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Praise for Unraveling Bias

“Prejudice starts young. In this enlightening book, Dr. Brown explains very clearly how we develop biases as children and how those biases get reinforced over time by policies and institutions. Best of all, Unraveling Bias offers actionable steps that parents, educators, and policymakers can take to eradicate bias and discrimination from our society.”

—Lara S. Kaufmann, director of public policy at Girls Inc.

“Unraveling Bias is truly remarkable, timely, and incredibly important. This is a book that parents, educators, and policymakers will highlight, dog ear, and refer back to time and time again. I wish it had existed years ago, but I’m so grateful to have it now!”

—Dolly Chugh, author of The Person You Mean to Be: How Good People Fight Bias

“In Unraveling Bias, Dr. Brown pointedly reveals the subtle and pervasive ways that bias has fundamentally shaped childhood. By combining social history with the most current developmental science, the book traces the history of bias from the perspectives of research, law, and the social influence in the lives of children. It breaks down the forms, experiences, and meanings of bias in the lives of children. This book is crucial for our times not just because it synthesizes the relevant research, but because it provides the pathways for families, schools, and communities to unravel and break the cycle of bias.”

—Stephen T. Russell, Priscilla Pond Flawn Regents Professor in Child Development at the University of Texas at Austin

“Given that bias is the root of so many of the world’s injustices and ills, it is perhaps the most important issue to understand and unravel today. Christia Spears Brown has given us an invaluable resource with her deeply researched book about how bias develops, how it affects our children, and how we can successfully fight it. This should be required reading for every American.”

—Melinda Wenner Moyer, author of How to Raise Kids Who Aren’t Assholes

“This book by Christia Spears Brown is a must-read for anyone who wants to understand the true nature of bias and the many ways it affects our kids. With a compassionate voice, ample research evidence, quotes from youths and parents, and insights from legal scholars and the courts, Dr. Brown charts pathways for breaking down entrenched patterns of discrimination and opening up new conversations about the pervasiveness and effects of bias in our society.”

—Linda R. Tropp, PhD, professor in the Department of Psychological and Brain Sciences at the University of Massachusetts Amherst

“A passionate and occasionally harrowing account of the damaging racial, gender, and sexual biases children continue to encounter in schools, with thoughtful suggestions about how parents, teachers, and whole communities can confront them.”

—Stephanie Coontz, author of A Strange Stirring: The Feminine Mystique and American Women at the Dawn of the 1960s

“Informative and inspiring, Dr. Brown brilliantly weaves history, data, and stories from courts to classrooms in this timely and much-needed resource. Unraveling Bias empowers readers with actionable, science-backed tips for improving the lives of children for generations to come. A must-read for every parent, educator, and policymaker.”

—Kyl Myers, author of Raising Them: Our Adventure in Gender Creative Parenting

“In Christia Spears Brown’s fantastic and much-needed book, we’ll find both good news and bad news. The bad news is that bias—on the basis of race, gender identity, sexual orientation, and much more—is real, pervasive, deeply consequential, and baked into both our personal practices and institutional norms. If we take that message to heart, then we can act on the good news: as individuals and as members of communities, we can transform our hearts, minds, and institutions, where biases thrive, while raising the children in our lives to do the same. Dr. Brown’s arguments are as historically and empirically informed as her language is clear. If we are ever to achieve the full promise of our diversely constituted democracy, it’s work like Unraveling Bias that will point the way.”

—Andrew Grant-Thomas, cofounder of EmbraceRace
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Ruth (Horowitz) Hartley died the year I started graduate school. I was a full professor before I learned her name. What I learned—twenty years after I began conducting research about race and gender stereotypes and discrimination in children—is that Ruth’s work played a critical role in the science I practice. Her contemporary, Mamie Phipps Clark, expanded on Ruth’s research and helped change race relations in American schools. But the biases of their time prevented both women from getting the credit they deserved. This book is dedicated to them.

This book is also dedicated to every kid who has been marginalized, disenfranchised, and silenced because of their race, class, immigration status, gender, or sexuality. May you live in a world that values your voice, your experiences, and your life.
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Foreword

Bias is a slippery beast. Invisible to the eye, hard to name, and harder yet to pin down and fight. It operates in the subtlest ways, through words or glances, in social norms and traditions, and, today, as powerful algorithms and influential data that, increasingly, shape the world around us at unprecedented scales. From schoolyard bullying to workplace inequities to the efflorescence of public violence, bias, stereotypes, and prejudices powerfully govern not only our social interactions, economic lives, and political institutions but our very identities and relationships.

As human beings, we are all subject to biases, which are part of our cognition. We take the lessons we learn as young people, frequently infused with harmful and damaging stereotypes, into the world with us, incorporating them into our sense of self, our sense of our place in the world, our understanding of social roles and relationships, and, ultimately, into how we recognize and distribute power and resources in our society.

