RESPONDING…
simply to questions from children in the
2nd and 3rd cycles of elementary school

Nowadays, children hear about gay and
lesbian people at younger ages than in past
years. Lesbian and gay people are mentioned
more frequently in the newspapers, on
the radio and on TV. Some children have
parents or other family members who are
gay and lesbian.
Children also commonly hear the word gay used as an insult. When
children’s questions go unanswered or when homophobic insults go
unchallenged by adults who are present, they presume that homosexuality is bad and that it is fair game to make fun of it or to use it
as an insult.

Some of the possible answers are longer
than those you will provide, while others
provide different ways of answering the
same question.
Some students will use slang or unacceptable language in asking
a question since they do not know the correct terms. Your answer
should employ the more appropriate vocabulary. If they use slang or
inappropriate language, you should be sure what the child means
by it. Then you can indicate clearly to the entire group that, as with
other subjects, certain words are acceptable and others are not
when we talk about homosexuality. Humiliating language is hurtful
and unacceptable.

Teachers and educators can prepare themselves to answer students’ questions in ways
that are both honest and age-appropriate.

Direct answers show respect for the honesty and curiosity of the
child. Some children may have thought about discrimination in the
context of, for example, the values of fairness, a personal experience
of exclusion or humiliation, or positive relations with others. These
can be recounted in the discussion to generate empathy and demonstrate problem resolution.

People working with children sometimes find it is difficult to answer
their questions simply because they have not had time to think about
a simple and natural response. Many professionals don’t have much
experience talking about gay and lesbian topics. Not very long ago,
the words gay and lesbian weren’t spoken or, if they were, they were
used pejoratively or furtively.

On occasion, you will not have an answer
to a student’s question. That’s fine. You can
answer, “I don’t have an answer for that right
now, but I’ll find out and get back to you.”

This section is intended to help those working with children in schools
to reflect on how to answer students’ questions so that they feel better prepared and more comfortable when the situation occurs. Certain of these questions will arise in some schools but not in others.
These are questions that students have asked and teachers have
responded to in the past.

Try not to appear offended by questions you find shocking. That will
only reinforce the desire to embarrass you or the other students in the
class. If the class gets into more of a discussion, beyond a question or
two, you may acknowledge that this is a topic about which some people
and families hold very different views or beliefs. The goal in your classroom is to create a safe and caring community for all students.

It is important for teachers and educators, to be able to identify the
essence of each child’s question and to be able to respond in an ageappropriate, clear and respectful manner.
We have assembled a number of the questions asked by children from
9 to 12 years of age. We suggest a variety of answers which should
be adapted to your own personality and the nature of your group.
You can also check a student’s understanding by asking, “Does that
answer your question?”
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Questions
EXAMPLES OF CHILDREN’S QUESTIONS
WITH SOME SUGGESTED ANSWERS
What does gay mean?

Is it something people choose?
No, it is not a choice. People do not choose to be gay or not. As
they grow up, people realise that they are attracted to other people,
whether of the same sex, the opposite sex, or both.

Being gay means that a person loves, in a very special way, someone
who is the same gender. For example, a gay man wants to have a loving relationship with another man. A gay woman, or a lesbian, wants
to have a loving relationship with another woman. A gay or homosexual person may want to have a special relationship with another
person of the same sex, to live with that person, and to have a family
with children.

Note: According to the American Academy of Pediatrics, “Sexual
orientation is generally determined in early childhood.”

Note: Answer simply. Focus on relationship and family. With older
children, you can mention that they are “men who are attracted to
and want to have a loving relationship with other men” or “women
who are attracted to and want to have a loving relationship with
other women.”

No, having a gay friend or acquaintance doesn’t make you gay. Being
gay is something that is deep down inside you. Gay people know a lot
of people who aren’t gay, but that doesn’t change who they are.

What is a lesbian?
The word “lesbian” describes a woman who is attracted by another
woman and wants to have a loving relationship with a woman. You
can also point out that a lesbian is a woman who is or wants to be in
love with another woman in a very special way.

If I know someone who is gay or if I’m friends
with a gay person, does that mean I’m gay?

