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ON BECOMING CULTURAL BEINGS: A FOCUS ON
RACE, GENDER, AND LANGUAGE

Cynthia Garcia Coll, Arlene Garcia Miranda, Ibelis Buzzetta Torres, and
Jaleishly Nogueras Bermúdez

Carlos Albizu University

In this article, the authors present theoretical perspectives and empirical evidence on the perceptual
narrowing and meaning attributed by each culture through social interactions to the categories of
race, gender, and language. The authors use that evidence to support the idea that by age 5 years, and
rapidly within the first years of life, as children become cultural beings, these social categories get
defined and adopted by the child. The authors suggest that these processes might provide the bases
for the formation of prejudices and biases very early on and conclude that to work toward a more
pluralistic world society.

HOW DO WE BECOME CULTURAL BEINGS?

The concept of enculturation was first introduced by Herskovits (1951) as the process of
acquiring one’s native culture through a process of socialization and perpetuation of cultural
norms and values. It influences group identity, healthy attachments, judgment of what is right or
wrong, what is valuable, and a person’s ideal self. Enculturation is believed to exist in four
dimensions: behavior, values, knowledge, and cultural identity (Kim & Abreu, 2001). We aim to
show evidence that emphasizes how early the processes of enculturation are observed in infants
and children, as well as the effects these have on their perceptions of themselves and others.

We argue that the process of enculturation happens first through perceptual narrowing, which
is a normative developmental phenomenon that manifests itself in the perceptions of faces,
speech, and musical rhythms (Scott, Pascalis, & Nelson, 2007). As individuals categorize the
world to process information more efficiently, they learn to discriminate between familiar and
unfamiliar stimuli (Scott & Monesson, 2009). We propose that in the categories of race, gender,
and language this happens so early in life because it has survival value and enables to form a
schema of one’s own group in contrast to the outsider group.

A second process attaches meaning to the category. Vygotsky (1987) saw meaning as a
process shaped by a systemic relationship with other psychical functions, processes, structures,
and systems. The ability to interact with other individuals depends on the use of a system of
symbols that are understood by the members of a social group who share language, beliefs,
values, and rules of behavior (Whiting, 1980). Through social interactions children learn very
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early on what is familiar or not and to value the groups norms and preferences. Each groups’
meaning attached to these categories is enhanced by the development of the ability to generalize
through “the creation and the use of signs.” Through the development of this system, children
acquire the ability to generalize and use symbolic representation. Social interaction becomes
impossible without signs; it is also impossible without meaning and presupposes generalization
and the development of verbal meaning (Mahn, 2012).

The construction of the self and others is a product of this meaning-making process. It
emerges in the crucible of social relations that are embedded in cultural contexts and mediated
by language and other semiotic systems (Miller & Mangelsdorf, 2005). Evolutionary speaking,
infants come into the world prepared to engage in social relations—to gaze at human faces,
attend to human voices, respond to touch—and as a result of ongoing interaction develop
internal representations or “working models” of attachment figures, themselves and those around
them (Bowlby, as cited by Mahn, 2012). The fact that race, gender, and language are so refined
so early on in life suggests that this categories are especially salient as the child becomes
enculturated.

Children are exposed to racial and gender schemas and particular languages through their
immersion in and observation of the large social world. Because racism, sexism, and general
bias toward the “other” exists at all levels of society and is interwoven in all aspects of social
life, it is virtually impossible for alert young children either to miss or ignore it. Far from being
oblivious to this reality, children are inundated with it from the moment they enter society
(Feagin & Van Ausdale, 2001).

Race Enculturation

The concept of race lacks a consensual theoretical meaning. It is considered a social construction
that maintains the status quo within a society (Helms, Jernigan, & Mascher, 2005). Nevertheless,
there is no biological basis to support the categorization of people by races (Wade, 1997). It
becomes part of the dynamic system of development that influences the way people identify and
conceive the concept of race. During the first year of life, infants develop perceptual biases that
help identify and recognize other races. According to research conducted by Scott and Monesson
(2009) exposure to different types of faces within the first year of life establishes the way in
which perceptual differences are recognized later on in life. Afterward, it becomes increasingly
difficult to perceptually differentiate other faces that they have not been exposed to early on.
This finding emphasizes the importance of exposure to other races during the first year of life.