As Dr. Christia Brown compellingly shows us here, however, this does not mean that the content of our biases is fixed and unassailable. It doesn’t mean that we are powerless in the face of our own heuristics or traditions or beliefs. And, as she shows so vividly here, the best and surest way to understand and challenge damaging biases, and to confront the profound harms and influences of stereotypes and prejudices, is to tackle them in early childhood education. Her scholarship and recommendations, grounded in insightful research and analysis, are further enriched by the stories she shares of people who have experienced discrimination and inequality and subsequently dedicated themselves to changing the world around them for the better.

There is immense benefit in tackling a problem of this scope at its root the way she has set out to here. All of our lives are impoverished by biases and the stereotypes and stereotype threats they cultivate. Any genuine consideration of the complexities of living in diverse and increasingly global and mobile societies—from educational inequities and workplace discrimination to fathoming why young boys are killing themselves, or decoding the aggrieved racialized and gendered entitlement at the heart of so much of our social and political violence, leads us back to deeply held biases, learned in childhood. For the most part, however, by the time we come to this conclusion, we are, as a society, fighting a rear-guard action.

Providing adults—teachers, coaches, administrators, parents, doctors—with the information they need to understand biases and stereotypes is essential to addressing all types of inequality and suffering. Brown’s writing—from the descriptive to prescriptive—compellingly reveals the ways in which biases can and do influence us all, in our homes, schools, workplaces, and legal system. She explains, in clear and illuminating ways, the nuanced interplay of biases related to gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, disability, and social class, how they inform one another. The tools that Dr. Brown provides here make it possible for us to be more effective, and as early as possible.

Expanding public awareness and understanding of how biases operate will not eliminate them, but will enable us, as individuals and as a society, to be more creative, better informed, and more successful in efforts to build a more just world. This book provides vital resources that enable us to improve educational environments, institutional behaviors, and social and political outcomes, from the start.

The long-term value to society is inestimable.

—Soraya Chemaly,
activist and award-winning author of
Rage Becomes Her: The Power of Women’s Anger




Introduction

Bias is everywhere, embedded in almost all human interactions. It’s there when a store clerk keeps a watchful eye on a Black teenager browsing a department store or speaks slowly to the Asian American teen at checkout. It’s there when a stranger compliments your daughter for being pretty and your son for being big and strong. It’s there when a school librarian refuses to stock books featuring gay characters. On a larger scale, the fallout from individual and institutional prejudices splatters across headlines every day. Many trending topics and social movements are direct responses to biased behaviors, discriminatory actions, and structural inequality. Systematic police brutality against and murder of Black people gave rise to the Black Lives Matter movement. Rampant sexual abuse and harassment of women—and men—led victims to come forward and say #MeToo. Decades of homophobia, transphobia, and extreme violence toward LGBTQ+ folks have sparked everything from the Stonewall Riots, to gay and transgender rights movements, to annual pride parades around the world.

There’s a reason for these mass demonstrations and protests—people are not responding to the actions of a few racist or sexist individuals. Biases are internalized and enacted by almost everyone, and they are embedded in the media, in institutions, and in laws and policies. Biased policies result in immigrant and refugee children locked in holding cells at the border, in school-funding models that keep kids of color at underfunded and understaffed schools, and in regulations about after-school sports that restrict how transgender student athletes can participate.

Many of the biased policies in the United States directly affect or target children in their homes, schools, and communities, which is particularly alarming since biases and prejudices don’t just develop when people become adults (or CEOs or politicians). Rather, they begin when children are very young, slowly growing, becoming more entrenched each year, and becoming harder and harder to erase. Children are being raised in a world in which biases penetrate like arrows from all sides—at times marginalizing them and limiting their growth, and at times being believed, internalized, and passed along to others. Prejudices shape almost every aspect of children’s development.

People often say children aren’t born hating others—they have to learn it. “Kids learn prejudice from their parents,” they say knowingly during conversations about racism, sexism, or homophobia. Prejudice is the result of “poor parenting,” everyone agrees, and the discussion ends there. The implication is that they aren’t biased, so their kids can’t be biased, and prejudices are other people’s problems. Potentially harmful social constructs, such as gender norms or stereotypes, are similarly brushed off. People roll their eyes and dismiss certain actions and behaviors as, “That’s just boys being boys,” or, “You know how girls are.” They blame biology and leave it there.

But these are just convenient ways to point the finger and shirk the responsibility of societal inequalities. As the adults who make decisions impacting children, we need to pay careful attention to how they are affected by stereotypes, prejudice, and bias—the ones that harm them as they grow up and the ones they learn from a biased society. There is enough blame to go around. It also means there are a lot of opportunities to make changes.

The only way to have a more just and equitable world is to take a closer look at the biases beginning in childhood. We have to know how bias affects children from before they are born and lays a foundation for the rest of their lives. We also have to know how those biases have changed over time, a reflection of the policies and culture of the day. Unraveling the causes and influences of bias—in all the ways it plays out in the lives of children—is the only way to make the future more just than the past.

[image: ]

As a developmental psychologist who studies stereotypes and discrimination in children, my goals for this book are to share the research that shows how and why bias runs roughshod through childhood, and delve into how our laws and policies and schools have been changed in the past—and can be changed in the future to make the world more equitable.

