
Starting a lifetime of conversations about diversity 
with your toddler 

Like many other topics, race can be challenging for adults to discuss among 
themselves, let alone with their children. Talking with young children about 
race is an opportunity, one you may or may not have experienced when you 
were growing up. Your conversations with your toddler will depend on your 
own racial identity, the racial make-up of your family (immediate and 
extended), and your values regarding race—both those you express and those 
you imply. And like other crucial conversations, race discussions should start 
early and evolve as your child grows. 

What They Understand 
Kids under 24 months do not understand the adult meaning of race. But at this age, toddlers are beginning to 
notice differences in appearance. And right now, your toddler might simply look longer at or perhaps point to 
a person who looks different from the people she’s most used to seeing in her everyday routines. During these 
moments, your child looks primarily to you to gauge her own interest and reaction—toddlers this young are 
still reliant on their parents’ opinions and actions to shape their own. This goes without saying, but 
how you act around and discuss people from your own culture and other cultures is what your child will first 
consider appropriate. Toddlers internalize the beliefs of their family and immediate society, a process that will 
continue throughout their development. 
 

What to Say 

 Say something! Your child’s understanding of race begins both with what you will talk about and what 
you do not discuss. Children learn that if they ask a question about someone’s race and they are 
shushed, it’s not something they can discuss and is therefore taboo. Talking about race normalizes the 
topic and makes it less scary for kids. 

 As any parent who’s caught their toddler staring at someone in the checkout aisle or pointing to a 
passerby in the mall will tell you, racial observations may be embarrassing. It really is important, 
though, for you to address your child’s observations and take that moment to acknowledge the 
differences they’re noting. 

 When your child points out (or later asks questions about) people with different skin color than his, 
address it. For example, if your child is white and asks why an African-American child’s skin is brown, 
explain, “Grownups and kids have all different skin colors. Some have tan and some have brown.” 
When possible, use accurate ethnicity language with your child: “She is white (or Caucasian)/African-
American (or black)/Latino (or Hispanic)/Asian-American,” etc. 

 Though toddlers likely won’t ask questions about race at this age, kids in preschool or grade school will 
have the vocabulary to articulate observations. Your child might ask why a person has skin a different 
color or hair a different texture than his. When he does make an observation or inquire about a race, 
answer the question and give correct information, which may mean doing some homework yourself. 
Think about and take responsibility for the stereotypes and assumptions we all have about race. 

What to Do 
These are some basic ways you can prepare for a lifetime of conversations with your child about ethnicity and 
diversity: 

 Self-reflect. Take some time and think about your own racial identity, the assumptions you hold, and 
what lessons you would like to teach your children about race. Talking with friends, family, and other 
parents can be really helpful. Look for other parents who are interested in open dialogue about race in 
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their families. Talking with other adults will also give you clarity and increase your comfort level when 
answering questions if this is a challenge for you. Remember, this is often a scary process for adults. 
Understanding and challenging that fear will be helpful in conversations in your family. 

 Don’t avoid the topic. Particularly in white families, some parents decide to not discuss racial 
differences. This reinforces that it is a taboo subject for your children. When you have had early 
conversations about appearances, for example, as your child gets older, you can also begin discussions 
about racism. 

 Revisit discussions after you get informed. Remember, you can always go back to a conversation. If 
your older child asks you a question about race and you just aren’t sure of the answer, you can always 
go back to it. You can also do research and learn together. 

 Notice racial stereotypes and what racial messages are presented in the shows and movies your child 
watches. If you don’t like them, don’t show them at home; if your child, once older, questions, be frank 
with your answer: “I don’t like the way they made ….” Preschoolers and school-age children are able to 
have discussions about these messages. 

 Teach your toddler how to express his feelings and empathize with others. As your child gets older, 
these skills are the basis for respecting the rights and feelings of other people no matter their 
differences. 

 
Use these tips for raising your child with a more diverse cultural experience: 

 Keep a multicultural home library. Have books with main characters of all races. Books can be a good 
starting point for later discussions about cultural differences and historical happenings: slavery, 
apartheid, the abolitionist movement, etc. Teach children about prominent people of all colors, both in 
the present and past. 

 Attend cultural events as a family that expose your child to different ethnicities in your area and in the 

greater community at large. Celebrate your own cultural identity, too. 

 Choose racially diverse playgroups, daycares, and nursery schools. Express your interest in raising 

your child with kids from different cultures with the organizers, and they should share with you who 

attends. 

 Play music from a broad range of cultures in your home. Browse iTunes or your local library. 

 Celebrate and observe significant events. Many communities have events on Martin Luther King Jr. 

Day, the Lunar New Year, or Cinco de Mayo. Keep up to date with happenings in your community and 

join in! (The historical significance of Barack Obama’s presidency provides a great opportunity for 

talks—see if your child’s school or your community’s library has any related curriculum.) 
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