Furthermore, the process of discriminating and preferring own-race face starts earlier than
expected. Kelly et al. (2007) examined 3-month-old, healthy Chinese infants who were exposed
to 32 color images of male and female adult faces of four ethnic groups (Chinese, White, Middle
Eastern, and African). The researchers found that infants attended to their own-race faces more
than the other-race faces. The authors suggest that the emergence of other-race effect may
develop due to the repeated exposure to faces from your own ethnicity, which lead to the
development of superior face recognition abilities within your in-group than those of other
ethnicities who are not frequently in your environment. According to research conducted by
Scott and Monesson (2009), exposure to different types of faces within the first year of life
establish the way in which perceptual differences are recognized later on in life. Afterwards, it
becomes increasingly difficult to perceptually differentiate other faces that they have not been
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exposed to early on. This finding emphasizes the importance of exposure to people of other
races during the first years of life.

Gender Enculturation

The World Health Organization (2017, October 03) defines gender as “the socially constructed
characteristics of women and men – such as norms, roles and relationships of and between
groups of men and women” (p. Because people are assigned a sex from the moment of birth,
gender socialization tends to start immediately (Fausto-Sterling, Coll, & Lamarre, 2012).
Consequently, humans begin to learn and eventually perform gender roles since day one,
which leads to the development of implicit and explicit biases about gender from an early
age. Anne Fausto-Sterling (2012) proposed that gender in itself develops within a dynamic
embodied systems framework based on neural plasticity. She also postulates that gender-identity
differentiation takes shape during the first year of life, whereas gender identity itself develops
during the second year of life. Her argument proposes that even before birth, dydactic interac-
tions influence the nervous system and behaviors develop. At birth individual variabilities arise
and get categorized within the existing male–female parameters. After birth, parent–infant
communications influence further the development of gender identity.

Research findings have shown gender-role enculturation from a young age. Todd, Barry, and
Thommessen (2017) found infants as young as age 9 months can show preference for toys that
are stereotypical for their gender role. In a sample of 101 infants, researchers found that boys and
girls were more likely to engage in independent play with gender-typed toys that corresponded
to their assigned gender. In fact, infants showed a stronger preference for stereotypical toys with
increase of age—the oldest group being age 24 to 32 months. Zosuls, Ruble, and Tamis-
LeMonda (2014) found that children that had higher levels of gender-category knowledge was
related to increase play with gender-typed toys. In specific, perception of gender as a dichot-
omous variable, as well as the categories for each gender, were crucial to the display of
stereotyped play. Moreover, this ability to perceive gender as a dichotomous variable has been
shown to develop in children as early as age 2.5 years (Fagot, Leinbach, & Hagan, 1986). This
dichotomy emerges as a reaction to the cultural meaning we give our sex organs and the
implications these have on how we define gender schemas (Fausto-Sterling, 2000).

Associations between gender roles and colors can have an effect on aptitude. Boys can
become averse of colors, objects, or concepts associated with female gender roles. Mulvey,
Miller, and Rizzardi (2017) studied younger (M = 5.06 years) and older (M = 9.39 years)
children’s engineering aptitude and attitudes. They found that using pastel-colored materials
predicted lower engineering aptitude in younger boys, who had significant lower aptitude than
other young boys exposed to primary-colored materials. Nevertheless, this did not affect older
boys nor girls’ performance. This suggests that the association between pastel colors and
feminine objects dissuaded the boys from potential higher engineering aptitude as a result of
associating pastel colors with female gender roles, which are perceived as undesirable.
Additionally, family context must be taken into consideration when examining the acquisition
of gender roles in infants. A study by Endendijk et al. (2013) found that parental gender
stereotypes predicted children’s gender stereotypes in a sample of 355 three-year-old children,
their one-year-old siblings, and their parents. Specifically, they found that mothers who scored
higher in implicit gender stereotypes had daughters that held similar implicit beliefs. Fathers

ON BECOMING CULTURAL BEINGS 3



showed stronger explicit beliefs than the mothers, especially when they had same-gender
children as opposed to mixed-gender children.