In the first part of the book, we’ll explore how biased laws and policies affect children—both historically and today; how those laws were fought by advocates and lawyers and changed by judges and policymakers; and how the science of bias played a crucial role. We’ll start with the fight to racially desegregate schools and the Brown v. Board of Education case, because it is an inspiration for positive (albeit slow and imperfect) social change and represents the first time that social science helped push public policy toward equality. This case served as a template for later legal battles that protected students from sexual harassment in schools and allowed trans teens to use the bathroom that matched their gender identity. Unraveling race bias came first in the courts, so it comes first in the book.

In the second part, we’ll dig deeper into the science of bias—how it looks in different forms, how it is influenced by our modern-day policies, and how it has changed over time. We will explore historical and modern research conducted by social scientists in fields like developmental psychology, family studies and child development, education, social psychology, sociology, and economics. Throughout that section, I will not only share my own research but also draw heavily from the work of others who are studying these social problems.

Additionally, in the second section, each chapter features a sidebar that focuses on some of the scientists who pioneered this work, despite themselves facing discrimination. All are women, and, more precisely, immigrant women, women of color, Jewish women, and LBTQ women, whose innovative research asked questions of children no one else thought to ask, whose work started unraveling children’s biases and helped usher in more just and equitable policies and laws. Science is a human endeavor, and the questions researchers ask are informed by their life experiences and perspectives. These women laid the foundation for what we know now.

In the final part, we’ll look at what we can do to unravel bias within our own families, within our communities, and within society at large.

Whenever possible, I use children’s and teens’ own words from historical documents taken during the legal battles to desegregate schools to modern studies about sexual harassment and online racism. There are many types of biases affecting children: biases because of class, ability, weight, mental illness, and neuro-development, to name a few. But to keep the book from becoming unbearably long, I will focus on how children are harmed by individual and societal bias because of race, ethnicity, and nationality; gender; gender identity; and sexual orientation. These are the social groups established at birth that give us personal meaning, bind us to one another, and capture children’s attention from infancy.

Although this book is written from my vantage point as a researcher, it is, no doubt, shaped by my own biases and privileges. Owning those biases and privileges is an important part of reducing our biases, which is why I’d like to take this time to be forthcoming about my own. I have a PhD in developmental psychology from the University of Texas at Austin, and spend my days as a college professor, where I teach and conduct research with children about their gender and ethnic stereotypes. I am a White cisgender woman married to a White cisgender man. I have two White cisgender daughters. One identifies as straight, and I worry about her internalizing stereotypes that tell girls that their value comes from being sexually objectified by boys; one identifies as gay, and I worry about her experiencing any homophobic bullying as well as how to ensure her rights for marriage and family equality.

I was born in the South to teen parents who quickly divorced, and raised in a town known for a battle of the Civil War where local mascots wave Confederate flags, and I am the first member of my family to attend college. Race and class have always been salient features of my world. I have internalized ethnic and gender biases, biases I picked up by my sheer presence on earth. Overriding those personal biases, checking myself and my assumptions, is my own daily task, a task I sometimes succeed at and sometimes fail at. None of us have emerged unscathed from a biased world. All of us belong to privileged groups and marginalized groups. All we can do is continuously check ourselves: Am I relying on a stereotype? Is my opinion filtered through my privileges? How is that person’s lived experience different from my own? That task is an internal one—but it is also one that informs our external responsibilities. Fighting against biases at the societal level and making the world better for the generations that come behind us will take all of us working together—starting now.




1A Primer on Bias

Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.

—James Baldwin

Although we like to think of ourselves as individuals charting our own unique destinies, the social groups we are born into as humans shape much of our lives. There are a variety of groups that exist, from social class to citizen of a certain neighborhood—and all of these groups tell children something about themselves and about others. However, in this book, we are going to focus on three big groupings that are important to children and teens (and which happen to make it into headlines almost daily): race and ethnicity, gender, and gender identity and sexual orientation.

To start, children are born into one or more racial or ethnic groups. From a sociological perspective, race is based on physical differences (such as skin color or hair texture) that “groups and cultures consider socially significant, while ethnicity refers to shared culture, such as language, ancestry, practices, and beliefs.”1 We typically lump these groupings together, and based on someone’s skin color or facial features, or the birthplaces of their parents or grandparents, we assign labels like White, Black, Latino, Asian, biracial. These are neither definitive groups nor perfect labels. If this book were written ten years ago or ten years from now, these groups and their labels would be different, but even now, even at this single moment in time, labels are inconsistent. For example, Latino and Hispanic are labels that only have meaning in the United States, where they’re used to lump together everyone from Mexico to Chile, regardless of their similarities or differences. In theory, Hispanic is supposed to refer to people either from Spain or from Spanish-speaking countries in Central and South America and the Caribbean, while Latino is supposed to refer to anyone from Latin America. Neither term tells us anything more about a person’s race than being told that someone is a New Yorker. In practice, however, those terms—along with Chicano and Mexican American—are often used interchangeably2 and treated as a racial grouping by adults and children. There are similar inconsistencies across all racial and ethnic designations, but, despite the obvious imperfections of these labels, the associations they carry shape how we think about ourselves and others. Labels take on meanings that suggest unique cultural contributions, family connections, and food histories. They also allow for stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination.