Can animals be gay?
Yes, it’s possible. Among the hundreds of different species of animals
on earth, some are attracted to others of the same sex, from rams to
penguins, not to mention macaques.

Can a doctor make someone a heterosexual?
How can a person know if he / she is gay?
How old are you when you become gay?
Some people become aware they are gay as adolescents or young
adults, while for some others it is much later. Being gay is a feeling
that is deep inside you.
Note: Gays or lesbians often say they became aware of their difference much earlier, but didn’t associate that feeling or difference with
being gay until adolescence or later.

Are people gay or lesbian from the time they
are born?
We don’t know for sure. Science has not come to any agreement on
the reason some people are gay or lesbian. However, most scientists
believe that sexual orientation is at least partially something you are
born with.
Note: According to the American Academy of Pediatrics, “Sexual
orientation is probably not determined by any one factor but by a
combination of genetic, hormonal, and environmental influences. For
the last several decades, specialists have been inclined to favour
theories based on biology.”

No, it is impossible to change a person, whether gay or heterosexual.
Those feelings are deeply rooted.
Note: According to the president of the American Academy of Paediatrics, “There is no scientific proof that conversion or correction therapy is effective in modifying a person’s sexual orientation. (...) On the
contrary, there is evidence that such therapy can be destructive.”

Why do children always use the word gay to
put someone down?
A lot of children use the word gay this way because that is the only
way they have ever heard it used. Often, they don’t know exactly what
it means, but they want to hurt someone by using it. They think they
can get to other children by using it. It is not acceptable to use the
words gay and lesbian as insults. It hurts everybody.

What do the words queer and faggot mean?
The words queer and faggot are slang words that mean gay. They are
usually intended as insults and are not acceptable. They are hurtful.

What should I do if my religion says it’s bad
to be gay?

Don’t you have to have a man and a woman
to have a baby?

All faiths are different. Even within a single religion, different people
believe different things about homosexuality. Nevertheless, they all
believe that we should treat others with respect. Here in school, we
try to respect everyone’s faith. However, we also have to remember
that every person also has the right to be respected as an individual.
So sometimes, while respecting a belief of our own tradition, we have
to try to respect others who believe something different. This might be
a good subject to discuss with your family or with someone you trust
who shares your religion. There are gays and lesbians of all faiths all
around the world. There are a number of religious communities that
welcome gays and lesbians.

Children come to families in different ways: sometimes by birth, sometimes by adoption. Children are raised in many different ways. Some
children have a mom and a dad, others only have a mom or a dad, and
some have two moms or two dads. What’s important is to have one or
two parents who love you and take care of you.

My grandmother says it’s bad to have two moms.

Sometimes two men can bring a child into their family through adoption. Sometimes two men will raise children together because one of
the men was married to a woman before and had children with her.
Sometimes gay men make a family with a woman.

Many people have different ideas about families. Your grandmother isn’t
the only one who thinks that way. There are many different kinds of families. Some have a mom and a dad, some have two moms and some have
two dads, while others have only a mom. In this school, we respect all
families that love each other and care for their children. Taking care of
children is the important thing in a family, not how the family is made up.

Do gays act like girls? Do lesbians act like boys?
Some gay men and some heterosexual men seem more feminine, and
some lesbians and some heterosexual women seem more masculine.
At the same time, some gay men are very masculine and some lesbians are very feminine in the way they dress and in what they like.
It is impossible to say if a person is gay from appearance, clothing,
tastes or behaviour. There are gay football players, firefighters and
police, while there are lesbian ballerinas, princesses and singers.

If a girl plays sports or a boy likes to play
with dolls, does that mean they’re gay?
No. Some girls are very active and love sports and competition. Some
boys like to play with dolls and don’t like sports. It isn’t what we like to
do that determines whether we are homosexual.

Can you tell if someone is gay or lesbian just
by how they look?
No, that isn’t possible. Most gays and lesbians cannot be identified
by their physical appearance or their clothes. Being gay or lesbian
doesn’t mean you are any particular kind of person. There are gays
and lesbians of all ages, of all sizes and shapes, of all cultures, of all
races, religions, and nationalities, just like everyone else. They have
all kinds of jobs and live everywhere in the world.