These studies suggests that children become enculturated about gender roles at a young age.
It could be argued that this preferences are inborn; but as with race perception, there is evidence
to suggest that these are acquired by their surroundings.

Language Enculturation

Language exposition in utero emphasizes how culture is present and ubiquitous even before we
are born (Mampe, Friederici, Christophe, & Wermke, 2009; Mehler et al., 1988; Molnar,
Gervain, & Carreiras, 2013; Mürner-Lavanchy et al., 2014). Melody contours of French and
German newborns’ crying show that they not only incorporate the main intonation patterns of
their respective surrounding language but are also able to reproduce these patterns in their own
production (Mampe et al., 2009).

Human infants become native-language listeners through a process of perceptual narrowing
(Byers-Heinlein & Fennell, 2013). Narrowing is a categorization process that serves social
needs. In the language domain, infants build a broad category including the non-native contrasts
that are lost and retain tightly tuned categories for native contrasts (Pascalis et al., 2014). Infants
are born with a remarkable array of perceptual sensitivities that allow them to detect the basic
properties that are common to the world’s languages. Infants are initially sensitive to a wide
range of language-relevant contrasts. However, as they mature and gain native language
experience, their sensitivity to nonnative contrasts declines (Byers-Heinlein & Fennell, 2013).
During the first year of life, these sensitivities undergo modification reflecting a tuning to just
that phonological information that is needed to map sound to meaning in the native language
(Werker & Tees, 1999).

The process of narrowing leaves older infants with a perceptual system that is more finely
tuned to the language of their environment but, as a consequence, one that is no longer sensitive
to non-native language categories. Pons, Lewkowicz, Soto-Faraco, and Sebastian-Galles (2009)
investigated Spanish-learning and English-learning infants’ and adults’ response to a phonetic
intersensory correspondence that is not phonemically relevant in Spanish but that is relevant in
English. Spanish-learning infants exhibited evidence of narrowing by age 11 months. Moreover,
they showed that this narrowing was maintained into adulthood in that Spanish adults, like the
age 11 month Spanish-learning infants, failed to match the audible and visible non-native
phonemes.

Characteristics of the social environment maps onto the timing of native language discrimi-
nation. Elsabbagh and colleagues (2013) suggested that specific characteristics of social context,
measured in their study through differences in the quality of dyadic interactions, exert an
influence on the timing of this developmental process. At age 6 months, infants from dyads
with high contingency scores appeared to have already narrowed their perceptual abilities to
their mother tongue, yielding evidence for early specialization in that they discriminated native
but not non-native speech contrasts, whereas infants from dyads with moderate contingency
scores continue to discriminate native and non-native contrasts. By age 10 months, the two
groups of infants were indistinguishable, both displaying the expected pattern of discrimination
for their native but not for the non-native phonetic categories.
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Perceptual narrowing has also been observed in perceiving sign language (Krentz & Corina,
2008; Palmer, Fais, Golinkoff, & Werker, 2012; Pascalis et al., 2014). Krentz and Corina (2008)
explored whether the bias for linguistic signals in hearing infants is specific to speech or reflects
a general bias for all human language, spoken and signed. Their results indicated that 6-month-
olds prefer an unfamiliar, visual-gestural language (American Sign Language [ASL]) over
nonlinguistic pantomime, but 10-month-olds do not. Hearing infants can discriminate ASL
signs at 4 months but not at 14 months. Meanwhile, infants learning ASL are still able to
discriminate signs at the later age (Palmer et al., 2012).

THE DEVELOPMENT OF STEREOTYPES AND NEGATIVE BIASES

The developmental intergroup theory of social stereotypes and prejudice (Bigler & Lieben,
2006) describes the normative processes of how children develop stereotypes and prejudice. It
proposes how characteristics of in-group and out-group are developed in a child’s mind.
According to this theory, the characteristics of individuals, in this case race, gender, and
language, leads them to select intergroup environments, which further shape their attitudes.
The drive and skill to classify individuals by their salient dimension leads to the development of
stereotypes and prejudices concerning salient social groups, which is maintained by the process
of categorization. The development of stereotypes and prejudices is explained as follows: when
encountered with an unfamiliar individual, the child associates stereotype attributes to the person
present. If the person reinforces said stereotypes this furthers strengthens the development of
prejudice and stereotypes. If not, the individual either applies stereotype filters to the person
present and further strengthen the development of stereotypes and prejudice; or the individual
could process the individual as a subtype, which leads to the differentiation and elaboration of
the stereotype.