Beyond racial or ethnic groups, children are also born into other groups that our society tells us are important. For example, humans are born with certain external sex characteristics that a doctor, upon quick inspection, assigns a label: boy or girl. Names, clothing, and hairstyles are differentiated by these labels, children are drenched in pink or blue based on that label, and children recognize these distinctions when they look at others. Those labels teach us how we think others should think and act, and we treat them accordingly. Girls are supposed to be pretty, boys are supposed to be tough, and those expectations perpetuate sexism even by preschool.

While such gender stereotypes and biases target children who fall “neatly” within a girl or boy category, a different set of biases affect children who don’t fit so clearly within that binary. Some children may have external sex characteristics that don’t align with their internal sense of gender, they may identify as transgender or nonbinary,* and they will likely face prejudices because some people are uncomfortable when they can’t easily categorize a person into a tidy box.

When children begin to recognize the gender of whom they are romantically or sexually attracted to (some children seem to know from the beginning, while some have a slower timetable), labels based on their sexual orientation, like straight, lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, and so on, take on personal and social meaning. These are also not definitive groups or perfect labels, and as adolescents explore their sexuality and figure out which label fits best, their labels may change. While some youth are open to others about their sexual orientation, other folks may keep these labels private. And just like with race and ethnicity, these terms aren’t static: they change as our appreciation of the diversity of people changes. In this book, I’ll use LGBTQ+ to represent lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, and queer youth because it is the most commonly used label at this time, but I am mindful that the “+” is meant to incorporate a wide variety of people who identify as pansexual, asexual, and many others, and this notation has its own set of biases.

In each one of these groups—race/ethnicity, gender, gender identity, sexual orientation—there is a dominant group, either by sheer numerical majority or through greater economic, political, or legal status:


•White people in the United States are the largest single racial/ethnic group and occupy the highest economic position, largely because they have oppressed, disenfranchised, and excluded all other racial/ethnic groups. The result is that White kids have a very different experience than all other children.

•Boys and girls are equal numerically, but women have yet to reach economic parity with men and, in 2021, have yet to reach the highest levels of political power in the United States.

•Youth who identify with a sexual orientation or gender identity that is anything but straight and cisgender (meaning not transgender) are in the numerical minority and are still fighting for equality within the law.



All of these groups overlap and interact within a single individual, so the biases Black girls and Black boys face are different from one another, as are the biases Black girls and White girls face. The biases don’t just add up in a simple equation either. A Black cisgender lesbian will not have the exact experience of a White transgender lesbian plus the effect of being Black minus the effect of being transgender. The unique combination of multiple identities differs from the sum of their parts.

With all of these factors and labels in mind, this book is ultimately about all children. It’s about children in the marginalized groups—the ones who are harmed by biases, stereotypes, and discrimination. It’s also about children in the privileged groups—the ones who hold biases and stereotypes about others (and themselves). It’s about two sides of the same damaging and dysfunctional coin. After all, most children have moments of being marginalized and moments of being privileged. To understand bias, we have to examine both when it is pointed at children and when children point it at others.

BIAS TAKES MANY FORMS

To unravel the biases that have restricted generations of children is to make the world more just for all of us. In order to do that, we have to closely inspect the fabric of that bias and understand precisely what it’s made of. Bias, regardless of whether it is based on race, gender, or sexual orientation, is a bit like gray fabric. From a distance, it appears to be one color. But a closer look reveals black and white threads woven together so tightly they are hard to disentangle. Bias is similarly made up of two types of thread: one is the stereotypes and prejudices that individuals hold in their hearts and minds; the other is the biased policies and laws that keep some groups disadvantaged and marginalized compared to other groups.

At the individual level, the threads of bias appear in the cognitive distortions, or stereotypes, we hold when we think _______ group of people think or act a certain way. These biases are things like Black boys are troublemakers, Black girls are loud, Latino kids can’t speak proper English, Asian boys are gifted in math, girls are more suited for liberal arts and the humanities, boys who like theater are gay—the list goes on. Sometimes bias comes in the form of feeling a sense of discomfort or anxiety when around someone from a different group. Biases can also appear even more overtly when we interact with one another: kids using a racial or ethnic slur during a basketball game at school, police officers harassing a group of Black boys for “illegally loitering,” high school boys loudly rating the body parts of a girl as she walks down the hallway to her class, middle school girls spreading a rumor that a classmate is a lesbian because of how she dresses, or school officials not allowing children to use the bathroom that aligns with their gender identity.

At the societal level, the other thread of bias is made up of the structural and systemic racism, sexism, heterosexism, and cisgenderism that are embedded within our institutions, laws, policies, and historically informed practices. This thread of bias acts to infect the institutions where children spend their time. Biases are embedded into how teachers and police officers are trained, how neighborhoods are designed, and how schools are structured and financed. For example, in the United States, on average, schools spend $334 more on White students than on students of color.3 Because that race-based funding deficit meant calculus and physics weren’t offered at their schools, there was no money for a guidance counselor to help with college applications, and no one paid for an ACT prep course, students of color in underfunded schools will leave school underprepared and less likely to attend college.