Do gays and lesbians have children?
Yes, many gays and lesbians have children. They form homoparental
families, with two moms or two dads. Sometimes kids can have just
one gay or lesbian parent.

Note: If one of your students has two moms or two dads, or one homosexual parent, it can be useful to know how his or her parents talk about
their family. That will help you answer questions from other students.

How can two men have children?

How can a kid have two dads?
Families are made up in many different ways. Some children live in a
family where there are two dads. Two men can adopt a child together
and so the child will have two dads. A man might have had a child
when he was in a relationship with a woman and later on fell in love
with a man. In these kinds of families, the dads are the ones who
make a home for the children, take care of them and love them.
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How can two women have a baby? Don’t you
need a man to have a baby?
Children can come into a two-mom family through either birth or
adoption, just like with other families. One of the two moms may have
carried the baby in her belly. She was pregnant. If this is how the baby
came into the family then probably a man gave the woman his “seed”
so that she could become pregnant.

How can a family have two moms? Which one
is the real mom?
Both of them are. The two moms care for their children and love them.
There are all kinds of families. Some have two moms, some have two
dads, others have a mom or a dad, still others have a mom and a dad. In
some families, the adults are grandparents, other relatives or guardians.

Why wouldn’t a child have a dad? Wouldn’t
he miss not having a dad?
Because he has two moms instead. They are his parents, his family.
Sometimes children want something they can’t have but that other
kids have. For example, a brother or a sister. Sometimes it’s a dad he
doesn’t have, though others without a dad are perfectly happy without one. On the other hand, some kids with a mom and a dad say, “It’s
not fair that he (or she) has two moms. I want two moms too.” Every
child is different. What’s important is that a child feel happy in his
or her family and loved and respected by the parents, whether two
moms, two dads, or a single parent.

Will a person be gay because her two moms
are gay (lesbian)?
No. Children grow up to become what they were born to be. Having
gay or lesbian parents doesn’t make a child gay or lesbian. Most gays
and lesbians were raised by heterosexual parents

If I play with someone who has two moms
or two dads, will I become gay?
No. You will always be yourself, no matter whom you play with. Being
gay or heterosexual is something that’s inside you. It is impossible to
add to that or take it away.

Julie’s mom and dad just got divorced, and
now her dad is involved with a man. What’s
that all about?
When children’s parents get divorced, sometimes their parents will get
involved with other people. Sometimes that person is of the same gender.
Maybe Julie’s’s dad knew that he was attracted to (or liked) men before.
Maybe he didn’t. The important thing is that no matter whom he gets
involved with, he still loves Julie, and he is still her dad. When parents
divorce, the adults usually work things out to be sure that children still see
both of them. All new things take getting used to. What’s most important
is for everyone to have opportunities to create and maintain relationships
that are healthy, caring and respectful of one another. Parents still love
their children and want to include them in their life as much as possible.

Can girls marry girls or can boys marry boys?
No, children aren’t allowed to marry! Only grown-ups can get married.
At the same time, adults can start a family in a lot of different ways.
Many adults live together and take care of one another. Getting married is one way of doing that. In Canada, a woman can marry another
woman and a man can marry another man. People who love each other
can live together, care for one another, and be a family, with or without
children and whether or not they are married.

Why do gays and lesbians display flags and
stickers with rainbows on them? What’s the
meaning of that?
The rainbow flag and the stickers show support for gays and lesbians.
Anyone can use them to show support. The rainbow flag is also the
symbol of gay and lesbian pride. It was designed to show the diversity
of the gay and lesbian community. It consists of many colours. A lot of
people use these symbols.

What does the pink triangle mean?
The pink triangle is a symbol to show support for gays and lesbians.
Note: In the concentration camps during World War II, a reversed
pink triangle was used to identify gay male prisoners. If you have
studied or discussed the Holocaust at any level, it would be worthwhile to explain the origin of the pink triangle to introduce the idea
of different sorts of intolerance and persecution.
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