This theory and our research suggests that children could be developing stereotypes and
prejudices early on in life. The following studies give us insights into how early we see these
processes leading to in-group preference and/or negative biases against outgroups.

The Development of Racial Attitudes

The recognition of one’s own race might lead to implicit and explicit racial biases that develop
naturally as a consequence of infant’s perceptual narrowing. Implicit and explicit racial biases
have been found in preschool children. Quian, Heyman, Quinn, Messi, Fu, and Lee (2015) used
a new measure based on the Implicit Association Test (IAT) called Implicit Racial Bias Test
(IRBT). They found that children age 3 to 5 years had implicit and explicit racial bias in favor of
their own race in Chinese and Cameroonian samples. Biases against other-race faces can also be
seen in the way infants associate certain musical emotional valence to their own-race versus
other-race face. It has been shown that infants as young as 9 months tend to associate happy
music with their own-race faces and sad music to other-race faces (Xiao et al., 2017). However,
it is important to note that infants age 3 to 6 months did not associate music with emotional
valence to their own- and other-race faces, which suggests infants are not born with racial bias,
rather it is developed in the first few months of life.
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Interestingly, biracial infants differed in their acquisition of own-race bias from their mono
racial peers. Gaither, Pauker, and Johnson (2012) examined own-race face perception in biracial
and mono racial infants. They recruited age 3 month Asian, White, and biracial (White-Asian)
infants that had been exposed to Asians, Whites, and Latinos. The researchers tracked the
infant’s eye movement when they were exposed to photographs of 10 women (five White and
five Asian) and recorded the looking times and scanning patterns. Additionally, they explored
the amount of time biracial infants were exposed to their Asian parent over their White parent
and found that the majority of infants in their sample tended to be more exposed to their Asian
parent. These findings suggest that mono racial White and Asian infants with exposure to
diversity did not seem to develop other-race effect by age 3 months. This finding suggests
that other-race effect develops earlier for infants from more racially homogeneous environments.
The authors speculate that biracial infants have a better ability of processing faces than mono
racial infants because of their exposure to two different races at home thus learning about faces
in a different way than monoracial infants.

Xiao et al. (2014) found that implicit bias could be reversed in children between age 4 and
6 years. The children in this study were all given racially ambiguous Chinese and African faces
to label as angry or happy. They showed implicit racial bias by the end of this first phase.
Furthermore, children were more likely to categorize happy faces with their own race (Chinese),
and angry faces with the other race (African). In the second phase, one group of children were
taught to individuate African (other-race) faces and the second group were given a training on
differentiating Chinese (own-race) faces. Researchers then readministered the test, and the group
that were taught to individuate African faces showed less implicit racial bias than the second
group who did not show a reduction in implicit racial bias.

These biases seen in children have translated into measurable behavior. For example, racism
has been observed in 3- to 5-year-olds. Feagin and Van Ausdale (2001) developed a research
protocol aimed at the discovery of how children themselves perpetuated racial and ethnic
patterns, away from the prying eyes and controlling activities of adults. Findings showed that
these children often held a solid and applied understanding of the dynamics of race. She
observed behavior that clearly used race as a tool to isolate and hurt other children. At preschool
age, children know how to use racial materials such as hurtful epithets learned from other
sources.

In sum, these studies suggest that exposure to a diversity of races from an early age could
reduce the perceptual narrowing that we argue is related to the formation of stereotypes and
prejudices from the perspective of the developmental intergroup theory. This is essential given
the fact that racist behaviors can be seen in children’s first years of life as suggested by Van
Ausdale (2001).

