
Families and Dive rs it y
by Margot Hammond

In November 1 9 9 6 ,M a rgot Hammond, D i rector of the Bank Street Family Center,

along with other members of the Bank Street faculty, p resented at the annual

meeting of the National Association for the Education of Young Children in

D a l l a s, Te x a s . At the Bank Street pre c o n f e rence session, “Putting the A rts Back

into Language A rt s,” she spoke about her work with young children and their

families at the Center. T h rough a variety of means, i n c l u d i n g The Fa m i ly Center

Hello Book a n d The Fa m i ly Center Collag e (a wonderful patchwork of images

contributed by each family that greets families and visitors when they come into

the hall), c h i l d ren and families use the arts to learn about themselves and others.

The collage was an outgrowth of the work of the Family Center’s Anti-Bias Com -

m i t t e e . Each family at the Center contributed a square about themselves.

F IRST AND MOST IMPORTA N T in the lives of our youngest ch i l d ren are the

relationships and experi e n ces that they have with family members: pare n t s ,

s i bl i n g s , gr a n d p a re n t s , a u n t s , u n cl e s , c o u s i n s , f a m i ly fri e n d s , and extended

f a m i ly. S i n ce family members are so ce n tral to the lives of young ch i l d re n , t h e

e a rliest experi e n ce with family feeds the young ch i l d ’s imagination and prov i d e s

the raw material and oppo rt u n ities through wh i ch c h i l d ren develop the ab i l ity to

c o m municate through languag e , e x p ress themselve s , and make meaning of their

e x p e ri e n ce through dramatic play, interaction with materials such as bl o ck s ,

l e go s , and paints, and participation in artistic and expre s s ive activ ities such as

m ovement and mu s i c, as well as activ ities that remind us of home, s u ch as

c oo k i n g.

In a dive rse sch ool commu n it y, and at Bank Stre e t , we are fortunate to have a

c o m mu n ity that reflects the dive rs ity of New Yo rk Cit y ’s po p u l a t i o n , e a ch ch i l d ’s

unique family experi e n ce needs to be explore d, va l i d a t e d, e n j oye d, and honore d.

S ch oo l s , ch i l d - c a re ce n t e rs , t e a ch e rs , and care g ive rs of the ve ry yo u n g e s t — o n e - ,

t wo - , and thre e - ye a r- o l d s — must form tru s t i n g, s o l i d, respectful relationships wit h

f a m i l i e s , so that families and ch i l d ren will feel comfort able enough to share their

cultural and family tr a d itions with the commu n it y. This will not only validate and

honor each family ’s special uniqueness—the ways they are similar and dissimilar

f rom each other—but will also enr i ch the individual and commu n ity experi e n ce

of each of its members , and provide a wealth of meaningful experi e n ces for ch i l-

d ren who are learning to express themselves through languag e , a rt , and play.

At the beginning of each ye a r ’s orientation meeting for families, the Fa m i ly

Center staff extends the following gre e t i n g :

We welcome all kinds of families: single-parent families, a d o p t ive fam-

i l i e s , foster care families, extended families, g ay- or lesbian-headed

f a m i l i e s , families of dive rse ethnic, r a c i a l , and socioeconomic back-

gro u n d s , and families of ch i l d ren with special needs.

When families are welcome and encouraged to spend time with ch i l d ren in cl a s s-
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roo m s , ch i l d ren can learn to think and talk ab o ut , not just their ow n , b ut each

o t h e r ’s families. Fa m i ly pictures on the walls bring each ch i l d ’s family into the

d a i ly life of the cl a s s roo m . C o nve rsations with teac h e rs and peers can incl u d e

naming re l a t ive s — D a ddy, Po p py, or Aunt Bunnie—as well as desc riptions of fun

times tog e t h e r.

“ Families: How They Loo k , H ow They Live ” is one teach e r ’s way of explori n g, va l-

i d a t i n g, and honoring the dive rs ity of our commu n it y. This curri c u l um focuses on

what families do tog e t h e r, and it provides ch i l d ren and adults with an oppo rt u-

n ity to talk ab o ut human ch a r a c t e ristics of ethnicit y, r a ce , f a m i ly stru c t u re , a n d

d i s ab i l it y, while add ressing a ch i l d ’s interest in action and experi e n ce .

The Family Center Help Book, wh i ch is published each ye a r, p rovides families and

staff an oppo rt u n ity to intro d u ce themselves to each other. A family photogr ap h

on each page is enhanced by a desc ri p t i o n , wh i ch , a c c o rding to a family ’s pre f-

e re n ce , m ay or may not include desc riptions of re l i g i o n , r a ce , e t h n i c it y, s p e c i a l

n e e d s , f a m i ly stru c t u re , and ava i l ab i l ity for play dates, or any other inform a t i o n

or instructions that one family might need to connect better with another family.

C h i l d ren who are in the midst of learning language and developing a vo c ab u l a ry

a re suppo rted when adults put a name to things ch i l d ren are noticing ab o ut dif-

fe re n ce .

M o r g a n’s family desc ribe themselves as African Ameri c a n . C h i l d ren can see fro m

the photo that they are a family of color, and that their skin tones range fro m

light to dark . C h ri s’s gay-headed family has two dads: one likes to be called

“ d a ddy ” and one likes to be called “ p ap a .” Tiki is five ye a rs old. She lives with her

Emma and Aba and teenage sister Leora. When Leora is home they play dre s s -

up tog e t h e r. I t ’s fun dancing with Mom while watching Ti k i ’s favo rite video. Ti k i ’s

t h e r apists and teach e rs help Tiki to ru n , ride a tri c y cl e , and learn . Sometimes she

uses sign language to help other people to understand her wo rd s . This ye a r, Ti k i

l e a rned how to read all her fr i e n d s’ names in her cl a s s .

We l c o m i n g, h o n o ri n g, and ce l ebrating families is one impo rtant way to build

u pon a ch i l d ’s first experi e n ces of family, t h e reby suppo rting the development of

both verbal and artistic expre s s i o n . The Family Center Collage, a patch wo rk of

i m ages contr i b uted by each family, p rovides Fa m i ly Center folks with an oppo r-

t u n ity to rep resent themselves and their families visually and ar t i s t i c a l ly. E a ch

f a m i ly is given a foam core square to take home and decorate as they ch oo s e .

E a ch square stands alone in ce l ebration of one individual and/or one family.

When assembled to look like a quilt, the outcome ce l ebrates the ri chness of our

c o m mu n ity and cl e a rly and visually defines what we value and honor.

For a Bright Idea!, see next page
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BRIGHT IDEA!
In a Bank Street College of Education hallway, visitors find a “quilt”

of families’ self-portraits hanging on a wall—some simple, some busy

with mementos, some 3-dimensional. Special thanks to the Bank Street

Family Center for this idea. Here’s how to make your own.

M a t e r i a l s : foam core squares 9” x 9”, long pins, a bulletin board or

big foam core board

How to: Students take home a square and a letter explaining that

each family should choose how to portray themselves on the square.

They might use photos, drawings, sayings, fabric, even small objects.

When students return their squares, mount them with long pins in a

patchwork pattern. Be sure to document your work by photograph-

ing the finished family quilt.
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