While these two threads of bias are different, they strengthen and fortify one another. Structural inequalities that force some groups to face poverty at higher rates than others, and allow some groups to more easily escape poverty, enable false individual-level beliefs such as “if they are poor, they must be lazy; if they are lazy, they deserve to be poor.” In other words, structural biases lead to group-level educational and economic inequalities, and, by making it appear as though anyone who remains impoverished deserves it, the biases about individuals’ intelligence or work ethic are reinforced and strengthened. Relationships like that are why, in this book, I pull at and unravel both threads. We cannot reduce individuals’ biases without readdressing deeper structural inequalities, and we cannot motivate people to change structural inequalities unless they face their own individual biases. To undo the damage of centuries, we have to simultaneously change biased policies and biased people.

BIAS APPEARS AT THE BEGINNING

Nelson Mandela said that “no one is born hating another person because of the color of his skin, or his background, or his religion. People must learn to hate.” He was right. Babies aren’t born hating others—but they do pay a lot of attention to what people look like, focusing on groups that are visible and perceptually obvious. It is that attention that can eventually develop into the biases that Mandela tells us people learn—but it isn’t inevitable. We can change that if we intervene.

Because we literally come in different shades that we segregate into similar groups (which makes the groups take on significance beyond random variation*), and because we exaggerate gender as a category with clothes and hair cues, babies develop race/ethnicity and gender categories within a few months and prefer the groups they see most often. In studies where researchers show newborn babies a series of faces of different races/ethnicities, the babies look at people of different race/ethnicities equal amounts of time.4 But by the time babies are three months old, not only can they differentiate faces by race, but also they gaze longer at people who are the same race as the people raising them.5* They have developed a mental race-specific prototype of faces based on what their visual input is (i.e., the face peering over their crib the most often). Because the majority of babies are raised by a primary caregiver who is their same race, this means that most babies show a same-race preference by three months. Since everything in the world is brand-new to babies, they seem to latch onto what they find most familiar—and not just with race/ethnicity. Similarly, babies at this age can categorize people into gender categories and prefer the group they are most familiar with. For babies who spend more time with women than men (as do the majority of babies in the United States), they show preferences for female-presenting faces; for babies whose primary caregivers are men, they show preferences for male-presenting faces.6 By the time babies are nine months old, they start to associate positive emotions with the racial group they are most familiar with. In one study, babies from same-race families looked longer at same-race faces paired with happy music and other-race faces paired with sad music.7

Moving beyond babies, once children can say biases out loud, they do. In an international meta-analysis† of 121 different studies on ethnic, racial, and national bias in children ranging from two to seventeen from eighteen different countries, researchers found that explicit biases are present in preschoolers by around age two and sharply increase as children move through kindergarten and begin elementary school.8 For almost all children, regardless of their own racial or ethnic group or experiences, their explicit ethnic, racial, and national biases (including their stereotypes about groups’ traits and preferences for one group over another) are at their strongest when they are seven years old, before becoming less rigid later. Racial and ethnic biases at this age are particularly explicit: children primarily prefer to be friends with same-race kids and assume other-race people are “all the same.” I have found, in my research on bias in children, that using a “thermometer rating” reveals a lot about how this explicit bias manifests in children. We show children an individual of a specific ethnic or racial group and a thermometer ranging from 0 to 100. We ask children to rate how warmly or positively they feel toward the individual in that racial/ethnic group, with 100 being the most positive. Almost all children, regardless of their race or ethnic group, rate their own group the best.9 Over the course of elementary school, children begin to endorse common racial stereotypes about what people in different groups are like, such as who is smart or who gets into trouble.10

Gender biases follow the same pattern. By the time children are three years old, they believe gender stereotypes about boys’ and girls’ abilities and interests and usually show a strong aversion to playing with one another at school.11 For example, when three-year-olds were asked to sort toys, such as a skateboard figure, a motorcycle figure, a ball and glove, an army coat, a tea set, a baby doll and crib, a ballet tutu, and a white straw hat with ribbons, into piles of “girl toys” and “boy toys,” 92 percent of their responses reflected gender-typical stereotypes. By age five, the number had risen to 98 percent.12 Meta-analyses13 on gender biases find that, similar to the pattern shown with racial bias, children’s endorsement of gender stereotypes peaks around age six before becoming more flexible.*

Children’s limited cognitive abilities drive much of these early biases. Not only are race and gender cognitively easy categories to latch onto, but we also exaggerate the salience and importance of race when we live in families and have friends who are only one race and of gender when we constantly use it to color-code (into pink or blue clothes), label (“what a smart girl!”), and categorize people (do you use the boys’ or girls’ restroom?). So, children interpret those easy-to-process categories as being the most important and overlook the unique information about a person. For example, if a young child sees an astrophysicist who is Black, skin color trumps the advanced degree as an attention-grabber. Since they can’t cognitively hold onto two pieces of information (race and profession) simultaneously, they pick the cognitively easier category to remember and distort or forget other information that doesn’t “fit” the stereotype that they hold of people in that category.14 So, before age eight, almost all children hold biases simply because biases are the easiest way to think about people.

