-K teaching team review Julian’s 
coffee photographs and, with his parents’ 
knowledge and permission, talk with him further 
to explore the motivation behind his experiment. 
He says that he is mulatto (a term that refers to 
someone of mixed race), but because that term 
has fallen out of favor in the United States, some 
teachers feel uncomfortable hearing and using 
it. Teachers begin keeping track of children’s 
conversations about race and skin color at 
play, lunch, meeting, and outdoors. Children’s 
comments reveal confusion about what White 
and Black really mean in relation to skin color. 
They point to each other’s clothing, noting that 

someone has white pants or a black shirt. As a 
result, the teachers think about ways to broaden 
and clarify skin color vocabulary before starting 
any skin color paint mixing. 

Responding
Much of the work up until this phase involved 
observing, reflecting, documenting, and questioning. 
In the responding phase, teachers plan and implement 
intentional, specific experiences. Teachers choose 
curriculum changes to implement in the moment and 
through long-term planning. Again, documentation 
plays a part, as analysis of children’s conversations 
can help teachers choose what to respond to and how 
to respond. Teachers also offer children the skills and 
tools they need for specific learning experiences. In the 
butterfly example (from the opening page), teachers 
might give children opportunities to explore with 
magnifying glasses and clipboards before heading out 
into the garden. Providing children with initial materials 
and experiences can support their later engagement with 
deeper content. With anti-bias curriculum, these guided 
experiences might occur by simply mixing various colors 
of paint before beginning to explore skin colors.

Margaret’s First- and Second-Grade Class

Over the course of two months, Margaret 
invites visitors into the mixed-age classroom to 
teach and share information about many kinds 
of ability differences. They discuss a range of 
ability differences, including physical, sensory, 
social, emotional, communication, and cognitive. 
An assistive technology teacher shows the 
students how some children who are developing 
expressive language skills use computers to help 
them communicate their ideas. A local university 
student tells the children about her own reading 
challenges and shares a strategy she uses for 
tracking words on a page. A former student with 
vision impairment engages the children using 
humor by animating his voice as he tells a story. 
Margaret and the children create a classroom 
book documenting these conversations with 
visitors. As they revisit the book, they reflect on 
the idea that everyone has things they are great 
at and things they are working on. The children 
ultimately include pages about their own abilities 
and challenges. One child writes, “I am great at 
math problems. One thing that is challenging is 
waiting and raising my hand.” 
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Heidi’s Kindergarten Class

During a planning session, the kindergarten 
teachers identify three phrases that are 
commonly used during the children’s negotiation 
of play: “But I got that first. It’s mine,” “I have 
the [toy], so I have to be the boss,” and “We 
should have a rule that the person who has a 
thing decides the rules for the thing.” Heidi talks 
to the children about these phrases. Children 
and teachers spend two meetings telling stories 
about times when these phrases were used to 
assert power over others. Heidi then presents 
a provocation: “Should we use the words we 
talked about at meeting when we use the bikes?” 
The children immediately chorus, “No, no. 
Those rules are no good. They’re not fair.” Over 
the next three weeks, kindergartners debate 
and develop a plan for sharing the bikes and 
wagons, which includes having a sign-up sheet 
for sharing vehicles and considering the needs of 
preschoolers, who are often passengers. 

Lisa’s Pre-K Class

Lisa and the preschool team (two White teachers 
and one Black teacher) spend weeks engaging 
with the children in sensory- and art-inspired 
paint-mixing activities. In doing so, the children 
move beyond the novelty of color mixing to 
focus on systematically producing a color close 
to their own skin. Children name their various 
skin color shades—bologna being the most 
notable! Children also dramatize the Rosa Parks 
story to talk about White and Black as terms 
attributed to whole groups of people who 
really aren’t that exact color, and they discuss 
the exclusionary practices associated with 
those terms. 

Sharing: Process and outcomes
Teachers at the Eliot-Pearson Children’s School 
regularly use documentation to make learning visible to 
children, families, and school visitors (Rinaldi 2006). 
Teachers wanted to share what was happening with the 
anti-bias work and created documentation to show the 
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scope and depth of the children’s learning. The school 
year culminated in an anti-bias exhibition and gallery 
walk that was open to the public. Each classroom 
team made a documentation board that illustrated the 
different sections of the framework and shared key 
outcomes of the children’s experiences. Visitors could 
share questions and comments and add their own ideas 
by responding to several interactive bulletin boards 
through writing messages on sticky notes.

Margaret’s First- and Second-Grade Class

Having documented classroom learning and 
shared the anti-bias work with families and 
school visitors, Margaret and her team now 
feel more comfortable discussing abilities and 
addressing unfair language in the classroom. 
Margaret notes the increase in children’s use of 
the phrases “what he’s [or she’s] working on” 
and “just right” work to explain why different 
children have different assignments. Children 
share their diverse abilities with each other by 
writing comments on sticky notes in response 
to each other’s pages in the classroom book. 
Margaret notes how children are able to take 
more academic risks and how she differentiates 
tasks in heterogeneous skill groups more flexibly, 
often referencing the classroom book when 
differences arise. 

