
Making a World of Difference-
Helping Children Embrace Differences and 

Learn Empathy from an Early Age
 

All Children are born ready to learn with their first language being that of emotion with an
insatiable curiosity and sense of wonder, oftentimes we make the assumption that

understanding differences are engrained. While children begin to notice and question
everything from the start, children have not yet formed their understanding and critical

judgment of differences.” 
~Dr. Donna Housman

 
We assume children know differences from the start - the difference between red and blue,
cats and dogs, but children are not born understanding differences; they are born with the
propensity to develop that understanding. It is important to note that the formation of bias
(an unfair tendency to believe that some people, experiences, or ideas are better than
others) is also not ingrained just as with differences - they need to be taught to take root
and develop.  

 
Starting at birth we can begin to model and guide to help children begin to understand 
that though we may think differently or look differently - how do we feel when we’re dropped
off at school, when our pet is sick, or when we can’t go to the playground to play -- we all
have a common thread that binds us together…that of our emotions. It is learning how to
understand and manage our own emotions and those of others that underscores our ability to
accept and embrace differences. By starting from the earliest age, we can show children
that yes, everyone is different in some way, but difference is a part of life and living.
Everyone is different, and these differences should be celebrated.

 
What are the ways that we as educators and caregivers can 

help children to learn about and celebrate differences 
as they grow and develop?

 

 
 



Model behaviors and attitudes & discuss differences openly

Listen and respond appropriately to children’s questions about differences in a way that models
effective communication, openness and acceptance, rather than judgment, towards others. Children are
curious and navigate the world by asking questions and learning from your responses to those
questions. Even when we can’t fully empathize with another person’s experiences, having never gone
through them ourselves, we can still learn to be open to listening to others’ experiences and
sympathize. We may not fully be able to understand, but we can take in new information, listen to
different perspectives, and direct that inwards to shift how we exist and navigate the world.

Expose children to different cultures and traditions. Participate in cultural celebrations, particularly
those that differ from your own. Introduce children to activities where they can explore, learn about,
and meet people of different backgrounds and experiences.

Surround yourself with a network of diverse people, materials, and books. When children are only
exposed to people of their shared race or experience, they begin to form the opinion that they are
comfortable with those who look like them, making everything different, uncomfortable. 

Read books that celebrate diversity. Reading stories that reflect children’s lived experiences and
represent their own identities through the characters is incredibly important; to feel seen, heard, and
valid is something we as humans all strive for, and they are the cornerstones of building community. It
is also important to read stories that reflect experiences different from our own - to be taken out of our
bubble of personal experiences and realize that there is an entire world of differences to be
acknowledged and celebrated. Voices other than our own to be listened to and uplifted.

Redirect unaccepting language or behavior. Children often have questions when it comes to
differences and diversity. Help correct biases that children have by discussing, asking questions,
answering questions, and providing opportunities for children to share their thinking as a way of
reshaping to one of acceptance. Ask questions such as, “what was it about that person that 

      to promote conversations about differences in race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, religion, 
      abilities, physical appearance, and family background. Provide examples of how to be 
      inclusive  when interacting with others. Talk about your own differences. You can explain 
      differences in your family’s culture, physical features, personality, and experiences and relate them
      to how wonderful it is to be different and unique. 
      Those differences are what makes you…you!

       made you feel that way?” and following-up with a discussion to provide an explanation
       and reason  to correct unjust assumptions about differences. 



Acknowledge similarities and differences between all things without judgment. What do you notice? 

Redirect unkindness as a learning opportunity. Just because something is different, does not mean it
is bad or weird.

Every single person has feelings and experiences different emotions. Building emotional
understanding means being able to acknowledge and identify the differences between emotions, link
emotions to causes, and understand that the same thing may cause different emotions to arise in 

Validate the emotional experiences of all children. We all feel sad sometimes, and what makes

 

All of this needs to happen within an environment where children feel safe and secure -
 through the experience of being understood, known, and accepted in a safe place to express, 
experience and be who they are. Children need safe and embracing classroom experiences 
where every child has a voice and their experiences and emotions matter are heard, respected, 
and validated - where they feel safe and secure to express how they are feeling and know their emotions
are supported. Empathic educators have an impact in shaping learning environments for a more
inclusive classroom community 

Don’t forget to Play! Engaging in active and creative play gives children a place to express their ideas,
internal conflicts, emotions, and experience, and builds critical social connections that act as a support
 system for understanding emotions and differences 

Learning environments and teachers’ role in children’s play helps celebrate all children’s ideas,
thoughts, and values, allowing them to feel heard and seen despite their differences while building a
more inclusive classroom community

 
 

Language tips:
 

       different people. With this understanding at the foundation of learning, children will be much
       more able to empathize, sympathize, and be open to listening to other experiences and perspectives.
.

       me feel sad may not make someone else feel sad. My feelings of sadness are nonetheless 
       valid just because you do not relate to the cause. Verbalize the feelings of others as 
       they arise to build empathy  around all feelings and experiences.

 