The Development of Gender Role Attitudes

The child’s ability to recognize and discriminate gender roles can affect the perceptions of the
strengths and weaknesses of their own and others’ gender. Eccles, Jacobs, and Harold (1990)
propose that gender-role stereotypes also influence a parent’s perception of his or her child’s ability
to perform in various activities and skills. Furthermore, they suggest influence caretakers have on
their children could affect the children’s confidence in their abilities, interests, self- and task
perceptions, and the effort the child devotes to developing certain skills due to their gender role.
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Furthermore, Coyne, Linder, Rasmussen, Nelson, and Birkbeck (2016) in a sample of 198 three- to
six-year-old children and their parents found that girls who had a high level of engagement to
Disney princesses would display increased female gender-stereotypical behaviors even when con-
trolling for the gender-stereotypical behavior pre-Disney princess exposure. Suggesting that gender-
role stereotypes as a function of cultural transmission are established are established early on in life.

The studies presented suggest that children are not only differentiating among gender roles
but are also acquiring stereotypes that may influence their attitudes toward genders.

The Development of Language Attitudes

Spoken language is an identifying feature of members of a national or cultural group, and any
listener’s attitude toward members particular groups should generalize to the language they use.
Evaluational reactions to a spoken language should be similar to those prompted by interaction
with individuals who are perceived as members of the group that uses it; hearing the language is
likely to arouse generalized or stereotyped in-group and out-group biases based on language use
(Lambert, Hodgson, Gardner, & Fillenbaum, 1960).

A separate experiment conducted by Mehler and colleagues (1988) found that native lan-
guage holds a special status for infants. Children as young as age 6 months- show a preference
for their own language, proven by the change in their behaviors and reactions toward native
versus non-native language stimuli. Their study included forty 4-day-old full-term infants from
French monolingual families. The infants were exposed to a tape recording of a woman
recounting the same events in French and Russian. A sterilized blind nipple mounted on an
adjustable mechanical arm and connected to a pressure transducer was used to record the infants’
sucking responses. Researchers found that sucking rates were significantly higher for infants
listening to French than to Russian. During the second phase the RF group, increased sucking
when exposed to French, their preferred language (Mehler et al., 1988).

Language bias or preference does not limit itself to a preference for native language. A
preference to pay more attention to stimulus provided in a native accent was also suggested by
Kitamura, Panneton, and Best (2013) when their study revealed that infants are capable of
distinguishing accents and prefer their native accent. Three-month-old Australian infants
exposed to Australian and American English listened significantly longer to Australian
English. When exposed to Australian versus South African English, 6-month-old infants listened
longer to utterances in Australian English than they did to utterances in South African English.

Although a preference for own language does not guarantee stereotypic or prejudicial attitudes
toward other languages, it does give us insight into the possible biases that could develop from
birth. Nevertheless, according to the developmental intergroup theory, these biases could lead to
stereotypical and prejudicial attitudes toward people who speak languages other than your own.

THE NEED FOR MORE INCLUSIVE EARLY ENVIRONMENTS

Humans are predisposed to become cultural beings through enculturation within a familiar
cultural context. The literature reviewed suggests that children become enculturated as early as
prenatally, which is influenced by their parents, caregivers, and significant others. Preferences
for what is familiar is expressed early on by differentiating between us and “the other.” This type
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of socialization is increasingly becoming problematic. The fact that we live in a world where
migration of large number of groups becomes normative as wars, economic inequality, natural
disasters, religious, and political persecutions force people to migrate. As of 2013, the leading
country with the highest number of immigrants was the United States (World Atlas, 2017).
These massive migrations creates the emergence of inevitable multicultural contexts throughout
the United States.

BECOMING A TOLERANT MULTICULTURAL SOCIETY

The intergroup contact hypothesis proposed by Gordon Allport (1954) holds that positive effects
of intergroup contact occur only in situations marked by four key conditions: equal group status
within the situation, common goals, intergroup cooperation, and the support of authorities, law,
or custom, meanwhile research adds that the contact situation must have a “friendship potential”
(Pettigrew, 1998). Nevertheless, though this theory sets a foundation for prejudice reduction,
Pettigrew (1998) points out four problems that led to the proposition of four processes of change
that attends the how and why the change occurs through intergroup contact, which include
learning about the outgroup, changing behavior, generating affective ties, and in-group reapprai-
sal. Ultimately it is suggested that individual differences and societal norms shape intergroup
contact effects, including racial segregation. Exposing human beings to other races other than
theirs, roles that are not necessarily assigned to their gender, and non-native languages early on
in life under certain key conditions might lead to the reduction of prejudice and discrimination
and the development of a tolerant multicultural society.