Toward the end of elementary school, around age ten, children’s biases begin to diverge from one another.15 At this age, they start incorporating more outside information into their understanding of social groups. This is when the experiences and societal messages they have been absorbing start to show themselves. For example, children seem to be sensitive to the status of groups early on, and if they can, they latch onto societal messages that benefit them. As a result, children in higher-status, dominant groups hold more biases than children in lower status, minoritized groups. For children who belong to a minority or marginalized group or a group associated with lower status in a society, their biases typically decline at this age until they look pretty unbiased. In action, that means that, on average, White kids in the United States are the ones holding the strongest racial biases,16 and boys drive gender biases more than girls.17

Children latch onto status messages even when assigned to a fake group. I’ve seen this in research that I have personally worked on: we randomly assigned elementary school children to novel groups based on if they had gotten a red T-shirt or a blue T-shirt to wear in summer school.18 When posters on the classroom walls showed red group members were higher in status (they were the past class president and had won previous field days and spelling bees), the kids in red shirts zeroed in on this information and developed biases favoring the red group. The children in the blue group, however, remained unbiased. Even though teachers never pointed out the posters, children noticed these status cues, and those cues shaped and drove their biases—just like they do in real-life race and gender groups.

But even the children who belong to those real-life higher-status groups—the ones who are more motivated to hold onto biases—will show less bias if they interact with people from other groups.19 The process of exposure to diverse others leads to greater comfort with others, which leads to fewer biases. This bias-reducing effect of diversity even occurs when that exposure was just based on school diversity. That meta-analysis on racial bias worldwide that I mentioned earlier showed that, around age ten, racial bias looked less intense among White kids if at least 5 percent of the students at their school were Black or Latino. Similar effects result from exposure to other types of diversity—taking more mixed-gender (rather than gender-segregated) classes leads to fewer gender biases,20 knowing LGBTQ+ people leads to fewer LGBTQ+ biases,21 and knowing people of different religions22 leads to fewer religious biases. Knowing diverse people helps children be more comfortable with and accepting of diversity.

Living in a world that lacks diversity not only contributes to greater biases in children, but also changes how we literally see others. As humans, we adapt to what we see and hear, following a perceptual “use it or lose it” rule: if an ability is not being used, it disappears. Because we are exposed to segregated worlds from infancy and primarily see same-race faces, we lose the ability to differentiate other-race faces as our brains discard it as an unnecessary skill. It is a phenomenon called the other-race effect.23 It is why, although all racial groups are equally diverse in their facial features, it is not uncommon to hear someone say, “They all look alike to me!” about people of a different race. Individual out-group members look more homogenous or similar than in-group members who look like unique humans to us because of a process called perceptual narrowing. We are not born with this perceptual glitch: at three months old, infants can be taught the differences between individuals who belong to their own race as well as individuals within another race. But by nine months, infants have lost that ability. They now do what adults do, recognizing same-race individuals much better than other-race individuals. For example, a nine-month-old White baby can be shown pictures of White men, and later recognize which are the familiar faces from a larger array of White faces, but can’t do the same with Black men.

But this is not inevitable. It’s simply a result of living in a segregated world and seeing mostly same-race faces. In a study where infants were taught the individual names of other-race faces (their mothers would point to the face and say, “This is Linda,” for example), those babies retained the ability to see people as individuals.24 Studies also show that this other-race effect was reduced, or even reversed, when children attended more integrated (rather than segregated) schools25 or when children were adopted into other-race families.26 This shows that children just need to see diversity more often in order to counteract the kind of early perceptual processes that eventually lead to things like people picking the wrong person out of a lineup and ruining someone’s life.*

Taken together, all of this suggests that biases develop for a few reasons.27 First, we have biological tendencies to like humans who are familiar. Second, we are born into a society that exaggerates differences between groups: gender is repeatedly labeled, color-coded, and used to sort people, and we have limited exposure to racially diverse others because we live in segregated homes and communities. These social cues tell children to pay close attention to gender and race as meaningful categories of people. Third, we are inundated with messages conveying some groups are more valued than others. Combined with the biases embedded in our institutions, policies, and laws that center, and even elevate, some voices more than others, it’s no wonder that children develop biases.

THE BIAS ON THE SURFACE

The overt biases we see—the open expressions of disdain toward others because of their race, ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual orientation, or country of origin—are simply the tip of the iceberg. People commonly assume that children learn biases when their parents make racial slurs or sit them down at the kitchen table and point out who to hate and who to love—that if someone isn’t using racial slurs or displaying a swastika, then they are not racist—and thus, neither are their children. But that view of bias is only focusing on explicit biases and ignores the deeply entrenched implicit biases.

