
Teach the 
Children Well

It’s never too early to begin teaching students about 
diversity, differences and assumptions. 

BY VICKI NELSON
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Three years ago, as my school counseling 
partner and I were examining program-
ming changes for the upcoming school 
year, we identified a new need in our 
community. Our middle school data 
indicated students were identifying an 
increase in unkind behavior connected 
to socioeconomic status and physical 
appearance. We were also seeing many 
other places where our increasing socio-
economic diversity was leading to equity 
issues within our school. 

We began to consider ways to increase 
opportunities for our younger students 
to learn about diversity, perceptions and 
assumptions. You might be wondering 
how a small, rural town in Vermont 
addresses these issues, as we aren’t known 
for being a diverse state. However, as 
your read further, you will discover the 
strategies used in our school can easily 
be applied to any school setting in which 
there is a need for greater cultural compe-
tency and respect for diversity. 

I consulted several wonderful resources 
including Teaching Tolerance (tolerance.
org) and the Anti-Defamation League’s 
World of Difference Institute (adl.org). 
Both of these organizations have incred-
ible teaching tools for addressing cultural 
competency and diversity-based topics. 
Drawing on my research and keeping 
scheduling considerations in mind, I cre-
ated a series of four, 45-minute workshops 
to teach in the third and fourth grades. 
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when they become borderline or bla-
tantly prejudicial. The core idea of this 
lesson is getting to know other people 
vs. judging or excluding others with 
differences. 

Assumptions can come about in many 
ways, from assuming your spouse will 
pick up milk tonight after using the 
last drop at breakfast to truly extreme 
assumptions, which lead to misinfor-
mation or misunderstandings. To begin 
uncovering these themes with the third- 
and fourth-graders, I used photographs 
of people from different ethnic back-
grounds. The students broke into groups 
to discuss the photos, keeping these three 
points in mind:
• Use adjectives/describing words.
• Make connections to when we described 

our own characteristics.
• Everyone’s ideas count.

The last bullet point is important to 
emphasize. You can imagine if you put 
any photo in front of any age group they 
would have different ideas of how to 
describe a person. My goal was to allow 
for a free flow of ideas and authentic 
discussion. I find it helpful to circulate 
around the room to address any com-
ments that might derail the larger group 
discussion. It’s important, however, to 
be cognizant of not taking over a group 
discussion or students might shift into 
sharing adjectives they think you will 
want to hear.

In one case, a student labeled a per-
son in a photo “dumb.” There is a bal-
ance with having students share their 
unfiltered thinking and monitoring for 