Race Prejudice Reduction

Reduce Racial Segregation

Residential segregation is observed within metropolitan areas in the United States sepa-
rately for the four major racial ethnic minority groups (American Indians and Alaska Natives,
Asians and Pacific Islanders, Blacks/African Americans, and Hispanics/Latinos) (Logan &
Stults, 2011). Gaias, Gal, Abry, Taylor, and Granger (2018) investigated the associations
among exposure to diversity (people and materials) in preschool classrooms and later cross-
race friendships and racial bias in a sample of 670 children, whose preschool classrooms
were observed when the children were age 54 months. Among their findings, they underline
“the role that preschool classrooms can play in improving intergroup attitudes in young
children and has important implications for how early care providers can promote positive
inclusion outcomes” (p. ). They suggest that “exposure to diversity in the preschool class-
room had longitudinal implications for racial bias and cross-race friendship across childhood”
(p. ). Moreover, their results “provided evidence consistent with previous longitudinal
research demonstrating that cross-race friendship predicts decreased racial bias” (p. ).
Nevertheless, they clarify that, “diversity in the preschool classroom itself may not be
sufficient to reduce bias, but diverse classrooms can provide ideal opportunities to establish
meaningful intergroup contact through friendships which, in turn, have a long-term impact on
reduction of bias” (p.). Therefore, if we advocate for multiracial microsettings particularly

8 GARCIA COLL ET AL.



schools and residential communities, parents and children would come in contact with
different racial groups on a daily basis, at the time in which many children enroll in day
care and/or begin their formal education.

Exposure to Other Cultures

Bellini, Pereda, Cordero, and Suarez-Morales (2016) conducted a pilot classroom inter-
vention, which exposed preschool children to different cultures and considered the interven-
tion’s influence on racial attitudes. Three- to 5-year-olds were randomly assigned to the
experimental condition, multicultural-themed lessons, or the control condition, animal-themed
lessons. As expected, the results indicated significant changes in outgroup attitudes from pre-
to postintervention in the multicultural group when compared to attitudes in the control
group. Their findings suggest that children in the multicultural group demonstrated improved
outgroup bias as a result of the intervention when compared to children in the control group.
Ultimately, they emphasize that, “attitudes and biases towards others may be influenced
through early education and increased awareness” (p. 182). Although racial desegregation
itself is not the sole solution, supporting multiracial settings under specific key conditions
proposed by the intergroup contact theory may be an important first step to expose children
because their birth to other people of different races and cultures and encourage them to
cultivate multiracial friendships.

Gender Prejudice Reduction

Multiple Classification Skills

Bigler and Liben (1992) conducted a study that mainly aimed to evaluate the hypothesized
importance of multiple classification skill for gender stereotyping by providing 75 White
children with training in multiple classification in an experimental paradigm. The participants
were assigned to (1) multiple classification training using nonsocial stimuli, (2) multiple
classification training using social stimuli, (3) a rule training intervention, or (4) a control
intervention. Their findings emphasize that, “multiple classification skills play an important
role in children’s gender attitudes and the processing of counterstereotypic information”
(p. 1362). Additionally:

children who had acquired multiple classification skills via training with social stimuli and those
children trained on rules for occupational sorting showed significantly more egalitarian responding
on a subsequent measure of gender stereotyping and superior memory for counterstereotypic
information embedded in stories. (p. 1360)

Moreover, “children who had acquired multiple classification skill via training with nonsocial
stimuli showed superior memory for counterstereotypic information, despite demonstrating no
greater flexibility on the gender stereotyping measure” (p. 1361). Therefore, this results suggest
the need for parents and teachers to take into consideration children’s cognitive abilities at an
early stage in their life when they are beginning to classify gender roles.