Heidi’s Kindergarten Class

The long-term planning time and subsequent 
use of the sign-up sheet enable kindergartners 
to plan for using classroom and school resources 
and to express and negotiate roles, story lines, 
and connections rather than arguing over who 
gets a turn and who gets to control the play. 
Teachers experiment with different ways to 
dismiss children at choice times, so that no one 
“got there first.” Teachers’ efforts to change 
some classroom structures, in tandem with the 
plans made for sharing bikes, support teamwork 
and problem solving in play. 

Lisa’s Pre-K Class

The preschoolers share their learning by inviting 
families or children’s caregivers who have come 
to school to mix paint to match their own skin 
colors. With the children as expert color mixers, 
the classroom visitors create their skin color, 
experiencing the expanded vocabulary about 

race that the children developed. On their gallery 
walk panel, Lisa presents information from 
research about race so families can see how it 
connects to the work in the classroom. 

Conclusion

It is important to note that throughout this exploration of 
anti-bias topics, the teachers at the Eliot-Pearson Children’s 
School had some key structures in place that were vital to 
their ability to sustain the hard work of reflective teaching, 
especially as related to potentially controversial topics. The 
following structures were included:

›› Make a commitment to anti-bias work. The 
school made anti-bias education a primary focus and 
was dedicated to trying out new ideas; integrating 
theory, research, and practice; and building a culture 
that allowed risk taking and making mistakes—
essential components of anti-bias education. For some 
teachers—even those familiar with anti-bias work—
their understandings of this approach broadened. 
One teacher reflected, “I initially thought anti-bias 
was about race, but I see that it can incorporate 
many different types of bias.” Another teacher said, 
“I realized how frequently spontaneous teaching 
moments occur in the classroom. I became a better 
listener and was able to use everyday situations as 
prompts for future whole group discussions.”

›› Use tools for staying on track. Having a tool such 
as the framework for anti-bias teaching supported 
educators as they learned to consider anti-bias issues 
in deeper, more holistic and intentional ways. It 
also held teachers accountable for keeping anti-bias 
education in the forefront of their teaching repertoire—
implementing purposeful curriculum to move the work 
in the classroom forward. The framework became 
a filter through which teachers could discuss, plan, 
and gauge their work. A second teacher noted, “I feel 
it is important to be intentional about discussions of 
difference—that way children are given language and 
support and teachers are not caught unprepared.” 
Additionally, the framework gave voice to new ways 
of thinking for teachers and children. One teacher 
reflected, “Children need language and experiences to 
broaden their understanding about diversity. The more 
experiences they have, the more easily they can take an 
anti-bias approach themselves.”
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›› Gain administrative support and dedicated 
meeting time for anti-bias education work. 
Making anti-bias education a priority for curriculum 
development and professional development means 
providing time, funds, and resources to this effort. 
Debbie LeeKeenan, the director of the school, made 
a conscious decision to dedicate staff meeting time to 
anti-bias work and, as a result, teachers were engaged 
in monthly professional development sharing and 
received regular feedback on anti-bias dilemmas. 
Teachers used a model of critical friendship and 
specific protocols to guide conversations and review 
dilemmas and students’ work (School Reform 
Initiative 2012). Teachers then saw staff meetings 
as a place to “take our data and elicit feedback and 
reflection from colleagues, which influences our 
continued implementation of the curriculum.” This 
kind of embedded professional development created 
trust among teachers and was an important venue for 
sharing entry points, feelings, thinking, and planning.

Working through the movements of the framework 
can bring up feelings of discomfort and move teachers 
to question which topics are introduced and how they 
are covered in their teaching practices. One teacher 
admitted, “It is still so hard to set priorities and 
decide what aspects of all the potential discussions 
get my attention, air time, group time, and curricular 
development.” But teachers were adamant that the work 
was worth the effort. Another teacher expressed it this 
way: “I am a learner too. Curriculum should be about 
actively exploring a topic with each other. I learned 
that part of our job as teachers is to aid children and 
families in areas they may be struggling with. Though 
our ideas and beliefs may differ, it is still our job to 
negotiate through these.”

Doing this work was not always easy, but it was rich, 
it shifted practice, and ultimately it was satisfying. 
Observing children as they have their own “a-ha!” 
moments—noticing an injustice, developing a new 
connection to a peer, or building an understanding of 
the world around them and their own role in making 
the world a more just place—is inspiring. It is equally 
satisfying to teachers to have taken a risk and stretched 
our own learning as a means to provide a deeper and 
more inclusive education for all.
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