There is no doubt that overt biases do exist in childhood. The Southern Poverty Law Center, the nonprofit legal advocacy organization based in Montgomery, Alabama, that tracks hate and bias incidents in the United States, gave almost three thousand K–12 educators a questionnaire in the fall of 2018. Of the 2,700 teachers who responded, two-thirds of them had witnessed hate and bias incidents (most of them more than once) at their elementary, middle, and high schools in the first few months of the school year. Of those hate and bias incidents, 33 percent were based on race, with Black kids being called “ape,” nooses at school in a locker, the use of the “N-word” at “near constant” levels. One-fourth of the incidents were anti-LGBTQ+, with one teacher saying, “Using gay as an insult is done on a DAILY basis. Students use the word ‘f**got’ as if it were no big deal.” Almost one in five incidents were anti-immigrant, captured by a story of elementary school students circling children of color and chanting, “Build the wall. Build the wall.” Other incidents were anti-Semitic, with teachers reporting swastikas scratched into bathroom tiles, painted in parking lots, and written in the yearbooks of Jewish students; and others were anti-Muslim, as one ten-year-old Muslim girl found a note in her cubby telling her, “You’re a terrorist. I will kill you.”

Overt biases are only getting worse as the political climate becomes more nationalistic, racialized, and misogynistic. According to the FBI’s 2017 data on hate crimes (which most people acknowledge is a conservative estimate), hate crimes in K–12 schools rose by 25 percent from 2016 to 2017. The big event of 2016, of course, was the election of President Donald Trump. The FBI report from 2020 found that hate crimes in the United States were at their highest point ever in 2019, and only slowed down in 2020 because of COVID and social distancing.

But as bad as these incidents and statistics are, the biases that are subtler are where much of the damage happens. Most people (the same ones who point out that they treat everyone equally whether they are “black, white, green, or purple”) believe that all people are created equally. They believe in the American dream, that everyone is worthy of success if they work hard enough. They assume they are not biased. It’s gotten to the point that researchers rarely ask explicitly about biases anymore because so few people think they have them. But when people are asked in subtler ways, it’s apparent that almost all of us are biased—we just don’t know it or admit it to ourselves or others.28

AND THE BIAS THAT IS MORE SUBTLE

Implicit biases operate outside our conscious awareness and are a function of the very fast processing our brains use to survive in a world that moves fast and has too much information to slowly and methodologically contemplate.29 As humans, we see something and instantly have to decide safe or not safe, good or bad, whether that something is a lion or a person. It would involve a lot of cognitive effort to stop and process detailed information about every individual we encounter, so to save effort, we take shortcuts. One shortcut the brain relies on is recognizing patterns between social groups and certain traits and behaviors.* Unfortunately, because society is replete with biases, the patterns we detect and learn are biased ones.

Those biased patterns can be specific. For example, if a child consistently sees men in leadership positions (which happens every time they see a president on TV), their brains recognize that pattern and form strong links between the concepts “men” and “leaders.” Then, when asked to think about good leaders, the image of a man is the one that automatically gets activated. But those patterns can also be very general—just about who is good or bad. If White people are consistently shown in a positive light, children automatically link “White people” and “good.”

Implicit biases come out in subtle behaviors and instant assumptions, so someone with an implicit bias favoring White people may smile more at White people, lean in more closely when talking to White people, and give White people the benefit of the doubt more often. But beyond that, implicit biases also influence the way the brain represents perceptual information about social groups. The greater the implicit racial bias, the bigger the distinction in the neural representation of Black and White faces30—and not at the low-level brain regions that focus on physical cues, where faces that are lighter in color would of course be processed differently than faces that are darker. This occurs at the higher-level face-processing region involved in the encoding of more abstract information. In the areas of the brain that process abstract ideas, there are bigger differences in how Black and White faces are processed when people hold implicit biases. Individuals with fewer biases process faces from different races more similarly to one another, just like a series of similar individuals.31 In other words, implicit biases are literally shaping how we see other people.

Implicit biases, because they occur at the unconscious level, don’t necessarily match a person’s explicit beliefs. People can truly believe that all people are equal, and simultaneously hold implicit biases favoring their own group. Indeed, that is the case for most people,32 and many people are legitimately upset when they learn they hold these automatic biases because they run counter to their felt beliefs.

Children also hold implicit biases about race and gender, which are in place by early elementary school. But unlike the decline in explicit biases that happens around age ten, implicit biases don’t go down with age. Once the neural links that detect those patterns are in place, implicit biases are extremely difficult to change and require effort on all our parts to override.

IGNORING BIAS IN CHILDHOOD IS NOT WORKING

People don’t want to be biased or appear biased to others, so they often avoid talking about bias.33 Parents and teachers act like children are color-blind, and if they discuss race in any way, their kids will suddenly notice race for the first time, as though racial differences miraculously will be revealed after one conversation about race like a cataract surgeon removing a cloudy lens. As one White parent stated in an email to me, “We are all God’s children. Why get them in the habit of categorizing by race? They will pick up more from how they see me treat others than anything I say to them.”

Most White parents never talk about race with their children, taking a color-blind approach to parenting. Even when parents are expressly asked to have conversations about race, they shy away from them. When researchers enrolled parents in a research project in which one of the assignments was to talk about race-related issues with their children, they ended up having to change how they analyzed the results because only 10 percent of the parents reported having meaningful conversations with their children.34 Two parents actually dropped out of the study altogether once they found out that it involved discussions of race.