ON BECOMING CULTURAL BEINGS 9



Creating Gender Inclusive Environments

According to gender schema theory, the society influences children’s gender conceptions,
consequently making schools a source of gender stereotyping where they learn which attributes
are to be linked with their own sex. Hilliard and Liben (2010) tested predictions derived from
developmental intergroup theory concerning the impact of environmental qualities on the
development of stereotypes and prejudices. Therefore, to address these questions, 57 children
ranging in age from 3 years 1 month to 5 years 6 months were studied over a 2-week period
under one of two gender salience conditions. In the low-salience condition, children continued to
experience a preschool environment in which the teacher avoided making gender explicit . In the
high-salience condition, children experienced a preschool environment in which the teacher
highlighted gender by using gender-specific language and by using gender-based organization in
the classroom. Their findings suggest that, “children in the high- (but not low-) salience
condition showed significantly increased gender stereotypes, less positive ratings of other-sex
peers, and decreased play with other-sex peers” (p. 1787). Nevertheless, “children’s own activity
and occupational preferences, however, remained unaffected.” Therefore, providing a gender
low-salient environment at an early age and at school is important, especially when developing
cognitive abilities such as language and the ability to classify.

Parental gender stereotypes also predicted children’s gender (Endendijk et al., 2013), and
gender-role stereotypes influence a parent’s perception of his or her child’s ability to perform in
various activities and skills (Eccles et al., 1990). Caregivers are the primary agents of children’s
gender socialization and may provide their children at an early age a safe and nurturing
environment to explore gender and gender expression (National Center on Parent Family and
Community Engagement, n.d). Parents’ involvement in promoting gender-inclusive environ-
ments and gender-neutral roles in early stages in their children’s lives as a step for gender
prejudice reduction.

In sum, these gender-inclusive environments may be a stepping stone to teaching our children
at an early age the flexibility of gender roles in an increasingly multicultural society and the
importance of tolerance, especially if parents are unaware of their gender stereotypes.
Additionally we underline the importance of allowing children to discuss and become exposed
since their infancy to different gender roles of the different cultures, regardless of their gender, as
a path to become tolerant, which should be the main goal of a multicultural world.

Language Prejudice Reduction

Learning Various Languages as Early as Possible

We propose, that residential, school, and language integration might lead to communities that
are more tolerant and accepting of diversity. Moreover, findings presented in this article point to
that infants become native-language listeners through a process of perceptual narrowing and
retain tightly tuned categories for native contrasts. Therefore, the process of narrowing leaves
older infants with a perceptual system that is more finely tuned to the language of their
environment but, as a consequence, one that is no longer sensitive to non-native language
categories. We advocate for the Two-Way Immersion (TWI) programs that provide a crucial
example and successful model for all students to learn at least two languages. Research on TWI
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programs has consistently shown the positive social and academic achievement outcomes for all
TWI students (De Jong & Howard, 2009). Moreover, Genesee and Gándara (1999) examine
alternative forms of bilingual education drawn from two different national settings—Canada and
the United States—that have significant implications for intergroup relationships and the reduc-
tion of prejudice. Their findings suggest that, “Canadian and U.S. bilingual education reveals
positive changes in domains related to intergroup attitudes, identity/self-esteem, language use,
and in some cases affiliation and contact” (p. 680). Outcomes that may be favorable in a
multicultural context.

CONCLUSION

Enculturation underlies the development of perceptual familiarity and preference, the develop-
ment of in-group and out-group biases, for example, regarding race, gender, and language from
an early age. Multicultural countries and increasing globalization raise the chances of being
exposed to cultures different from the ones we have been taught. This encounter between what is
learned early on and what we are increasingly being exposed to may give rise to a climate of
prejudice and stereotyping, which can possibly lead to prejudice, intolerance, and ultimately
discrimination. Wars have been waged based on ethnic cleansing, religious persecution, and the
role of women in society, among other cultural values. Perhaps we might look into the first years
of life as the place to start forging a new generation not only more tolerant of cultural differences
but perhaps thriving in such differences.
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