
Anti-Bias Teachable/Learning Moments

Anti-bias teachable moments occur when children’s questions, comments, interactions, or
conflicts give us information about what they are thinking, learning and experiencing about
diversity. Children are aware of differences at a very young age and they try to make sense
of race, gender, class, abilities, culture, and power in preschool and beyond. It is the job of
the adults in children’s lives to ensure that they have our support as they try to make sense
of all of this.

Teachable moments are opportunities to answer questions, reinforce values about how we
treat each other, protect children’s identity, expand children’s thinking, and correct
misinformation children may have about diversity. In our responses to teachable moments
we can also help children begin to understand the systemic nature of oppression and how it
is used by those with power in unfair ways.

Here are some examples of teachable moments:

Three-year-olds Robert, Bethany and Lisa are in the dress-up area. As Robert puts on a dress
and high heeled shoes, the girls laugh and say, “Look at Robert! He’s a girl!”

Two white children are playing in the block area. When a Black child tries to join in the play, one
of the white children responds by saying “No, you can’t play. Only children with white skin can
play here.”

On his first day of school, four-year-old Ian points to a classmate who uses a wheelchair and
asks, “Why is that girl in a wheelchair?”

When making gifts for Father’s Day, 5-year-old Emma says, “I don’t have a daddy at my house. I
have two mommies.” Another child responds, “You can’t have two mommies.”

When reading a book about Rosa Parks and the Montgomery Bus Boycott, a white child, Alice,
says, “I could sit anywhere on the bus because I’m white. But Max, you’d have to sit in the back
of the bus because you’re dark.”

Below are some guidelines to consider when addressing teachable moments. When using
these guidelines, it is important to take into account the diverse cultures and cultural values
and beliefs of children and families you are working with. Specific strategies will vary
depending on the situation and the children and adults involved. Alter and adjust these
guidelines so they are appropriate for the children you work with as well as for the situation.

1. Don’t ignore what occurred

Not responding implies that we agree with what happened or what was said. Also, by
ignoring questions or comments we miss an opportunity to offer children the information



they want and need to develop healthy identities and positive theories about diversity, and
to resist dominant society’s negative messages about human differences. If what was said
was a blow to another child’s identity, adults must step in to protect the child whose identity
was attacked by the comment, question, or situation.

2. Interrupt hurtful comments or questions

It is essential to address biased statements right away. Respond fully in the moment if you
are able or acknowledge what was said and how you’re thinking or feeling about it and
come back later when you’ve thought about it more, sought out help from others, and/or
are ready to discuss it further. You could say something in the moment like, “Something is
happening here that doesn’t feel right.” to acknowledge what happened and then return to
talk about it more with the children involved. Oftentimes the comments children make
about others are hurtful to children of color in particular, even when their comment or
question was well-intended. We don’t want children to stop asking for information about
diversity and trying to understand how humans are the same and different from one
another, and at the same time we want children to learn that what they say can be painful
for others and to take responsibility for what they say.

3. Comfort children who were hurt

If there was a hurtful comment or interaction, comfort children whose feelings were hurt or
who experienced a blow to their identity. You might tell the child that you disagree with
what was said, and/or that what was said was wrong and/or unfair. In situations like this
there is a disruption of relationship and the adult’s role is to help move everyone involved
toward repair of that relationship. Bring the children together to talk about what happened
and to share feelings, with an adult there as facilitator and guide.

4. Set boundaries

Reinforce your values and your community’s rules or agreements such as not excluding or
teasing others based on the way they look, act, or talk. You might want to encourage a child
whose words or actions hurt their peer to try to make amends by asking what would make
their peer feel better and by sharing what they’ll do differently next time.

5. Support emotionally hurt children in taking action if they want to

Follow the child’s lead. They may want to talk to the child who made a hurtful comment
about how that felt and what they want them to do differently next time. If the teachable
moment happened at school, teachers will want to communicate with the parent/guardians
of the children involved, sharing what happened and how it was addressed. Teachers should
seek out the perspective of parents/guardians and their thoughts about how to work
together to continue to support children’s reflection and understanding of the situation.



6. Ask questions to clarify what was said/what happened

Consider questions such as “What did you mean by that?”, or “Can you tell me more?” to be
sure that you know what the child is asking or saying. This not only gives adults more
information, it also gives you a chance to catch your breath as you prepare to engage in
conversation with children about what just happened.

7. Answer questions

Answer questions simply and honestly. Don’t over answer. Check for understanding and
then ask if the child has any other questions. Take cues from the child to determine how
much to say. Keep in mind that you may need to answer the same questions and have similar
conversations with children over and over again as they try to make sense of human
diversity, culture and power.

8. Help problem solve the underlying reason for conflicts

Sometimes children use hurtful comments about other children’s identities in order to get
what they want (for example, to keep someone out of a game or to get more pieces of a
toy). In these circumstances, take some time to work through the situation with the children
involved to repair their relationship and to address the underlying reason for the conflict.
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