Not surprisingly, children learn this message. By age ten, White children have learned the message that talking about race is taboo. When researchers asked White children to play a game like Guess Who?, where to be successful you have to physically describe people and race is a useful descriptor, they found that eight- and nine-year-old children would win over ten- and eleven-year-old children.35 The older kids refused to mention race, even when it was the most efficient way to describe a person. These types of findings show that White parents and their White children, the ones most likely to hold racial biases, are collectively quiet about race, which allows those implicit biases to stay intact.

Parents of color don’t have the luxury of color-blind parenting. They live in a world where they need to prepare their children to handle other people’s biases. For example, after Trayvon Martin was murdered, many Black moms gave their children specific safety advice to protect themselves.36 One mom told her son, “As a last resort, if you’re close to home, run to the house as quickly as possible and run in a zig-zag fashion in case he decides to shoot at you.” Other conversations that parents of color have focus less on the negatives, like coping with prejudice and avoiding bias, and more on the positives, like having pride in their racial or ethnic group and finding creative forms of cultural expression.37 Similar patterns emerge with parents of girls, who largely shelve conversations about the patriarchy in favor of a focus on “Girl Power.”

WHERE DO THESE BIASES COME FROM?

For years, researchers have tried to figure out exactly how children are learning biases, often assuming that if they give both parents and their children questionnaires about their racial or gender attitudes, they will see a connection. That doesn’t usually reveal much. In one study where almost 70 percent of White parents said they had a Black friend, 40 percent of those parents’ children said they were unsure of whether or not their parents even liked Black people—and there’s no real way to know who was the more accurate reporter of the parents’ attitudes. In 2013, researchers conducted a meta-analysis by combining the results of 131 different studies that have been conducted over the past sixty years that looked for connections between parents’ and children’s prejudices, capturing over forty-five thousand parent-child pairs.38 They found that there is some overlap, mostly for biases about immigration, sexual orientation, or social class, but relatively little overlap between children’s and parents’ race and gender prejudices. That probably wouldn’t be the case if parents were having thoughtful conversations with children about their beliefs. Indeed, research shows that parents and children’s implicit racial attitudes become less biased and more synchronized after thoughtful conversations about race (and this is true even when parents are really uncomfortable or anxious about the conversation).39

But in the absence of real conversations about bias, children are left to pick up clues where they can. Children are usually much more observant than parents realize, absorbing things that parents may not even realize they were displaying. Research has shown children are learning some biases from parents’ subtle nonverbal cues, paying attention to whether a parent leans toward or away from someone of a different race, and how much the parent smiles at the person.40 Children whose parents looked hesitant or uncomfortable around people from different races had stronger biases than children whose parents seemed relaxed and happy. In other words, children often learn stereotypes and biases from what is not said. And because parents and teachers rarely have conversations with children about biases, children are free to unquestioningly absorb the prejudices around them. They learn stereotypes and biases from media, from toys, from teachers, from overheard conversations between parents’ friends, from kids at school, and from the older brother’s friend who comes to hang out.

They even pick up biases from politicians and political campaigns. For example, in 2008, the campaign for Proposition 8 in California, an initiative attempting to ban same-sex marriage in the state, spent $39 million on media ads arguing that the state should “protect traditional marriage” and not let “public schools teach our kids that gay marriage is okay.”41 That same year, homophobic bullying in California schools shot up (a 30 percent increase in a single year).42 To be explicitly clear, other types of bullying did not increase, only bullying targeting kids who might be gay. It is no stretch to say that everything children are exposed to has the potential to shape their biases—and that in the absence of any conversations to combat, nuance, or challenge that exposure, those outside forces become much more influential.

FEELING THE EFFECTS OF BIAS

The children who are targeted by all of this bias—the ones who experience race, immigration, gender, or LGBTQ+-based discrimination—feel the effects deeply and in myriad ways. Hundreds of studies have shown that being the target of discrimination results in kids having worse grades, less motivation to stay in school, higher dropout rates, lower self-esteem, greater rates of depression, less satisfaction with life, more worry, greater feelings of hopelessness, more thoughts of suicide, more delinquency, more drug use, and more aggression.43 Although we often think of childhood as a period when children are protected from society’s failings, meta-analyses have shown that the harm that discrimination does to one’s psychological well-being is even greater for children than adults. Across all types of discrimination, meta-analyses have clearly shown that registering that you’re being discriminated against on the basis of ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation has negative psychological outcomes.44*

Bias doesn’t just affect the thoughts, feelings, and grades of the kids it lands on; it also affects their physical health. When anyone faces a stressor, blood pressure and heart rate increase.45 Cortisol, the stress hormone, shoots up under duress.46 When this stress response stays high, the parts of the body that keep you regulated, including the endocrine, cardiovascular, metabolic, and immune systems, get worn down no matter how old you are. There are links between discrimination and systolic blood pressure in Black children by elementary school,47 and adolescents who experienced discrimination show higher rates of overall cortisol.48 People who face a lifetime of bias, because it is a chronic stressor, are at increased risk for diseases such as heart disease, diabetes, cancer, and stroke (this has
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